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    DEDICATION


    For Ann—a tour of the old neighborhood

  


  Prologue


  IN NEW ORLEANS, Carnival is nothing less than a season. It lasts thirty to sixty days and virtually consumes its celebrants, who in turn consume several oceans of inebriants. This exuberant annual escapade has its roots, as does almost every excess of high spirits, in pagan fertility rites.


  Early on in Arcadia, to purify the soil, the priests painted themselves, the shepherds stripped naked, and the former chased the latter over the landscape, merrily lashing them with goatskin whips. But of course that was nothing compared with the Roman bacchanal that evolved from it. Naturally the church sought to end the hilarity. Just as naturally, it failed. Early quashing efforts only resulted in skylarks such as the medieval Feast of Fools, which included a mock mass and blasphemous impersonations of church officials.


  Finally, in the spirit of compromise that has so often saved their bacon, the bishops offered instead their own celebration, neatly transforming a pagan debauch into a Christian one. It was first called Carnelavare, or “farewell to the flesh,” because it preceded the forty Lenten days of fasting and penitence before Easter. But one must be sober to pronounce such a word, and so it became simply “Carnival.”


  The medieval custom of holding parades, masquerades, and revels in celebration of Carnival has been handed down in certain unruly cities—notably New Orleans, Rio de Janeiro, Nice, and Cologne. The two gentlemen who originally claimed Louisiana for France (Iberville and Bienville) got things rolling in that area one February night around the turn of the eighteenth century, when they camped on a small bayou and, overcome with homesickness, remembered that back in France the streets would be mobbed with revelers. They called the creek Bayou Mardi Gras, for “Fat Tuesday,” the last-chance feast before the fast beginning Ash Wednesday.


  The colony’s settlers remembered also the customs of yore and declined, though far from home, to let the standards slip. In fact, they may have even raised them a bit, because in most cities Carnival lasts about a week. In New Orleans the season starts on January 6, making Mardi Gras Day itself the climactic moment of weeks of revels.


  From time to time in New Orleans, by one early governor or another, Mardi Gras was banned as rowdy and dangerous. But it always popped up again, and always rowdier still. In 1857 people thought that it would the a natural death due to the high crime rate. In feet, that year’s Mardi Gras was really the beginning of the frolic as we know it today. The Mistick Krewe of Comus paraded for the first time. This may have been the single most important event in the social history of the city.


  Quite simply, Comus is the most elite and important of the city’s krewes, or Carnival organizations, of which there must now be hundreds. Nowadays there are women’s krewes, like Venus and Iris, black krewes, like Zulu, gay krewes, black gay krewes, krewes composed of suburban dentists, krewes that make fun of other krewes, krewes of every stripe, krewes from every stratum. But the important krewes are secret societies made up of male members of the creme de la creme. To get in, an aspirant may have to wait for someone to die. Then, of course, he must be voted upon and must be able to contribute substantial dues to pay for the annual ball and parade.


  For the raison d’etre of the krewes is to have a parade and a ball at Carnival. Eccentric as it may seem, they truly exist for no other purpose. (However, the membership of Comus, though theoretically unknown, also runs the Boston Club and therefore the city.)


  Rex, the second most important krewe, is a different animal from Comus. Its membership is not secret and its focus is civic rather than social. Even a New Orleans newcomer might be asked to join if he had the right job, knew the right people, and worked hard for the good of the city. Despite such seeming common status compared with the rarefied circles of Comus, Momus, and Proteus, Rex himself, the civic leader selected each year as king of the krewe, is also king of Carnival. (He’s very likely to be a member of Comus as well.)


  The crown of Rex is the most coveted honor of New Orleans society. It’s said that ex-Rexes tend to get carried away with their royal status. The one who had little crowns engraved on his stationery has gone down in history. Others simply rest on their laurels in the Rex Room at Antoine’s, eating, drinking, and remembering.


  The notion of Rex was invented in 1872, the greatest of all Mardi Gras. That was the year the city devoted its energies to impressing a visiting Romanoff so glamorous that in New York he’d caused near-riots and left the streets strewn with swooning women. The grand duke’s favorite song, “If Ever I Cease to Love,” became the theme song of Mardi Gras; Mardi Gras was declared a legal holiday; and Mardi Gras got a king, all in the same year.


  The first Rex, Louis Salomon, wore purple velvet embroidered with rhinestones and rode not a float but a horse. Though Salomon was a Jew, today no Jew can be Rex. This discrimination occurs because the monarch of mirth must now come from the Boston Club, which does not admit Jews, women, blacks, or anyone of any ethnic origin whose blood is not a vivid shade of azure. Originally just a group of guys who liked a card game called Boston, the club grew in numbers and exclusivity until it became the power hub of the city—solidly and absolutely committed to the preservation of the status quo.


  Not only Rex but every krewe has a king, though in the fancy ones his identity is kept secret. Each king has his court of nubile young maidens as well—the season’s debutantes and almost certainly the daughters of members. Far from being kept secret, the names and faces of the queens and maids are widely publicized, as there would be little point to the honor otherwise.


  Naturally, the most important party of Mardi Gras Day (the Comus and Rex balls being scheduled for evening) is held at the Boston Club. The club being on Canal Street, which is right on the parade route, the Queen of Carnival and various other dignitaries (including the nearly forgotten wife of Rex himself) view the passing of Rex from a balcony draped in the purple, green, and gold of Carnival. From the thronged and frenzied street, the king toasts his queen.


  Anticipating this moment could be an occasion of deepest boredom, but the inventive citizens of the City That Care Forgot are well practiced in the art of diversion.


The Boston Club


  1


  BITTY WOULD HAVE to be propped up, and God knew what Henry would do. If Marcelle fell flat on her face that would be three grand screw-ups out of three. The least she could do was stay on her feet. She was the only one who gave a damn about Chauncey anyway. Except for Tolliver, maybe, and he wasn’t even a St. Amant.


  How many drinks were too many? She had had three, maybe four, and it was barely eleven o’clock. It would be almost another hour—nearly noon—before the parade passed and stopped so that her father could toast his youthful queen. She had to slow down—she wasn’t supposed to be the drunk in the family. Then again, it was Carnival. Who’d notice anyway?


  Only everyone. Because all eyes were on the St. Amants today. In another hour and a half the population would be staring up at the balcony, where Rex’s lovely family, to do their patriarch proud, must look like refugees from the ’50s—even down to their hairdos and clothing. All three of them were wearing suits—son Henry, wife Bitty, daughter Marcelle. The wife and daughters of Rex always wore suits, just as Rex’s queen was always a debutante of the season and the daughter of someone important. The queen—Brooke Youngblood this year, a Kappa at LSU—wore a suit as well.


  Marcelle wondered if a woman would even be allowed on the balcony in a dress or pants. But the question wouldn’t come up. You wouldn’t make your debut in a black dress either.


  Marcelle’s suit was rose-and-black houndstooth checks with knee-brushing skirt and short, neat jacket. If she ever wore it again, she would shorten the skirt by at least two inches. Brooke Youngblood’s skirt was box-pleated, and she wore her hair in a pageboy.


  Being well into her twenties, Marcelle didn’t have to go that far, but she’d had to smooth down her short dark hair. Normally she liked to look as if she’d had it styled sometime in the twentieth century; but today she wore no gel, no mousse, no spikes, no magenta rinse. She looked like Daddy’s good little girl even if she wasn’t, and everyone knew it.


  Not, of course, that anyone cared. Certainly her mother didn’t. Bitty cared about nothing that wasn’t amber-colored and wet. As for Henry, he was a bigger slut than Marcelle. And Chauncey wouldn’t even have noticed she’d grown up if she hadn’t had a four-year-old son. He was forever ruffling her hair and buying her raspberry ice cream. When she was a kid he used to take her for walks and buy her cones. It was about the only pleasant memory of her childhood.


  Marcelle’s glass was still half full. For Chauncey’s sake, she thought. For Chauncey she could make the drink last another hour.


  It was absurdly quiet here. There was only the drone of conversation and the genteel clinking of glasses. You’d hardly know it was Mardi Gras at all, and indeed, in a way it wasn’t. The Boston Club party was stultifyingly different from anything anyone else in the city was doing that day. There wasn’t a soul in costume—unless you counted the two women from Mississippi in the clown outfits. Someone’s guests.


  And no one was rowdy, out-of-hand, or seemingly even drunk, though Marcelle suspected at least fifty percent had arrived with a blood alcohol content well above the legal driving limit. These were the sorts of people who held their liquor well and pretended their livers would last forever. Her grandfather, for instance. She’d never seen him drunk in her life, yet never seen him without a drink in hand, never kissed him without tasting bourbon. The old boy had been well pickled for the last forty years. Yet it didn’t seem to interfere with his performance—he’d been bossing around most of the old coots currently juicing it up in these very dark-paneled rooms for most of his life. Too bad Bitty hadn’t inherited his ability to remain standing while blotto.


  Marcelle wondered where her grandfather was and hoped she wouldn’t run into him. But he didn’t walk that much anymore. Probably found a leather wing chair in which to sink and be surrounded by his sycophants. He’d be looking exactly like a toad on a leaf—enormous belly and chest, tiny legs, big ugly mottled head, and sharp, dangerous little eyes. No wonder Bitty had married someone so different—so handsome and gentle.


  Oh, Chauncey, I hope Bitty or Henry doesn’t wreck it for you. Or me, God knows, that’s a distinct possibility. But what is there to do but drink? It’s so dismal here.


  Feeling defeated, Marcelle strolled to the bar and got her fourth drink of the morning (if it wasn’t her fifth). In fact, she realized, this was a lovely room—not dismal at all. A kind of garden room. The rest of the club looked very much as she would imagine a men’s club on St James’s Street in London—dark wood, leather chairs, Oriental rugs. Stately. Elegant. At the moment, full of forsythia and lovely spring flowers. The Boston Club was famous for the elaborate flower arrangements it always displayed at Mardi Gras. Marcelle almost smiled.


  The ladies of Venus and the members of Endymion (880 strong) wore outlandish feather headdresses, but even these could barely hold a candle to the feather getups the Mardi Gras Indians conjured up. And the Indians were wildly out-flashed by the drag queens. But at the Boston Club, when they kicked out all the jams, that meant they had some flowers brought in.


  Marcelle looked around her and wondered why she found the atmosphere so dismal. Maybe it was the clothes. To a man, the gentlemen wore dark suits—except for the ones on the reception committee, who wore full-dress morning clothes. The women’s suits and silk dresses all looked as if they’d cost what Marcelle had paid for her car, and they were in punctiliously impeccable taste. But to Marcelle’s mind, “frumpy” might have been a better description—nothing above the knees or very much below them.


  It was middle-of-the-road city in these dark and hallowed halls. Neutral ground. That was what New Orleanians called the median strips that divided the streets. The phrase suddenly seemed a metaphor for what was wrong with the whole place—everybody trying to hold the neutral ground. You were supposed to look neutral, act neutral, pretend you were beige—when your whole family might be falling apart even though your father was King of Carnival. Suddenly it seemed funny. The drink was helping.


  “That’s more like it.” It was Jo Jo Lawrence, all blond hair and football shoulders. He bumped against her slightly, dumping white wine all over her pink silk blouse. “Oh, Lord. I’m sorry.” He dabbed at her with a paper napkin, lightly touching her breasts.


  “It’s okay.” Marcelle brushed at her own chest. “It’s white. It’ll hardly show at all when it’s dry.” She raised her face to his. “What’s more like it?”


  “That little smile. I was watching you. Why so sad on Mardi Gras? Especially this one?”


  “Mind your own business, okay, Jo Jo?”


  “I heard your divorce is final.”


  Marcelle said nothing. Sometimes she wished she’d married Jo Jo. After Lionel’s drunken rages, his vacant sweetness seemed a lot more appealing than it had in high school. She couldn’t remember why she’d married Lionel anyway, or why she hadn’t married Jo Jo. He hadn’t asked her, she supposed. They’d been too young anyway. But he was the first boy she’d been to bed with—only it wasn’t bed, exactly, it was the lakefront.


  “How ’bout a kiss for Jo Jo? For old time’s sake.”


  Why not? He was about the only man in town she hadn’t kissed in the last six months. Why not Jo Jo? She lifted her face.


  He kissed her gently, sweetly. Then he put both arms around her and kissed her for real. Right there in the Boston Club, in front of everybody. But did anybody notice? She’d be amazed if they did. Not a little thing like a kiss. Everyone kissed everyone at Carnival. No one would remember who they’d kissed themselves, much less who else had kissed whom. You could go to church on Ash Wednesday and sit next to someone you’d done God knows what with and not even know it.


  Jo Jo’s body felt unexpectedly, familiarly good. Familiar and yet forbidden. Jo Jo was married now. But everyone was married, and that didn’t seem to stop anyone else. Even her own father. It had never stopped Marcelle either.


  It must be two weeks since I’ve been with a man—some kind of record for me.


  Jo Jo was pushing her back toward the wall, toward the nearest doorway, his heavy body against hers, his breath redolent of Bloody Marys. I’m burning, she thought. I’m burning up. Her suit jacket was sticking to her, her corsage must be crushed.


  I can’t do this, it’s crazy.


  But lately she didn’t seem to have much control. Oh, hell. She didn’t want to be in this awful crowd anyway, with her mother and Henry and her fossil of a grandfather. They disgusted her.


  Why shouldn’t she fuck Jo Jo if she wanted to? Everything she did today she was doing for her father. Why shouldn’t she do this one thing for herself? There would be time before the St. Amant moment of glory. (Plenty of time, if Jo Jo hadn’t changed.) It was going to be a long, long day. She’d have her hands full in the next few hours. Why not take a moment first? It would help relax her. She wondered if Jo Jo had a rubber with him the way he always had in high school.
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  Henry was dead sober. So sober dead would have felt preferable. On the other hand, he was coked to the gills. He had to be, for the ordeal to come. But he felt as sick as if he’d been drinking martinis by the quart.


  “Henry, ol’ son, what’s a ten?”


  “A ten?”


  “Like in the movie. ”


  “Oh, a woman. I don’t know.’’


  “Four feet tall, flat head with a six-pack on it, and no teeth.”


  Much more in that vein and he was going to lose it. Too much meaningful colloquy with these upper-class twits and he might just bash heads, not merely fall on the floor. Falling on the floor was more Bitty’s style anyway. And Marcelle’s, when she got going. Passive resistance. The thought nearly made him laugh. When you got down to it, none of the three of them had been more passive than he had, given up more … no, that wasn’t true. Bitty had. He wished he could make it up to her, somehow give her back what Chauncey had taken away.


  Oh, Bitty, Bitty, Bitty, are you all right? Will you get through this?


  Where was she anyway?


  He was wearing a suit and tie for her, a normal tie too, nothing flamboyant, nothing embarrassing. And how he would have loved to wear something really outrageous. Something to shock the pants off his father and all these Country Day graduates who were now budding bankers and lawyers and doctors.


  Fortunately there weren’t all that many young people in the place. Henry probably wouldn’t have been there himself if his grandfather hadn’t been who he was. Even his father’s status as king for a day might not have gotten him in—men who weren’t members weren’t welcome at the Boston Club. But you simply didn’t argue with Haygood Mayhew; you deferred to him and pretended the honor was all yours. The combined membership of the Boston, Pickwick, Bienville, and Louisiana clubs couldn’t have kept Henry out of any place in the city if his grandfather wanted him there.


  So much the worse, to Henry’s way of thinking. He would have given all the doubloons of Rex to be anywhere else in the world today. But he was here for Bitty.


  As it happened, Bitty, however, appeared to be doing great. She hadn’t had a drink all day. Why this farce should matter to her he didn’t know, but she’d pulled up her socks and carried on, like the heroine of some nineteenth-century English novel. Chauncey didn’t deserve it, but maybe it would be a new beginning for her—maybe, ultimately, it would be worth it.


  If he could just get away from this bunch of assholes—the extremely bored and jaded escorts of the queen’s maids. He looked around for the only person he loved besides his mother. Where the hell was Tolliver when he needed him? Life is tolerable only with Tolliver. It was a line Tolliver had taught him when he was about two feet tall. When his parents were too much for him, Tolliver had picked him up and hugged him and kissed him and made him feel as if he had a real father, not just Chauncey.


  And Henry had felt safe and loved. Tolliver was a tall man, though slight—not half the size of Chauncey, but big enough to feel like a dad. Henry thought he looked like Tolliver too—he thought of Chauncey and Marcelle as the dark ones, himself and Bitty and Tolliver as the light ones, the ones who were really a family.


  He’d even asked his mother once if there’d been a mistake, if Tolliver were really his father. But she’d laughed and pointed out all his little resemblances to Chauncey—the round face, the strong, square jaw, the brown eyes—as opposed to Tolliver’s long, elegant, almost lugubrious countenance with its watery, languid blue eyes. It was cruel, Henry had thought at the time. He’d wanted to believe Tolliver was his father.


  Life is tolerable only with Tolliver. It was only recently that he’d realized how much truth there was in that bit of childhood nonsense.


  Some dickhead from high school joined the knot of young men. “Henri! The man of the hour. How’s it going, boy?”


  “How’s it going for you, Jack? I heard you’re going out with a chawama.”


  “All the pussy I can eat, man. Say, how’re you doin’ anyway? Still working at Brennan’s?”


  “Uh-huh. Supporting my habit.”


  “I heard you were handin’ out some pretty good shit.”


  “I meant my acting habit.”


  “Huh?” Jack looked blank. “Oh, yeah, forgot about that.”


  “It doesn’t bring in the bucks like maritime law, I’m afraid.”


  “Say, you in anything now? Maybe I’ll bring Doreen. I could get her to bring a friend, we could go out afterward, have a few—give you a chance to bone up on your yat.”


  “Not much call for yat in Measure for Measure.”


  “Measure for …? Oh yeah—that’s what you’re in. Hey, Shakespeare’s not everything—maybe someone’ll write a yat play someday. Confederacy of Dunces! Yeah! You can play Ignatius.” Jack smiled, obviously extremely pleased at pulling off a literary allusion.


  “Sure, Jack, bring Doreen. It’d be a pleasure to meet her.’’


  Jack wasn’t going to bring Doreen. Henry doubted he ever took her anywhere except to her corner bar to get her loosened up. And Jack wasn’t coming to a little theater production of Measure for Measure either. Hell, if he were in Stratford-on-Avon, Jack wouldn’t go to the theater. Unlike Henry’s father. Chauncey went to the theater all the time—as long as the production was one in which Henry wasn’t acting.


  “Hey, man, you got any more of that coke?”


  “I gave it all away. Sorry.”


  Jack shrugged. “Me too, man. Say, listen, you oughta try a chawama—good pussy, cheap date, no nervous breakdowns.”


  “Excuse me. I’ve got to find my mother.”


  Damn. Why had he said that? It sounded as if he meant he had to take care of her, to make sure she didn’t get drunk enough to fall on her ass out on the reviewing stand. He was starting to lose it. What he had to do was get some fresh air. He couldn’t take much more of this. Not even for Bitty. He had to steel himself for the interminable hours ahead.
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  “Bitty!”


  She didn’t turn around, probably hadn’t heard.


  Tolliver gave up and went upstairs to the men’s room. He wet a paper towel, wrung it out, and held it to his forehead.


  “Tolliver, you okay?”


  He heard himself gasp—a loud “Aaahhhh!”, almost a yell. Dropping the paper towel, he caught a glimpse of his frightened face in the mirror. This was absurd; it was ridiculous. He turned around. The man who’d sneaked up was one of his customers, a man named Billy Ambrose.


  “You startled me.”


  “Sorry.” Billy gave him a winsome grin. “I didn’t know I was that imposing. You okay? Headache or what?”


  Tolliver tried for a smile that he suspected was more like a grimace and waved Billy into one of the stalls. “Fine,” he whispered, knowing Billy couldn’t hear him. He’d left his pills at home. Goddamn! Of all days to forget them. Worrying about Bitty was making him twitchy—even more so than he’d expected; and he’d known it was going to be a very difficult day indeed. He’d called out to her because he’d seen her stumble. He might have known. She’d been doing beautifully earlier, but how much could you expect of one human being? One very weak, unhappy, alcoholic human being who’d drawn hardly a sober breath in twenty years or more? But every now and then she cleaned up her act and was okay for a while.


  No doubt it gave her liver a rest, but it was a long-term solution by no means. For years her family had been trying to get her to join AA, with no success. Bitty was afraid to give up drinking. Life held no pleasures for her now except the sweet haze of alcohol. Without it, she wouldn’t want to live. And so, in a way, it was what was keeping her alive and they should all be glad of it. But it seemed that lately, for the past few weeks, she’d been worse than ever. Or was that his imagination?


  Probably not. She was worried about today probably. He needed to get to her … to help her get through it. He knew she wanted to stay sober, and she was going to need a lot of support.


  But he was useless with this nagging headache, this anxiety. He had to get out of here. He felt tired, dizzy, and spent.


  Staggering himself, though hardly aware of it, Tolliver threaded his way to the street. God, he hated Carnival! He hated the masks and he hated the costumes and he hated the booze and the noise and the forced, desperate gaiety, and the pressure and the crowds and the revolting, no-holds-barred vulgarity of the thing. There was something else he hated this much—or someone. What was it? The hatred felt familiar, but he couldn’t put his finger on it right now.


  What had he thought he was doing, coming outside? The crowds were so thick you couldn’t walk a step. But he had to get through them. He had to get home and get his pills, then there was something else he had to do … something to do with Bitty.


  Yes. Now he remembered. He’d get the car and go home and get the pills and do what he’d planned to do, which was take care of Bitty. As always. He’d been doing it ever since he could remember, and today was an important day.


  He wondered how Henry was. Would he get through the day okay? The thought of Henry—so young and vulnerable (though he thought himself so worldly)—made Tolliver suddenly warm and happy. If Bitty made it through the day okay, then Henry would be okay and maybe Tolliver would too. It was only that thought that was getting him through.


  His head was beginning to clear. It felt better now. He had walked for a long time—very slowly. As a small boy he could remember holding his mother’s hand, but not being able to see her. And that was on St. Charles, where things were tamer. The crowds were thickest here, right on Canal. Still, he didn’t need to go fast. He was doing fine. He walked and walked and walked, it seemed. But the faces seemed familiar, the costumes too. The same feathers, the same sequins—or was every exhibitionist in town wearing a red-feathered codpiece with silver-sequined suspenders? The same slave girl, the same top-hatted magician with the same ratty mechanical rabbit. Good Christ! The same teenage girl on the same balcony. The same crowd hollering, “Show your tits!” She had painted sunbursts on them.


  How long had he been walking? He felt disoriented. Had he gotten his pills? His limbs felt stronger now, as if he’d walked off the twitchiness. His head hadn’t hurt for a long time. Had he done what he’d set out to do? He must get back. He must start to find his way back.


  Bitty would be wondering what had happened to him.


  Henry would be going nearly mad, trying to take care of her, wondering where Tolliver was. He stopped a man in a gorilla suit and asked directions.
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  Bitty smoothed makeup into the little bags beneath her eyes, then put on some eyeliner and mascara. Her hand was as steady as if she’d never had a drink in her life. She could hold it together when she wanted to, and she’d get through this day as easily as if she were as young and capable as Henry.


  She’d stumbled on her way to the ladies’ room and that worried her. People might think she was drunk. But so be it. That one little slip was all they were going to get to talk about. She’d been planning this day for six weeks, and she wasn’t about to blow it now. She had even gone and bought herself a new plum-colored suit at Saks, where she couldn’t bear shopping. But Gus Mayer and Godchaux’s were gone now, and she had to have something new. Otherwise people really would have thought she’d gone to seed. She looked damn good in it too, unless she was much mistaken.


  Her hair was as blonde as it had been on her wedding day, and her eyes were as clear—today anyway. Carefully, she washed her hands—very, very carefully. Anne-Marie Delamore, who’d just gone into one of the stalls, had given her an odd look, as if wondering whether to stick around to pick her up when she fell. But no fear of that—absolutely none. She simply felt the need for clean hands, that was all. Hadn’t Anne-Marie ever seen anyone take her time?


  She wondered vaguely where Marcelle and Henry and Tolliver were. But they weren’t far, she was sure. Today was Chauncey’s big day. Today he was Rex, the Monarch of Mirth, the King of Carnival, and the leading citizen of New Orleans. It was the climax of his whole life—the day he’d been working for ever since she’d met him. Just how hard he’d worked she hadn’t learned till much later, and it was rather a bitter lesson, but today was undeniably Chauncey’s day. All his little satellites—the beautiful family he was so proud of, the best friend who’d stuck with Bitty and Chauncey through some of the toughest times any family could possibly experience—they’d all be close.


  She usually felt braver when she was drunk, but right now, stone sober, she felt exhilarated, as if she could do anything. She moved aside so Anne-Marie could wash her hands, then fumbled for her lipstick. She’d apply it slowly, carefully, so that Anne-Marie could see what a good little sober wife she was.


  “Mrs. St. Amant? Is Bitty St. Amant in here?”


  “Yes?”


  It was Skip Langdon, not dressed at all properly for the party at the Boston Club. She looked like a heifer in that getup. Skip must be nearly six feet tall, and she’d been overweight all her life. “Mrs. St. Amant?”


  “Yes? Skip, what is it?” She looked carefully at the younger woman’s face, and she remembered what Skip was doing now—it wasn’t a costume she was wearing. Skip looked so sad, so very sad, as if she could hardly bear to speak.


  “Skippy—tell me. What is it?” Bitty knew her voice was coming out in a wail, but there was nothing she could do about it. She looked at Anne-Marie Delamore, who had turned paper-white. So Anne-Marie felt it too. Something was terribly, terribly wrong.


  “Mrs. Delamore,” said Skip, “could you excuse us please?”


  Bitty wouldn’t be alone with her. No. She declined. Absolutely not. She would be with those she loved. Behind a scuttling Anne-Marie, she walked unsteadily out of the bathroom, through the anteroom with its pretty mantel, and back to the party.


  The Monarch of Mirth


  THE QUIET WAS deafening. Skip had forgotten that part, though she’d been here before on Mardi Gras—as Tricia Lattimore’s guest, when they were both at McGehee’s and nobody their age had invited them anywhere. She was at the Boston Club today for no other reason than that she knew these people, she was at home here—or so her brother officers imagined. True, her father had elbowed his way into Rex, but certainly not into this bastion of blue blood. And that didn’t begin to tell the story. There was Skip’s own peculiar identity crisis to reckon with. But Sergeant Pitre wouldn’t know about that, and wouldn’t care. She was handy, that was all. She’d been on the scene and no one else who had had been brave enough to beard the Brahmins in their lair.


  Skip had been working parade routes, along with a third of the cops in the city, and she was scheduled for a twelve-hour shift like everyone else. The system really wasn’t too bad. During Carnival a third of the department did their regular jobs from 6 A.M. to 6 P.M., a third took over from 6 P.M. to 6 A.M., and that freed everyone else for parade routes.


  Skip’s day had started with Zulu and a fight among three men and a woman. The woman’s escort was obviously “from away,” as New Orleanians put it. “Forget doubloons,” Skip heard her tell him. “But if you catch a coconut, guard it with your life.”


  For once, Skip was standing with her back to the parade, watching the crowd, as regulations required. The speaker was a blonde woman wearing a UNO sweatshirt. Her friend had on a denim jacket. Skip’s eye strayed over the crowd and a gold-painted coconut thrown by a Zulu warrior whizzed over her shoulder. The man in the denim jacket, apparently impressed by his date’s assessment of its value, jumped up, caught it, and cradled it in the crook of his arm like a football player catcing a pass. “All r-i-i-ght!” Skip yelled. A few people clapped and hollered.


  “Hey! Hey!” yelled the man with the coconut, and suddenly he was down. The crowd parted. Two well-dressed men were trying to wrestle away the coconut. Skip started toward them. “Okay, okay! Knock it off!”


  The blonde glanced at her briefly, hesitating only a moment, and jumped on the pile, closing her teeth around the polo-shirted bicep of the topmost man. Skip paused, giving the three a chance to work out their differences. She stepped back to give the two ruffians room to run. Caught up in the spirit, she shouted: “A round of applause, ladies and gentlemen!” The crowd cheered, the blonde bowed, and her gentleman friend presented her with the well-earned coconut.


  A satisfying morning. Unlike most of her peers, Skip liked working parade routes. It was a relief from having to make small talk with the likes of Marcelle St. Amant Gaudet, who had ice-blue chiffon behind the eyes.


  It was a relief from a lot of things. She could remember the party at the Pontalba during which the host lowered a bucket from the balcony and shouted, “Alms for the rich.” Unamused, his girlfriend tried to stop him, and he dragged her into the bathroom. There were some thumps and screams, then silence. Finally the host emerged carrying handfuls of frosted, permed, freshly cut hair, which he scattered among the guests.


  The shorn girlfriend, apparently undaunted, spent the afternoon methodically seducing each male member of the host’s family, racking up, by Skip’s count, older brother, younger brother, and two cousins. She later told friends his father had been perfectly willing as well, but too drunk to get it up.


  Even as a prepubescent hellion, Skip had liked the street at Carnival. Not Canal Street particularly, where the crowds were so thick people stood in the streets about an inch from the floats—literally smack up against them, so that if there was trouble the entire U.S. Army, much less the New Orleans Police Department, would be helpless. And where you couldn’t even get your hands above your head to reach out for throws and where, if you were claustrophobic, you’d faint and be trampled to death because no way could you get your head between your knees.


  What she liked was St. Charles Avenue, like Canal closed to traffic for the Rex Parade. But even here, famous as the site of “the family Mardi Gras,” it could get rough. She’d forgotten how rough, how violent it could be, and she was relearning that morning. Yet in past years she’d given the cops as much trouble as certain drunk, foul-mouthed sorority types were giving her today.


  The huddled masses stood several hundred deep on both sides of the avenue, some with ladders for their kids or themselves, some with toddlers on their shoulders, risking the kids’ lives, in her opinion—one bump and baby hit the pavement. As a cop (instead of the dedicated troublemaker of old) she was truly shocked at the way they pushed and shoved and hollered for throws. They really did holler and beg—just like the guidebooks said they did. The aristocrats (the male ones anyway), grandly conveyed on floats, were supposed to demonstrate their largesse by casting trinkets into the crowds. Little strings of beads, mostly, and Carnival doubloons.


  She wondered how the knights and dukes of Rex decided on whom to bestow the coveted gewgaws. Did they search out the prettiest girls? The most flamboyant drag queens? The least aggressive little kids? The recyclers, of course, those who caught throws and re-threw them, bargained for nudity. In the last few years it had become a fad in the Quarter for women to take off their blouses for beads.


  If Skip were on a float she would have insisted, she thought, on rewarding those in the most amusing costumes. Like that man across the street who’d apparently got himself up as an Italian restaurant. He had a round, tablelike arrangement around his middle covered with a red-checked tablecloth and topped with a plate of papier-mache spaghetti and an old wine bottle complete with colorful wax drippings. She also liked the grasshopper with a little grasshopper kid just about knee-high to him. If you were going to behave like an idiot, which was the whole point of Carnival, you could at least go all the way.


  There were a lot of popes this year, as His Holiness had earlier favored the city with a visit. Here and there was a two-legged Dixie beer can, and the random screwball who had sprayed himself gold or silver. Inevitably, there was a film crew trying vainly to make some sort of visual sense of it all. Skip wondered if the filmmakers would bother to record the prodigious number of kids in fraternity sweatshirts carrying Hurricanes or beers—or even legal go-cups—and barfing all over one another. The drinking age had recently been raised to twenty-one, but the unofficial tall-enough-to-reach-the-bar rule was still very much in effect. And you could drink on the street as long as you didn’t do it out of a bottle or glass, but on Mardi Gras who could enforce the go- cup law?


  Skip was absolutely convinced that most of the damage done by Carnival drunks was perpetrated by the football and beer-bust crowd. She ought to know, having done quite a bit of it herself in her day. She was well aware of the legendary kinship between cops and criminals. It was only recently that she’d come over to the side of law and order.


  A roar was gathering up the avenue. The sovereign float, the one bearing Rex himself, was approaching. The closer it came, the pushier people got. Skip knew this was the wrong time to let her attention stray—and all too well, she knew she wasn’t supposed to turn her back to the crowd—but one of Rex’s pages was calling her.


  “Hey, Skip, whereyat, dawalin’?” Probably Tricia Lattimore’s little brother, who was at the age where kids thought aping the yats was funny. She was dying to say hi. And that wasn’t all—she had to get a look at one of her oldest acquaintances in his moment of glory. She turned around.


  There he was—the King of Carnival, Rex himself, the Monarch of Mirth, all in gold and positively exuding noblesse oblige. Despite all the fancy sobriquets, he was known to his intimates as plain Chauncey St. Amant. He was a well-padded gentleman, like most New Orleanians of a certain age, and he was in his element playing Old King Cole the merry old soul. Skip hoped his arm wouldn’t fall off from too much waving. She’d known him since her rubber pants days.


  He looked up and waved at someone on one of the balconies. Automatically, Skip’s gaze followed his. The float was just parallel to the balcony, one she knew well. Today it was draped with Mardi Gras bunting—purple, green, and gold. The single occupant standing on it was dressed as Dolly Parton in cowgirl finery.


  Dolly had on her trademark curly wig, a red satin sequined blouse, blue satin skirt, fawn gloves, balloons in her bodice, and two-gun holster. She had on a white mask with eye shadow in three colors and sequined rouge spots. As Chauncey waved, she drew one of her six-shooters. She twirled the gun, clowning, and pointed it, leaning on the balcony. Not very amusing to a cop, but Chauncey was appreciative enough to throw her a doubloon. And then he fell off his throne.


  The band in front of the float was playing “When the Saints Go Marching In,” so Skip never heard the shot. All she knew was that one moment Chauncey was admiring Dolly and the next minute he was down on the floor of the float. Knowing instantly what had happened, Skip started to draw her own gun, but there wasn’t a chance. She was pushed from all sides, had to fight to remain standing. One of the filmmakers, determined to miss nothing, hit her on the side of the face with his camera. “Oh, God! Sorry. Are you hurt?”


  “Shove it!”


  “But did you see? Dolly…”


  Her partner yelled, “Goddammit, Langdon, quit acting like a broad!” She had time for one last look. Dolly was gone.


  “It was Dolly!” she yelled back. “Dolly Parton!” But none of the other cops seemed to hear. Could she make a run for it? Get to the apartment house, intercept Dolly as she came out? Not a chance. You couldn’t run two steps in that mess, couldn’t walk, couldn’t do anything but fight for your life. By now some of the other cops had their nightsticks drawn, and Skip knew she had to use hers too.


  For a moment fear shivered through her body. This was a mob. Somebody was going to get hurt. And then anger replaced the fear. Goddammit, these people were assholes. They were trying to kill her. Especially the self-important bastard with the camera. He was going to take her out, and ten little kids as well. Nightstick horizontal, she gave him a good shove and he had the gall to look surprised.


  “Get back, dammit!”


  He stared at her as if he hadn’t heard. “But Dolly…”


  “Back!”


  The crowd closed in and he nearly lost his balance. Skip lost valuable seconds trying to keep him from going down. And then it was her against the mob. All she remembered afterward was pushing with all her strength, pushing till her arms hurt, for about a week and a half.


  She later realized it had probably been no more than ten minutes. And then she was summoned to the float, where the Monarch of Mirth was laid out as if on a bier, his bloody mask beside him, a round hole in the royal temple.


  Sergeant Pitre started to speak, but Skip interrupted. “Dolly Parton!” she blurted, causing her fellow cops to stare as if she were delirious.


  She pulled herself together. “A woman dressed like Dolly Parton shot him. From that balcony.”


  As she pointed to the balcony, a second-story one on the river side of the avenue, she thought about the implications of its ownership—it was Tolliver Albert’s. Albert was “Uncle Tolliver” to the St. Amant family and practically a member of it—Chauncey and Bitty’s best friend. He was an antique dealer, a charming bachelor in his fifties much favored as an extra man at Uptown dinner parties. A social fixture. And yet someone dressed as Dolly Parton had stood on his balcony and shot Chauncey. “I saw it happen,” she said.


  “You saw the shooting?” Pitre’s voice was belligerent, as if he weren’t willing to bestow the exalted status of star witness on a rookie female.


  Quickly, Skip sketched out what she’d seen. Pitre barked orders, dispatching other officers to the Dolly chase. “It’s Tolliver Albert’s place,” said Skip. “He’ll be at the Boston Club.”


  “Unless he’s Dolly.”


  “The St. Amants’ll be there too.” Eventually the parade would have gone down Canal Street and stopped at the club, where the whole family would have been in the reviewing stand, and where Rex would have toasted his queen—if Chauncey hadn’t been murdered. As it was, Mardi Gras was stopped in its tracks.


  “I know where they’ll be, Officer Post-deb. You’re a friend of the family, right?”


  Skip nodded, though she wasn’t, really. She was just an old acquaintance, the daughter of their doctor, someone they probably thought of as often as they thought about their coat-rack. True, she’d gone through McGehee’s and Newcomb with Marcelle, had even been a bridesmaid at her brief marriage to Lionel Gaudet, but that was only because Lionel was her cousin. They weren’t friends—Marcelle lived on her trust fund, lunching a lot and playing tennis; she interested Skip about as much as a stale beignet.


  By now emergency vehicles were starting to arrive. Pitre held up a finger, commandeered one of the squad cars, and beckoned Skip to get in with him. “Come on. We’re going to inform the next of kin.”


  Normally homicide would do that—they must have thought Pitre could get there faster than they could. Pitre was obviously too intimidated to go alone to a place where half the swells in New Orleans would be gathered. Skip was sure he meant her to do all the work, and she relished the idea. She had never fit in with the Uptown crowd—at least not in her own mind—but Pitre didn’t have to know that. After that post-deb remark, she was going to enjoy humiliating him by doing this job and doing it right. Even as she vowed revenge on Pitre, it came to her exactly what the job would entail; that Chauncey St. Amant was actually dead. She’d seen the murder, but she couldn’t quite take in the dead part. This must be what shock is like, she thought—a kind of numbness that pushes tragedy out of your head.


  The crowds on the parade route were thicker than Southern flattery, but Prytania, a block from St. Charles, was a ghost street. They turned onto it and flew. Skip was glad they were flying—she didn’t want someone to phone the Boston Club and break the news ungently.


  The King Is Dead


  PITRE ROUNDED UP the others while Skip went to the ladies’ room to get Bitty. Bitty fled from her and stood still, once outside, staring wildly around as if disoriented. “I’ll take you to the others,” Skip said, and led her to the small third-floor room they’d been assigned. She tried to be fast, unobtrusive, but a hush fell as she walked through the crowd with Bitty St. Amant, elegant, fragile Bitty, Skip towering above her, the two of them looking like beauty and the beast.


  Pitre, who’d taken off his hat, nodded at her. She called Bitty by her last name, as she had been taught—a girl whose daddy was from Mississippi wasn’t on a first-name basis with parents of peers. “Mrs. St. Amant,” she said, “I’m so sorry. Mr. St. Amant’s been killed.”


  Skip could see that they were prepared for the worst. When two cops turn up looking somber in the middle of a Carnival party, the best news one could expect would be a nonfatal accident. But being prepared didn’t help.


  Bitty and Marcelle wailed together in one high, desperate voice. Bitty fell, automatically it seemed, into Tolliver’s arms. Skip saw his face twitch in pain and then she looked at Henry. She couldn’t tell what she saw on his face, but if it was grief, it was mixed with something else—something a little like triumph, Skip thought. But Henry was a mean brat she’d never liked. Perhaps she was making it up.


  Before she had time to ponder further, she was holding Marcelle, who was sobbing against her uniform. She seemed to have fallen as automatically on Skip as Bitty had fallen on Tolliver. Skip thought it odd that neither had chosen Henry. But then Bitty changed partners. She held Henry as if she were the daughter and he the father, shaking and holding tight to him. She seemed very small and thin in her plum-colored suit. Tears welled in Henry’s eyes and escaped. Skip thought she might have been wrong about him.


  Pitre withdrew. Skip didn’t know how long she held Marcelle, who kept saying, “Daddy, Daddy,” over and over, loud at first and then more softly, crying till she was cried out. When she stopped crying, Bitty did too, as if brought up short, and for a moment they all stared at one another. Then Pitre came in again with a couple of homicide detectives who’d just arrived. They were two of the department stars, Frank O’Rourke and Joe Tarantino.


  Skip told the story of what she’d seen, in a small room the club lent them, and then Tarantino said, “Stay while we interview these people. You know them, don’t you?”


  “Yes.” Everyone in the department seemed to know her life history.


  “Maybe they’ll feel more at ease with you here.”


  They called Tolliver in. He wasn’t his handsome, dashing self. His skin was oatmeal, his posture a memory.


  “Mr. Albert, did you leave the party at any time?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Would you check and make sure you have the key to your apartment?”


  Looking vague, as if the request hadn’t registered, he pulled out a leather key case and showed his apartment key.


  “Does anyone else have a key to your apartment?”


  “My cleaning lady.”


  “Anyone else?”


  Tolliver hesitated. “Why? What’s this about?”


  “Could you just answer the question please?”


  “Mrs. St. Amant does.”


  “Did you see Mrs. St. Amant leave the party?”


  “What is this about?”


  “Did you, sir?”


  “No!”


  “Do you know anyone who was planning to dress as a cowgirl today? Or Dolly Parton?”


  “No.”


  “Anyone who owns such a costume?”


  “No.”


  “Do you own such a costume?”


  “No. Why are you asking me these things?”


  “Because, Mr. Albert, someone dressed as Dolly Parton shot Chauncey St. Amant from your balcony.”


  He already looked like a man who’d just lost his best friend. Now he turned from oatmeal to cream of wheat. He sagged against the chair back. “No. You’re mistaken.”


  Tarantino raised an eyebrow at Skip.


  She said, “I saw it. I know your house, Tolliver. It was your balcony.”


  “I live in an apartment. It couldn’t have been mine.”


  “It was your apartment.”


  “Did anyone,” he finally asked, “see Dolly coming out?”


  Instead of answering, O’Rourke said, “Is there a back door?”


  “Yes.”


  O’Rourke sighed in resignation. Dolly had probably slipped out the back. After Tolliver, they invited Bitty in.


  “You have a key to Mr. Albert’s apartment?”


  “I water the plants when Tolliver goes away,” she said. “He takes buying trips. I’ve had a key for years.”


  She was so calm Skip thought she must be in shock.


  “Mrs. St. Amant, do you have the key with you now?”


  “Why are you asking these questions?”


  “Did you leave the party at any time?”


  She shook her head. Her lips pursed slightly, then straightened out, and Skip saw a muscle start to work in her jaw. “What’s going on? Why do you want to know?”


  “We’ll tell you in a minute. Can you hang on for just a couple of questions more?” Tarantino’s voice was soothing. Skip knew he was afraid she might go out of control before they found out where the key was.


  Bitty nodded, her lips getting tighter.


  “Where is the key now?”


  “In my purse. I put it on a chair somewhere.”


  “Would you mind making sure it’s still there?”


  Bitty sent Skip to find the purse and rummaged through it for her key ring. “Here it is.”


  “How long has your purse been unattended?”


  “A couple of hours, I guess.”


  “Who knew you had a key?”


  “Why, everyone. I’m always having to water Tolliver’s plants after lunch or something, and I usually say where I’m going.”


  They asked her the Dolly questions and then gave her the bad news about the balcony. The tight line of her lips broke. She screamed as she hadn’t when they told her Chauncey was dead—a delayed reaction, Skip thought. The screams kept on, one after another, until they called Tolliver to hold her.


  Marcelle’s and Henry’s interviews added little. Marcelle had not left the party; Henry had gone out for some air—for about thirty minutes, maybe forty-five.


  “I think,” said O’Rourke, “that we ought to go to Mr. Albert’s apartment and have a look.”


  They brought it up with Tolliver, who gulped and looked at Bitty. “I don’t want to leave Mrs. St. Amant. Could someone else go with you?”


  “Marcelle, you go,” said Bitty. “Please.” She took one of Henry’s hands and held it. Apparently she wanted to be surrounded by the remaining men in her life.


  Marcelle looked trapped. She said, “Skip, will you come?” Skip looked at O’Rourke and Tarantino. They nodded.


  “Sure.”


  In the backseat of the dicks’ car Marcelle turned to Skip and let tears once again come into her eyes, which seemed the size of small plates. Marcelle was a famous beauty. She had gotten the best genes from both parents—Chauncey’s dark coloring and Bitty’s Phidian profile. She’d married young and divorced early. She might not be Skip’s favorite conversationalist, but for all her pampered existence, she was a gentle enough soul.


  “Skippy, it’s political, don’t you think? My daddy had enemies. Mother used to warn him all the time. ‘Chauncey, you shouldn’t be so outspoken. There’s a lot of nuts in the world.’ She was right, I guess. It’s got to be political, don’t you think, Skippy?”


  Skip didn’t know whether Marcelle spoke for the benefit of the dicks or whether she just didn’t mind talking in front of them. She said, “I just don’t know,” and wondered if it could be political.


  For the first time she started to think of the difference Chauncey St. Amant’s death would make in the political and cultural life of the city. It would be a huge loss. He had been a member of the Boston Club, which did not admit Jews, blacks, or women, but he had publicly spoken out against the club’s policy. That might seem a small thing to outsiders, but in the circles in which Chauncey moved, it was radical. It would probably have been his undoing if he hadn’t been the son-in-law of Haygood Mayhew. And that was just a tiny facet of his genuine commitment to civil rights.


  He was president of the Carrollton Bank, which had one of the best affirmative action policies of any large corporation in the city. It had black and female vice presidents, and minorities in plenty of other executive spots. And he was a prominent liberal Democrat who had helped elect the current black mayor, Furman Soniat. Lately there had been talk that he might run for office, possibly for the state senate, though Soniat was thinking of moving up himself.


  He was also a jazz buff and one of the founders of the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival. In addition, he had taken on several young musicians as his personal proteges, helping them find gigs and giving them what he called “artistic subsidies” when they needed them. Invariably his proteges had been black, and some of them had taken advantage of his generosity, spending the money on drugs and ending up in jail, which gave the racists in Chauncey’s crowd ammunition against his liberal civic ideas—ammunition of the sort that is whispered rather than aired in the press. But a couple of unfortunate incidents hadn’t stopped Chauncey on either front. He believed in civil rights and he believed in music, and he supported them. Not that he didn’t also support the symphony (in the years when there had been one) and the museum—he believed in the arts, period—but because New Orleans jazz was largely performed by black people, his love of it had been lumped with what, even in the high-toned Boston Club, was still called “nigger-lovin’ “ (by its cruder members, anyway).


  So Marcelle was right. He had lots of enemies. Racists and ultraconservatives who simply wanted to maintain the white male status quo. He’d had those for a long time. However, lately, as his political ambitions had come to the fore, he’d made enemies in his own political camp as well. Black politicians and ultraliberal whites who wanted to see Mayor Soniat in Baton Rouge had turned on him for attempting to split the liberal vote. He had political enemies, all right. But Skip wondered how any of them could get a key to Uncle Tolliver’s apartment.


  It was a famous apartment by New Orleans standards, having once been featured in Architectural Digest. It was slightly ornate for Skip’s taste, but given her current spartan living conditions, she gasped with pleasure on seeing it again. It had the twelve-foot windows that opened from the floor, fourteen-foot ceilings, and anachronistic fireplaces of almost every building in New Orleans; perfect surroundings for the antiques Tolliver collected so lovingly.


  He had painted the walls terra-cotta, a rich backdrop for the blue-and-white Chinese porcelains flanking an ormolu clock on the mantel. An American primitive hung over the collection. The rug was one of the quieter Chinese ones, the fabric on sofa and chairs, on the other hand, an assertive print from Brunschwig & Fils.


  Skip thought she would have killed for a mahogany desk she was sure must be Sheraton. But a very dark, simple coffee table was obviously meant to be the center of attraction—the stage for Tolliver’s most spectacular orchid performances. Smaller (though equally priceless-looking) tables were crowned with blooming orchids as well, but this one held a massive display of the plants Bitty watered, grown in a room in back that Tolliver had converted into a tiny greenhouse. The gun that must have killed Chauncey, an odd-looking old revolver, was lying beside a plain clay flowerpot.


  In the middle of the elegant carpet was a tumble of clothes—a blonde curly wig, red satin shirt, blue satin skirt, gloves, mask, and D-cup bra with wadded-up rags that had given the balloon effect. A two-gun holster with one gun still in it had been flung onto a needlepoint footstool that jutted out at a funny angle in front of its chair. Dolly must have kicked it askew in her rush to undress.


  The three of them had checked the place out, then called Marcelle inside to see if anything was missing. Looking at the pile, she made a little sound, as if she’d been jabbed in the solar plexus. “The clothes,” she said. “You can trace the clothes, can’t you? Surely whoever sold that outfit would remember.”


  They all moved closer and looked at the items, not touching. The wig could have come from Woolworth’s. The other things looked cheap and sleazy. Probably the murderer had bought each item separately, and from someplace that sold a lot of similar merchandise.


  O’Rourke sighed. “We might have better luck with the guns.”


  They might indeed, Skip thought. She didn’t know much about firearms, but these looked odd.


  Skip moved out to the balcony. There were plants there—a Norfolk pine, jasmine, some smaller things. There was even a Christmas cactus in a clay wall sconce between the windows. Two old-fashioned wrought-iron chairs were grouped on either side of a damp, dirty circle on the floor. On one of the chairs sat a gardenia plant in a pot the size of the circle. Skip’s stomach flip-flopped as she realized Dolly must have removed the pot so she could stand where she needed to to get the best shot.


  The men left Skip with Marcelle while they looked around, came back to report that nothing had been disturbed. “Mrs. Gaudet, where can we drop you?”


  “I’d like to go home to change, please. Before I go to my mother’s.”


  They took Skip back to police headquarters, questioned her for an hour, and left her exhausted. Exhausted and feeling cheated. She would have given anything to be O’Rourke or Tarantino today.


  Lieutenant Duby called her in. “I’ve had a request from Chief McDermott. He wants to use you as a sort of special investigator on this. You’ve been detailed to homicide for the rest of the week.”


  Skip clasped her hands in her lap, as her mother had taught her to do more than twenty years ago. She couldn’t have heard what she thought she had. She said nothing.


  “The chief wants you to go and do what Uptown girls do—do you understand?”


  Skip did. They wanted her to spy.


  “Cooperate with O’Rourke and Tarantino, okay? And report to me. Any questions?”


  “Starting now?”


  “Tomorrow.”


  She was still on parade routes. “I’d better get back to work.”


  “Langdon, what time did you report this morning?”


  “Five o’clock.”


  “You’re a casualty, officer. Go home.”


  Feeling only slightly guilty, she left his office, pondering the mysterious ways of Comus, Momus, and Proteus, the gods of Carnival. She’d become a cop to escape the Uptown crowd and now the very thing she’d hated most all her life—her tenuous place in it—was going to help her in her new life. She was going to do work hardly any rookie ever did, and all because she was an Uptown girl. Yet for once it wasn’t because of her family’s influence. Oddly, it was because of Skip herself; because she had expertise no other rookie had. The irony of it made her head spin.


  Duby called her back. “You’ve got a phone call.”


  “Here?”


  “Obviously here, officer. You’re detailed here. Take it in homicide.”


  The detective bureau was divided into crimes against property and crimes against persons. You had to go through property crimes to get to the room homicide shared with robbery. It was roughly the size of an amphitheater and decorated with a single picture—a poster of a snake crawling on a naked woman. Homicide’s desks were clustered neatly at one end of the room, Robbery’s at the other. There was no one at either end.


  Shrugging, Skip chose a desk at random and asked for her call. “Officer Langdon? About time. This is Dolly.”


  It was a man’s voice. Skip wondered how in hell she could get a trace when she was the only one in the whole place. No way that she knew of.


  “I saw you,” she said. “Did you see me?”


  “You didn’t see me, honey. I was shit-faced over at Maidie Blanc’s.”


  Skip sighed and stopped worrying about the trace. “Cookie Lamoreaux. Très amusant.”


  “Awful about Chauncey. I heard you saw it.”


  “Word travels fast.”


  “Actually, I had the inside track. I’ve got a houseguest saw it too. Old buddy from California here to do a film on Mardi Gras.”


  “Oh, that asshole.”


  “Hey, he speaks well of you. Says you saved his ass.”


  “He nearly cost me mine.”


  “He’s got something for you.”


  “I’ve got something for him too.”


  “I’m putting him on, okay? I said I’d make the introductions.”


  “Hi,” said a new voice, quite a pleasant one—a little businesslike, but a little friendly too. “This is Steve Steinman. I saw your name tag and Cookie said he knew you. Weird, huh? I didn’t know it was such a small town.”


  “In some ways it’s a village.” (Some ways that she hated like tarantulas.)


  “Thanks for helping me today.”


  “No problem. It’s my job.”


  “Listen, I think I got film of the thing. I thought maybe you could tell me who to show it to. The names of the investigating officers.”


  Skip’s ears started to ring. “You’ve got it on film? The murder?”


  “I’m not sure yet. It’s being developed. I won’t get it till ten o’clock or so.”


  “Tonight?”


  “Uh-huh. Should I just drop it by the cop shop?”


  “It’ll be a madhouse around here. Why don’t you bring it by my house? I’ll take it in first thing in the morning.”


  Sure. After she’d watched it six or eight times.


  “Why not? Cookie says you’re okay. Says you’re the only cop in town he’d trust.”


  “He was drunk when he said that, right?”


  “Guess so, come to think of it.”


  “That’s Cookie.”


  She gave him her address.


The Night


  1


  GRATEFULLY, AFTER IT was all over, Bitty took the pills Dr. Langdon offered. She had still not had a drink. The pills were enough for now; or they would have been if she hadn’t had to wake up every time they wore off. When she woke, her chest and belly felt hollow, as if all her vital organs had been ripped out of her, as if all the booze and pills in the world couldn’t fill such an emptiness. She cried until her head ached and her eyes burned. Yet there were more tears in her. That was all that was left there. No heart, no guts, certainly no liver. Just tears.


  She knew how she’d feel in the morning—as if her body were a bell and someone had struck it, dooming her to shriek eternally. Shrieking sad, yet too sad to shriek. Immobile. Cold.


  She took another pill and soon she felt warm and hardly any other way at all, not even hollow. Numbness, for a long time, had seemed better than life. She was numb now, and would be till morning—so numb she was able to allow herself certain thoughts. For the moment she could deal with them. Right now they didn’t make her heart break, instead made her feel better, warmer, warmer even than the bed which a few moments ago had seemed her only comfort.


  She was thinking about Chauncey, about how happy they were at first. She had quite literally never met a person like Chauncey in her entire life, and she would have done anything to make him happy—had done a number of things she never imagined she would. He was so dark and dashing—so protective. He made her feel safe, and she desperately needed that. There were reasons she needed a man like Chauncey. Reasons nobody knew except Bitty herself.


  Oh, God, how had she gotten through today? And yet she had, because here she was lying in bed—her bed and hers alone ever since Chauncey had moved to the green guest room a few years ago. Yet thinking about that didn’t make her cry now—not just at the moment. She kept getting distracted with thoughts about herself—proud thoughts about getting through it. Doing something no one could have imagined she could do. Chauncey certainly wouldn’t have thought she could. Too bad he couldn’t be here now to see her—to be amazed.


  She would have a thought like that and then somehow a feeling or two would get through tiny cracks in the shell the drugs had built around her, and she would have a moment of utter despair.


  But then it would go away. And she would be warm again, thinking once more about the early days. If she thought she was happy with Chauncey, she had no idea what having Henry would be like.


  Tolliver had introduced her to Chauncey, hadn’t he? It was vague in her mind now, but surely that was it. She’d known Tolliver all her life, and Chauncey was one of his fraternity brothers. A Deke—they’d been Dekes. Yes, it was Tolliver. She remembered it vividly, remembered seeing Chauncey towering over her, Tolliver dropping her hand, herself shaking Chauncey’s. She felt something like an electric shock. Years later, she tried to tell her children about it, but they only laughed at her. Yet, for all the foolish romance of it, it was utterly genuine. In that moment, she had recognized her mate.


  She could barely remember anything except Chauncey after that—dancing with him, eating crabs at the lake, kissing him, laughing, finally making love with him. It was ridiculous—her mind was like some stupid movie about a courtship. Literally all she remembered now were glowing romantic moments, lit always, always by Chauncey’s brown eyes. His lovely, velvety eyes.


  He was a senior and she a freshman when they met, and he didn’t propose till that summer, after her freshman year. Good God, she’d thought her parents would croak. Not only was Chauncey a nobody from out by the lake, but Bitty was too young to marry; she must go to college and then get married and never use an iota of her education.


  She offered her parents a deal—she’d finish her sophomore year and get married the next summer instead of right away. At first they argued about it, but her daddy (who’d always wanted a son) had taken a shine to Chauncey that wouldn’t quit. In the end she had the most elegant wedding since Weezee Bettencourt’s a good ten years earlier. And her daddy had practically adopted Chauncey, taking him into the bank and making him his protege.


  Then Henry was born, bald as a rock, wrinkled as a raisin, the prettiest thing Bitty had ever seen. People said he was ugly as a monkey (they thought she couldn’t hear), but he had his daddy’s gorgeous eyes and she didn’t know why they couldn’t see that. Would she ever forget the feeling of holding him against her breast—this rubber, satiny invention of hers and Chauncey’s? Even now, she could honestly say it was the crowning moment of her life. She’d had no idea how happy a child could make her.


  She couldn’t remember most of her labor. They said she nearly died, but then that was the sort of thing they did say in New Orleans. Maybe it was true and maybe it wasn’t, all she knew was it was worth it and she’d do it a thousand more times if she thought she could get that feeling again.


  But there was no going back. There never had been, never would be anything like having Henry. He needed her. He was the first being who ever needed her. And he loved her desperately—that was obvious from the start. They said babies weren’t aware of very much outside themselves for a while, but it couldn’t be true. Henry had wanted to make her happy. He was a perfect baby. Not near-perfect—perfect. He didn’t cry, didn’t fret, didn’t complain, only ate and eliminated and slept and smiled. Their life together was sheer heaven—the sweetest, tenderest, gentlest thing she could ever imagine. She couldn’t understand why Chauncey hated him so much.


  And poor Henry never learned. He always thought that one day his father was going to be nice to him. When he was fifteen he asked Chauncey to teach him to drive. Pleased that his son was at last interested in some sort of self-sufficient activity, Chauncey readily agreed to have the first lesson on Saturday. When Saturday came, it was a beautiful day and Chauncey said casually, just as he picked up his keys, “Marcelle, want to go for a ride?”


  Of course Marcelle did. What kid wouldn’t? She was twelve then, and Daddy’s little darling. She wore her hair in a single pigtail down her back, French-braided the way Estelle Villere had taught her. Her skin was the color of a praline, and just as smooth and clear. Her grades were A’s. Her breasts were ripening apricots under her school sweaters.


  Henry was as tall already as he was going to get, and so thin that when one kid called him a telephone pole, another said, “telephone wire’s more like it.” He was making C’s and D’s, and at the very height of his teenage acne attack. His hair tended to get greasy and his T-shirts were smelly. He spoke mostly in sneering monosyllables, but escalated to yelling fits if his feelings got hurt. Which happened absurdly often, he was so sensitive. He never made it through a day without lacerations of the spirit. Of course Chauncey wouldn’t want to be alone in a car with him.


  But when he asked Marcelle to go along, Bitty tried to intervene. “Don’t you think this should be an experience just for you and Henry?”


  “Why?”


  “He’s the one who’s learning to drive.”


  “Marcelle can learn too.”


  “Marcelle, don’t you have homework?”


  “Mother! It’s Saturday!”


  “We’ll all go, then. We’ll make it a family occasion.” Henry’s eyes flickered with relief for only a second—a millisecond—but Bitty saw it and knew she had done the right thing. (Though she wasn’t able to stop the coming disaster.)


  They went out to the batture, in Audubon Park behind the zoo, and Henry took the wheel. “Don’t grip it so tight, Henry. You aren’t in a wrestling match. Loosen up!”


  “Okay.”


  “Now stay in the middle of the lane. The middle, goddammit, the middle! Shit, here comes a car!” Chauncey grabbed the wheel and would have pulled the car back to the right (though so far as Bitty could see, there was no danger at all), but Henry panicked and hit the brakes.


  Both Henry and his dad hit their heads against the windshield. Bitty and Marcelle, in the back, were flung forward, and Marceile hit her head on her brother’s as his was thrown back on the bounce, cutting her lip with her tooth.


  She squealed and blood ran down her chin.


  Chauncey shouted, “Goddammit, you little idiot! Can’t you do anything right?”


  And Henry, his face red with shame, said, “Just shut the fuck up, okay?” Whereupon Chauncey slapped him so hard his head flew back against the side window. It connected with a terrifying “whump.”


  Bitty threw her arms around his shoulders. “Darling, are you all right?”


  Chauncey shouted, “A car’s coming up behind us. Get out of the middle of the road. Get out of the middle of the road! Get out of the middle of the road!”


  Henry accelerated, but the car leaped forward erratically. Again, Chauncey grabbed the wheel, and pulled it too far. The car ran off onto the shoulder. “Now see what you made me do!”


  Henry’s acne-mottled face was dead white, his bottom lip tight. Bitty knew he was biting it to keep the tears back. “God, Henry. Get out of this car. You stink to high heaven!”


  It was true. The fear and stress were taking their toll, along with Henry’s fifteen-year-old hormones. He certainly did stink, poor darling baby. Bitty wanted nothing so much as to hold him in her lap and rock him and sing him a lullaby.


  He hurled himself out of the car and stood on the shoulder with his back to them, shaking. But he had forgotten to set the emergency brake and the car began to roll. “Shit!”


  Chauncey shouted, pulling it up. “Haven’t you got the sense God gave you?”


  Bitty said, “That’s enough. Let’s go home, Chauncey.”


  But Marcelle whined, “I want to try.”


  “Okay, baby,” said Chauncey. “We’re going to give you your chance, dollin’.”


  “Chauncey, no. Henry—”


  “You don’t think Marcelle should get a chance?”


  What was she supposed to say in front of Marcelle? “I think it would really hurt Henry’s feelings—”


  “Henry! He had his chance. Come on, baby. You come on around.”


  Marcelle got out and Bitty made to follow. “I’ll stay with Henry.”


  “No!”


  Marcelle got in and closed the door. Chauncey said, “Let him stew in his own juices. The boy just doesn’t think, that’s all! Let’s give him a chance, for once.” He turned to Marcelle. “Now, dollin’, turn the key gently.…”


  Marcelle took to driving as she had to reading, and finger painting, and piano lessons, and everything else she did. All she really needed to be told was the name of the ignition and accelerator, and brake—the rest seemed to come naturally. Smoothly, like a pro, eyes barely higher than the steering wheel, she maneuvered the car around the S curves and back again, while Henry sat on the shoulder, an outcast.


  Bitty could have died, would certainly have cried, except she couldn’t, just couldn’t, in front of Chauncey and Marcelle. There was already enough strife in the family. She could make it okay till she got home and got herself a glass of wine or something.


  On their second pass they noticed Henry was no longer sitting on the shoulder. Ahead, they could see his miserable hunched shoulders as he walked away from the spectacle of Marcelle the baby girl once again outshining him, the star of her own show after he’d once again been booed and hissed offstage.


  Chauncey had Marcelle stop and change places with him. Driving like a maniac, truly endangering their lives, as Henry really hadn’t, he whizzed down the road, came to a violent stop, leaped out and shouted, “Where do you think you’re going, young man?”


  Henry kept walking, didn’t answer.


  “You answer me when I speak to you!”


  “Home!”


  “You get in this car right now!”


  For answer, Henry began to run. Chauncey chased him down, grabbed him by the arm, and marched him ceremoniously back to the car. He pushed him in like a cop getting tough with a felon.


  Now he and Bitty were in the back seat together and she could feel the full blast of his humiliation. She blinked away tears and laid her hand gently on his leg. As she had known he would, he pushed it away and turned to stare out the window, but not before she caught the hunted, trapped-animal look in his eyes.


  Chauncey thrashed him when they got home, on the excuse he had disobeyed and tried to run away, but she knew he didn’t need an excuse. He was determined to beat up on his son, and that was all there was to it. It was the only time he’d ever done that, and she threatened to leave him if he ever did it again.


  Afterward Henry left to walk the streets for hours (she later learned), finally ending up at Tolliver’s. Like the good uncle he was, Tolliver listened to the story—or whatever tiny bits of it Henry’s pride would let him tell (not much was Bitty’s guess, but she also knew that Tolliver would have read between the lines).


  In the end Tolliver had taught him to drive, and Chauncey had seemed grateful, thanking him for endangering his life and enduring “what no human being should have to.”


  
2


  Marcelle had put André to bed an hour ago and now Henry had gone up at last, after hours of draping his besotted self all over the parlor furniture, pretending to be alert in case Bitty needed anything. Bitty was out cold, having left Marcelle and Henry alone to cope with their father’s death. Neither was strong enough, yet somehow they’d done it. Relatives came out of the woodwork, for one thing, and they’d done a lot of the heavy work of notifying other relatives and friends, planning a proper wake for the next day.


  And when Marcelle got right down to it, Bitty herself was rather amazing. She had actually made the funeral arrangements before checking out for that never-never land she loved so well. And all without having a drink. Marcelle was dumbfounded at first, but when she thought back over the years she realized that her mother wasn’t completely helpless. Indeed, to everyone’s astonishment, she was absolutely at her best in a crisis.


  Once over in Covington, Marcelle fell and ripped her leg open—not just a little cut, but a nasty laceration with puckered-up skin and blood flowing out like cranberry juice. Henry started screaming and wouldn’t stop. Marcelle sat down and put her head between her knees. Chauncey raced around looking for a towel to stop the bleeding, running from one end of the house to the other, never finding it. Pathetic, drunken, incompetent Bitty simply tore down a curtain, tied up the wound, threw Marcelle into the car and drove her to the hospital before anyone noticed they were gone.


  There were lots of incidents like that. When things were at their absolute worst, Bitty was a marvel of competence and efficiency. But if they were simply day-to-day, marginally awful, she was a vegetable. Chauncey was always touchingly protective of her, as if her illness, her addiction, were his fault, as if he could do something to bring her back to life.


  Marcelle almost laughed. He’d had to die. Marcelle couldn’t remember seeing her mother so alert in ten years or more. Chauncey wouldn’t have been able to believe it, would have been falsely heartened—it wouldn’t last, and Marcelle knew it earlier that day. It was over already.


  But lately Chauncey had seemed to accept her condition. Marcelle guessed that’s what you’d call it anyway. He’d obviously been making certain other arrangements for himself.


  Finding herself about to burst into fresh tears at the thought, she went up to the bathroom to wash her face. Then she went into her old bedroom, still decorated with her dolls and teddy bears, and changed into a short pink satin nightgown. She and Henry (and her son André) were spending the night at their parents’—their mother’s, she reminded herself, and fought off more tears. She was here, but she didn’t know what she could do for her mother. If Bitty called for something—water or another round of pills, perhaps—she was there. Meanwhile, she would have a drink herself—her first since Skip had brought the news.


  Bourbon, perhaps. Something good and strong, because this was going to require a lot of help. She tossed one down, made herself another. And then she thought about the fact that she knew her father’s murder wasn’t political—the fact that she knew who the murderer was.


  Should she tell Skip? Would any purpose truly be served by doing that?


  
3


  Skip put on a pair of jeans and took a gin and tonic out to the balcony, dragging with her one of her two director’s chairs. February and March were dicey in New Orleans, but it had been a warm day for Mardi Gras and tonight she was comfortable wearing only a sweater.


  Still, no one else was doing any balcony sitting. Skip had come out because she wanted the sights and sounds of Carnival, the seasonal shouting and screeching along with the everyday raucousness from the piano bar at Lafitte’s Blacksmith Shop. Sometimes she heard the music as she was falling asleep, and the next morning was awakened by children playing in the school yard across the street. Pleasant sounds to live with. And no matter how tiny her living space, who could feel poor who had a balcony?


  Fortunate, she thought, that nearly everyone who lived in the Quarter did. Nearly everyone in the city, for that matter, who lived above the first floor. To sit on your own balcony, drink in hand, and stare at the lacy cast-iron galleries curving so gracefully round the flat-roofed buildings was enough to make your heart break, it was so beautiful.


  It wasn’t just one or two beautifully preserved eighteenth- or nineteenth-century structures that Skip could see. It was rows and rows of them, some carefully restored, some needing paint, some falling down, all (except maybe the Creole cottages) carved into little apartments like hers—not museums or monuments, just magnificent buildings for people to live in, as if suburbs didn’t exist. Restoration had been sweeping the Quarter lately, and Skip didn’t care much for it. The old buildings were being painted tasteful pastels that would have looked lovely in California, but here they just looked wimpy. New Orleans, like the Caribbean, cried out for robustness, even vulgarity, in Skip’s view. She hated particularly the new fad of painting the lacy ironwork soft gray instead of the honest black it was meant to be.


  On her street were two graceful old Creole cottages, one newly painted mauve and gray, the other an embarrassing pink with apple green trim. The first looked like something a decorator who’d run out of ideas had dreamed up; the second fit in.


  The man from the Quarter Master deli, dressed like a pirate, passed and waved. A white-coated vendor struggled down the street behind his crazy cart shaped like a hot dog, crying out for customers and making her, for some reason, think of Tennessee Williams. Surely Stanley and Stella and Blanche bought their dogs from these old guys.


  She loved the Quarter as much as she hated the Garden District. It teemed with infinite variety and felt alive. Yet tonight she barely noticed her neighborhood. She was crying, and not for Chauncey either. For herself. It was Mardi Gras night and she had nowhere to go, no one to be with. True, she had to wait for Steve Steinman to bring the film, but that wasn’t exactly the same as snuggling up with your sweetie.


  The idea of even having a sweetie seemed so remote she couldn’t imagine it. She wondered if she should go down to the Abbey and see Claude. But she couldn’t stand the idea of braving the Carnival crowds, and besides, Toni might be there. Claude’s wife. Claude was a yat with two semesters at Loyola, no future except maybe as bartender in a fancier joint, and no conversation except football and bigotry. And that was before you got to the married part. But he was big and liked his women big, and Skip didn’t have anyone else. There probably wasn’t anyone else for her.


  She was an alien. A flying saucer had set down one day in her parents’ State Street yard and abandoned her. Or so it seemed to her at times. Her father spent his time playing tennis and setting the bones of the rich and well-born. He was a member of Rex, but not of Comus, and this was his greatest disappointment. Her mother served on committees for charity balls. They seemed to care for only two things—social climbing and using her to promote their hobby. Surely they couldn’t be her real parents. Surely real parents had at least a modicum of feeling for what a child actually is rather than only for what they want it to be.


  In accordance with her parents’ wishes, Skip went to McGehee’s (though she was smart enough for Newman) and Miggy’s dancing school in sixth grade, Icebreakers in seventh grade, Eight O’Clocks in eighth grade, and of course Valencia later on—never mind that she was too tall, too fat, too shy, too unpopular, and too confused about what it was all about. She even pledged Kappa at Newcomb, though that was her own doing and she should have realized by then that she no longer had to do everything her parents wanted. The realization came soon after, with a bang.


  She made her debut. She could have been queen of a Carnival ball as well—her father belonged to Proteus as well as Rex—but she drew the line there. Carnival queens were always someone’s daughter, and she was sick and damn tired of being nobody but Dr. Langdon’s daughter.


  She agreed to make her debut for a very particular reason—it was possible, just possible that by doing this she might somehow learn to fit in. It certainly wasn’t that she didn’t want to. But from her earliest recollection she hadn’t understood the rules. She got things mixed up. Not things like manners and etiquette, things with written-down rules. Those were easy. But she had no talent for conforming and couldn’t seem to catch on to implied rules, social customs, fashions, fads, the what-is-done-when sorts of things Southerners are usually born knowing.


  For failing to conform she was ridiculed, lectured, even beaten. Yet no amount of correction had any effect, as she could never see the next problem coming. And so she had no way to win her parents’ approval or the approval of her peers. She began to rebel at a very early age.


  At five she was invited to a birthday party to which she didn’t want to go. And so on the way home from kindergarten, she simply threw out the invitation. She hadn’t yet been told the concept of R.S.V.P., yet on finding out about the invitation, her mother spanked her.


  The unfairness of it being intolerable, Skip declined to tolerate it. She pulled one of the living-room lamps off its table just to watch its expensive base crack into shards. For this she was spanked again (this time with a hairbrush) and shut in her room for two days, during which she doggedly refrained from crying. (Years later she noticed that hardly anyone in New Orleans ever bothered with R.S.V.P. and caught on to the real reason for the spanking—the birthday girl was the daughter of people with whom her mother wished to curry favor.)


  She’d been told her kindergarten teacher reported a change in her that year, a sadness that began to replace the high spirits of before. She did not retaliate for the two days of imprisonment—her revenges were sudden angry ones rather than planned attacks—but ever after she was acutely conscious of the unfairness of life on earth.


  Which wasn’t to say that the planet didn’t have its pleasures, even for such a seeming outsider. Eating, for one. And later drinking, smoking, drugs, above all sex. The year she came out, Skip got pregnant. She wanted to keep the baby, but her mother noticed her clothes were getting snug, guessed the truth, and arranged an abortion.


  After that she gave up. She flunked out of Newcomb, most of the time being too stoned or too drunk to go to class. (She was reading up, at the time, on Zelda Fitzgerald.)


  LSU wouldn’t take her after that, but Ole Miss would. They sent her there and she flunked out again. After that, she sold a little dope and used the proceeds to catch a plane to L.A., where, unable to compete with applicants who looked like starlets, she couldn’t even get a job as a waitress. She ended up in San Francisco wearing her hair in spikes and riding a bike for Speedy’s Messenger Service. On that unlikely job, she realized for the first time (and only after many months) that her size—her athletic build—was something in which she could take pleasure.


  She began working out, lost her baby fat, and felt like Sheena of the Jungle. She’d never lost that old sense of unfairness, though now it had evolved into what she thought of as a sense of justice. She saw a lot of crime as she went about her daily rounds and when one day she stopped a mugging as if by reflex, her life changed. She was headed down Fifth Street toward the Examiner when a teenage kid tried to shove an old lady to the pavement and take her purse. Before she knew she was doing it, Skip had her bike on the sidewalk, her body between the kid and the victim. That wasn’t enough for her either—she “detained” the kid, as the cops said, till they got there.


  After that she began to dream of being a cop. Literally to dream, at night, when her defenses were down. And then she daydreamed as well, and soon she was obsessed with it. She knew the place she had to do it was New Orleans. She was still very young and she wouldn’t yet have put it this way (wouldn’t understand it for years), but this was her final revenge against her parents and against the whole stinking crowd they ran with.


  They would hate her for it. And yet how could they hate a responsible daughter on the side of law and order? They couldn’t in good conscience—they’d have to hate themselves as well. It would be a perfect way of thumbing her nose at the whole damn social order. If she hadn’t understood their rules, too bad—she was going to make some rules of her own.


  She was only dimly aware of the revenge factor in her decision. On the surface she saw nothing but constructive value in it. She saw it as a way finally to fit into her hometown, to find out something about it besides the latest gossip in that tiny social group that had so puzzled Steve Steinman by its smallness. She saw it also as an adventure. She would go to neighborhoods she was barely aware of and truly meet the people, the real people, the yats and the ethnics. Best of all she would have power at last, in her own hometown. She would be someone other than Dr. Langdon’s daughter.


  She forgot the unfortunate fact that she wasn’t going to fit in anywhere—certainly not with the old crowd and decidedly not with her fellow cops either. If she’d felt like an alien before, that was just practice for some of the deepest, truest loneliness she could ever have imagined.


  In some ways she did have power. She truly loved her job, and liked—more than anyone could have told her—the sensation of being good at it. For the first time ever, she was accomplishing something, learning something, finding her existence worthwhile and exhilarating. Yet in her personal life she was utterly powerless.


  Tricia Lattimore, who also hadn’t fit in, was now a social worker in New York. Skip’s only friend was Jimmy Dee Scoggin, her gay, fifty-year-old, hopelessly criminal lawyer landlord. (Unless you counted Tennessee Williams. Lately she’d been reading no one else, and Tennessee was helping her get through.) So was Jimmy Dee—partly with controlled substances and partly with outrageous anecdotes. At the moment Jimmy Dee was out with his usual coterie of young studs and amusingly aging drag queens. Which left Skip on her balcony, crying into her gin and tonic.


  She was thinking of finding some nice, juicy worms to eat, when the phone rang. “Skippy? It’s Marcelle.”


  “Marcelle!” Of all people.


  “Skippy, I’m so miserable. I know you haven’t been with the police department very long, but I was just wondering—is there a Chinaman’s chance you might work on Daddy’s case?”


  “Actually, I think there is. Is there something I can help you with?” She hoped she didn’t sound too eager.


  “I don’t know.” Marcelle started to cry. “It all seems so hopeless.”


  “You know I’ll do everything I can for you.”


  “Skippy, can you tell me something? You saw Dolly, didn’t you? What did she look like?”


  “Look like? I’m not sure what you mean?”


  “I mean, I know she was dressed like Dolly Parton, but what did she look like?”


  It was the same kind of question O’Rourke and Tarantino had asked her ad infinitum and ad nauseam. How tall was Dolly? Could she have been a man? Was she black or white?


  Thin or fat? Skip had no idea in hell. She thought Dolly had looked fairly tall and could possibly have been a man and she was pretty sure she wasn’t fat, but with the balloon boobs, she couldn’t be positive.


  She didn’t know the answer, but she also didn’t quite understand why Marcelle was asking the question. “I really couldn’t tell, Marcelle, but why do you ask? Did someone make a threat on your father’s life?”


  Marcelle gasped. Skip had had a few drinks, but there was no mistaking it. “No, of course not. I’m just so mad at the bastard, that’s all. I want to do somethin’ to him.”


  “Of course. That’s only natural.”


  “Oh, Skippy, didn’t you see anything? I just feel so helpless.” She started sobbing in earnest.


  “Oh, Marcelle! Don’t cry. Don’t cry and I’ll tell you something good. Somebody got her on film. He’s bringing the film over in half an hour. Maybe it’ll help jog my memory. Maybe there was something I noticed but I just forgot.”


  “Do you think so? Do you really think so?”


  She sounded so hopeful Skip was glad she had told her. Later, back on the balcony, she wondered if it had been wise. The film was police business after all, or soon would be. She made herself another drink.


  She got bored on the balcony and went inside. Something perverse in her made her put on a Dolly Parton record. Forty-five minutes later she began to think Steinman wasn’t coming. Another fifteen minutes and she was starting to get mad. She phoned Cookie Lamoreaux. Someone answered but couldn’t hear her above the din. She wanted to go to bed.


  Finally, when it was nearly midnight, her doorbell rang. She stepped onto the balcony. “Yes?”


  “It’s Steve Steinman.”


  He didn’t sound like he had on the phone. Normally Skip would simply have buzzed him in, but something about his voice made her nervous. She went down for him, revolver in hand. The outside door was windowed and she could see that the young man outside was the same one she’d encountered at the parade. No one seemed to be with him.


  She opened the door, gun at the ready. If possible, Steinman turned paler than he already was. “Oh, no.” He sounded as if he’d lost his last friend, and Skip realized she probably didn’t look the soul of hospitality.


  Quickly, she put the .38 away. She was suddenly more alarmed than ever, but not about the possibility of armed intruders. Steinman was a big man, well over six feet and by her best guess well over 200 pounds. At the moment he looked very ill. He stumbled over the threshold and into her arms. She had to brace herself to stay upright. “What is it? What happened?” She managed to get the door closed.


  He put a hand to the back of his head. “Somebody hit me. Took the film.”


  Automatically, Skip’s hand covered his, touching the lump on the back of his head. She winced. “Can you walk?”


  “Let me sit for a minute. Could you get the projector? It’s not mine—I had to rent one.”


  Whoever took the film had wanted only that. The rented projector was sitting unmolested outside her door. She lugged it in, settled Steinman on one of the worn, uncovered wooden stairs, and went up to get him a brandy and a couple of aspirin. For a while he just sat and breathed heavily. She was big, but not big enough to get this one upstairs. If he didn’t recover soon, she would have to get help. Charity Hospital would be a madhouse. In fact, if she wanted medical attention tonight, she’d probably have to go to her father, who’d almost certainly be at home, the Rex Ball having been canceled due to the small matter of murder. But asking him for anything would require humbling herself and was therefore impossible.


  If she’d been religious she’d have prayed, but she was far from believing in anything but her own determination. “Get better,” she sighed, pleading with the filmmaker, but it came out more like a coo.


  He managed a smile. “I am better. The brandy did it.”


  “Can you walk?” she asked for the second time.


  “I think so. Shall we go up?”


  He walked perfectly well, apparently being fairly far along toward recovery. Skip wondered what he’d been hit with. She showed him into her shabby studio, with its Goodwill hide-a-bed sofa now neatly tucked up for her guest, and just as well—when it was open, it nearly filled up the room.


  Besides the sofa, Skip had a chest of drawers, a couple of small tables, and a large dracaena that was usually dusty but seemed to grow no matter what she did (or didn’t do) to it. She would have liked a coffee table, but having to fold the sofa out made that impractical.


  “No pictures,” said Steinman.


  “What?”


  “You have nothing on your walls. I’ve never seen that before.”


  Skip flushed. She’d lived here nearly a year and hadn’t had a single visitor except Jimmy Dee and company. “I haven’t had time, I guess.” She wondered what she wanted on her walls. She’d had heavy metal posters in San Francisco, but would they be suitable for a cop? Wasn’t the whole idea a bit on the sinister side?


  “What,” said Steinman, “would a lady cop put on her walls?”


  “Believe me, I’d be the last to know. Didn’t Cookie tell you I’m no lady? What shall I get for your head? Something hot or something cold?”


  “Damned if I know. How about some more brandy?”


  When she’d gotten his drink and one for herself, she said, “What happened out there?”


  He shrugged. “I’ve no idea, to tell you the truth. I was ringing your doorbell when someone hit me. I was only a few minutes late, so I think I must have been out quite awhile. When I came to, there was no film.”


  “Did you see anyone around before you rang the bell?”


  “I didn’t look.”


  “Who knew you were bringing it here?”


  “Cookie. You. Everyone at Cookie’s house. But they were probably all too drunk to mug a mouse, much less a man mountain.”


  Skip gave him a furtive once-over. Hardly a man mountain, she thought, but certainly a nice, tall round fellow with a pleasant demeanor and blue eyes behind a pair of spectacles that looked as if they grew on his face.


  “Did you have it done at a lab? How about the lab people?”


  “The guy’s a friend of Cookie’s—that’s how I got him to work on Mardi Gras. I had to tell him what it was to get him to do it, and he did seem really eager—normally it would take overnight, but he did it fast, specially. In fact, he did it really fast because he wanted to get over to Cookie’s bash. He got me to give him a ride over there afterward.”


  “So he couldn’t have followed you.”


  “I don’t see how.”


  “Wait a minute. This has got to be a print, right? Where’s the original?”


  He looked sheepish. “Do you know anything about film?”


  “No.”


  “Well, you’ve hit on something there. Almost everybody these days uses color-negative film, which you do have to print. But if you’re in film school, you scrounge for film. You knock on doors of production companies and beg for handouts, practically. You make deals and trades. And if somebody gives you a good price on it, you sometimes end up with color-reversal film instead of color-negative. A guy in a camera store gave me some for practically nothing, and that’s what I was using today.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “You don’t have to get a print.”


  “The original’s all there was?”


  “’Was’ is right.”


  “Did you look at it before you brought it over?”


  “Of course.”


  “And?”


  “It was pretty amazing.”


  Interlude


  “AMAZING HOW?”


  “Perfect. Gorgeous.”


  “Move over, Zapruder.”


  Steinman flushed. “Sorry. I guess I sounded callous.”


  “A little. What’s so perfect and gorgeous? What did you actually get?”


  “Dolly pulling her gun, twirling her gun, and then, by God, firing her goddamn gun. Unbelievable. Right there on film.”


  “Then what?”


  He scowled. “Then nothing. Someone jostled me and I lost her. I got a back view when she turned around and then some bare wall. By the time I caught my balance, she was gone. Didn’t get Rex falling either.”


  “Pity.”


  “Sorry again. Cookie says he’s known the guy all his life. I guess you have too.”


  “You guess right. If I knew Chauncey I know Cookie and if Cookie knows me, he’s got to have known Chauncey. There’s only thirty of us in the whole town.”


  “Sounds like L. A.”


  “No place could be as bad as this. How’s your head?”


  “Getting better. Do you think we should call the cops?”


  “You’re forgetting something.”


  “No, I’m not. It’s just that the average cop doesn’t sit you down on her couch and give you brandy. Don’t I have to make a formal report or anything?”


  “Up to you. But I can’t see the point, can you? The guy’s gone.”


  “The film’s evidence in a murder case. Shouldn’t I let someone know about it?”


  She shrugged. “I know about it. But listen, make the complaint if you want to. It just seems like a hassle for you and a waste of time for everyone else.”


  ”Now you sound callous.”


  “Hey, didn’t I give you brandy? That’s more than any other cop would do.” She turned her palms up. “It’s not that I’m callous. It’s that everyone’s overworked and they really can’t do anything for you.”


  He didn’t answer her.


  “How about sleeping on it? Can we talk about it tomorrow?”


  “Okay.” He made no move to go.


  Finally Skip said, “Oh, hell, it’s Carnival. Let’s have a Dixie. There’s no more brandy.”


  Steinman smiled and Skip saw that he had a shy, sweet look when he did. For a moment it occurred to her that perhaps he found her attractive. But he said, “Thanks. I don’t think I could take Cookie’s right now. They’ve probably gone into the Mazola oil phase of the evening.”


  Skip shook her head, both at her own delusion and at Steinman’s failure to understand New Orleans. “Not a chance,” she said. “Nobody as drunk as they’re going to be could possibly screw. Can I call you Steve?”


  “Sure. And you’re Skippy, aren’t you?”


  “Just Skip.”


  “The grown-up version.”


  “More or less.”


  “Skippy. Cookie. Bitty. What the hell is this—a kindergarten? Isn’t anyone named Bill or Sue?”


  Skip shook her head and started for the kitchen to get the beer. Steve followed her. “No one,” she said. “It’s a kind of tradition.”


  “Preppy.”


  “Beyond preppy. Southern. But if it helps to orient you, my official name is Margaret.” As she turned on the light, roaches scattered over the counter, making the dry, slithery, papery noises that tended to make people who paid any attention slightly sick. The natives, of course, ignored them. Steve turned pale. “How do you stand it? Cookie’s got them too.”


  “They’re a way of life in the Crescent City—like the silly names. My folks even have them over on State Street.”


  “State Street, indeed. That rolled off your tongue awfully easily.”


  “Cookie must have told you I’m the only cop in town who was a Kappa at Newcomb.”


  “Kappa—that must be some sort of sorority. We’ve heard tell of ’em in California.”


  Skip laughed. “It’s refreshing to meet someone who doesn’t live and die by this stuff.”


  Steve held up his Dixie. “It’s refreshing to meet you, Officer Post-deb.”


  Skip winced. “Don’t. That’s what my brother cops call me when they want to be nasty.”


  “Sorry. I seem to be a social failure tonight.”


  “You’re wounded. Shall we sit?” They settled in again on her sofa, Skip sufficiently loaded—not to mention exhausted—to let herself feel almost as if she were having a date. She wanted a good time, dammit—hadn’t had one since she returned to this preposterous backwater—and she didn’t care if she did entertain Mr. Steve Steinman, murder witness. She didn’t care what the lieutenant or the chief or Mr. Steinman himself thought. She, Skip, felt like kicking off her shoes and drinking beer. She proceeded to do so.


  “Why exactly,” she said, “were you filming the Rex parade?”


  “Why? Are you kidding? Why? It was going to be part of my chef d’oeuvre, that’s why. I’m at AFI and…”


  “AFI?”


  “The American Film Institute. Do you know how many now-famous films started out as AFI student projects?”


  “No. A lot?”


  “Oh, hell, I don’t know. A few, at any rate. Anyway, I wrote this screenplay about a woman who gets involved in a crime and she runs away—to New Orleans—but it’s Carnival and what she finds there is worse than anything she left behind, and then she’s got two sets of bad guys after her. Oh, well, you don’t want to know the whole story—I was just trying to get some color shots at the parade today, but everything’s changed now.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “How can I do a movie about a fictional crime when I actually saw a real one?”


  “You mean now you want to do a documentary?”


  He looked embarrassed. “Of course not. Nothing like that. It’s just that—I got the idea to come to New Orleans because I knew Cookie and wanted to see Mardi Gras, but now that I’m here, the whole thing seems so much bigger and richer than I thought. I mean, even without the murder. Now I feel like I want to set more of the story here—make it more about New Orleans. I mean—I don’t know what I want. All of a sudden my old idea seems jejune, that’s all.”


  “Jejune?” said Skip. “Puerile as well?”


  “Callow and infantile.”


  “Jejune,” said Skip again, savoring the silly sound of the syllables. She and Steve laughed like lovers sharing a favorite threadbare joke. “Another beer?”


  He crumpled up his can and handed it to her. “Tell me about this guy, will you? I mean, about the St. Amants. Was Chauncey some sort of fancy Creole from a family prominent for generations?”


  “By no means. He was from a very middle class family that lives out by Lake Pontchartrain. I’ve met his parents—very nice, very ordinary. But Chauncey went to Tulane, where he met Bitty Mayhew, who’s a member of one of the oldest Uptown WASP families, and he married her. Her father was then president of the Carrollton Bank—and more or less king of the city, as opposed to being merely Rex—but despite the kid’s humble beginnings, he took Chauncey on and they say he was never sorry. Chauncey was smart, and in due time he became president of Carrollton. Civic leader too—good works up the kazoo.


  “As for Bitty, she drinks too much and always has, ever since I’ve known her anyway, which is all my life. They have a daughter who drinks too much and lives off her trust fund and a son who’s an insufferable brat—and who also drinks too much.”


  “That would be Marcelle and Henry. I hear there’s a best friend too.”


  “Cookie’s been filling you in.”


  “Not only on the St. Amants. I know the names of every member of your family as well. But the best friend—Tolliver Albert—what’s he like?”


  “I like him—always have. He’s your basic aging bachelor, which in New Orleans usually means a closet queen; but if he’s gay, he’s discreet. Quite the man-about-town, favorite escort and all that, but never any special lady friends. Who knows about his proclivities?”


  “Maybe he was Dolly—maybe he and Bitty were having an affair.”


  “As a matter of fact, it was Tolliver’s balcony she stood on. But he and Bitty aren’t an item, believe me. She likes booze, not men.”


  Steve sighed. “I wish I had more of the hang of New Orleans.”


  He sounded so wistful Skip wanted to pat him. “It’s not easy. The social structure’s got more strata than a shale cliff.”


  “So I gather. You wouldn’t want to run a few of them by me?”


  “Oh, God, don’t get me started. When I lived in San Francisco I never paid for a meal. I just spouted N’awlins lore and I was invited everywhere.” She gave him a new beer.


  “N’awlins? Is that the correct pronunciation?”


  “God, no. I’ve never actually heard it within the city limits. But outside, it’s the folklore favorite. Like, when you land here, the flight attendant says, ‘Welcome to N’awlins,’ and you’re supposed to be in the know.”


  “So what’s right?”


  “Ah, many, many things. New Awlins if you’re very southern. New Orl-ee-uns if you’re kind of preppy and affected. New Orlins for most people. (Never New Or-leens, of course.) And New Awyuns, if you also say my-nez.”


  “Hold it a minute. My-nez ?”


  “For mayonnaise. It’s what they say at the very top rung around here. If you hear my-nez or New Awyuns, kowtow. But do not be fooled—if you want to go to Napoleon Avenue and the taxi driver takes you to Na-poe-yun, he probably isn’t an aristocrat in reduced circumstances. Even the yats say Na-poe-yun.”


  “And yats would be?”


  “In good time, in good time. Weren’t we talking about strata?” She was beginning to enjoy herself. It was like being in California again.


  “Uh-huh. Full speed ahead.”


  “Well, of course you’ve got your old Creole families with the fancy French names, and then you’ve got your Uptown WASPs—sort of like me, except my folks are first generation, which is good enough for Rex if you’re rich enough and determined enough, but not good enough for the Boston Club, which is upper-upper crust, no matter whose ass you kiss.”


  “You’re a WASP? Langdon isn’t an Irish name?”


  “We don’t talk about that. We go to Trinity Episcopal Church, and that qualifies us as WASPs. Then there’s your old Jewish families and there’s the Petroleum Club crowd—mostly oil execs. And lots of other Johnny-come-latelies with more money than history, like the Langdons. Then there’s your slightly less wealthy—or even fairly poor—Ole Miss and LSU grads who work around town and mix in with the Uptown crowd a little. And way, way down the line, you’ve got your yats.”


  “Ah, yes.”


  “It’s short for ‘whereyat,’ which is their greeting. If anyone says, ‘whereyat, Steve?’, whatever you do, don’t say, ‘at the corner of Ursulines and Royal’ or they’ll think you’re crazy. Say, ‘Hey, cap, how you?’ ”


  “I get it. It means hello.”


  “Approximately. Yats are working-class whites who originally settled the Irish Channel, on the river side of Magazine Street, and also the Ninth Ward, out beyond the Faubourg Marigny. For reasons no one has yet been able to discern, they speak with Brooklyn accents. A female yat is called a charmer, pronounced ‘chawama’ by Uptown twits such as myself.”


  “That’s how they talk?”


  “Yep. They berl up a pot of red beans every Monday and their bathrooms are equipped with terlets and also with zinks, in which they rinch their pantyhose. They also eat s’rimp and ax questions.”


  “Good thing you’re not a snob.”


  “Just passing on the local color.”


  “Speaking of which, where do blacks fit into the strata?”


  Skip opened a ceramic box on one of the tables beside the sofa. “Now that,” she said, “is a subject of much interest. However, the professor cannot go on without sustenance. Would you care to join me?” She held up a joint. Steve looked half eager, half confused. She shrugged, lit the joint, took a toke, and passed it to him. He didn’t refuse.


  “Blacks are a different caste, just like in other American cities, but they have their own strata. In the days of slavery, the Creole People of Color had their own very well-developed society in the Quarter. They owned businesses and they were rich, lots of them, and well-respected. The prettiest girls, meaning the ones with the most obvious Caucasian genes, were sent to the quadroon balls, where they met rich planters, who bought them houses of their own and supported the children of their unsanctioned unions. The children, in turn, were eventually sent to the balls if they were girls, or packed off to school in Paris if they were boys. Anyone who could pass for white did. I expect some of our leading citizens can trace their ancestries back to all that. And look at me.” She used both hands to toss her lavish mass of crinkly curls.


  “I thought that was just a good perm.”


  “Absolutely natural. But I don’t count because we’re ‘from away.’ However, there was a queen of Comus a few years ago who mortified her whole family by declining to have her hair restyled for the great occasion. People who saw it said that Afro was so high and so thick the crown would hardly sit on it.”


  Steve laughed. “Her father must not have been in the Boston Club. Surely you have to be racially pure to get in.”


  “I doubt it. How would anybody know? Anyway, a little thing like ancestry wouldn’t stop a true Bostonian from being a rockrib—the point is to pass. However—” she took another toke—“back to strata. The blacks have their own strata, based—are you ready for this?—on skin color.”


  “I think I might throw up.”


  “Why? They’re just emulating the rest of us bigots. Stories used to be told about black nightclubs where they wouldn’t let you in if you were any darker than a paper bag. An ‘integrated’ club meant one where you could go if you were anywhere from cafe au lait to licorice. Want another beer?”


  “I need one, I think.”


  Skip gathered up the empty cans and hauled out a brace of fresh Dixies. When she got back, Steve was pulling on his beard, thinking. “I want to use all this stuff,” he said. “It’s going to be a whole different movie.”


  “Put me in it, why don’t you?” Skip put a hand on her hip and started to mug.


  “Why not? You’re the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”


  She’d started cutting up because she was high and having fun—she hadn’t expected a serious answer. “Thing?” she said. “You think I’m a thing?”


  “Are you an anthropologist doing fieldwork?”


  “I’m a cop. No shit. A cop. I’m just observant, that’s all.”


  “Cookie said you kept flunking out of schools.”


  “So?”


  “I expected a ding-a-ling.”


  Skip shrugged. “I read a lot.” She was getting pissed. She didn’t like people telling her what they expected, and for that matter didn’t like them expecting things of her. Who cared if Mr. Steve Steinman of AFI expected a dumb cop? Skip was Skip and not who he expected, and he was drinking her beer and smoking her dope and he could keep quiet about it.


  Steve said, “You have the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen. How many cops have gorgeous hair? And almond-y eyes. Maybe you could play the lead.”


  She didn’t speak, wasn’t sure she’d heard right. And wouldn’t have known what to say anyway. She could have sworn he’d just given her a compliment, maybe two, and done it while she was in the middle of being mad at him.


  He said, “You should be at a ball tonight.”


  Skip was embarrassed. She changed the subject, slipping back into her professorial mode and letting the moment pass. “You should be. A Carnival ball is like nothing you’ve ever seen. Rex and Comus are held in the Municipal Auditorium, which is divided in half for the occasion. They’re the most important balls, so they’re held on Mardi Gras night.”


  He slipped back with her, once again teacher’s pet. “Do they take the seats out for dancing?”


  “Uh-uh. They sink the stage so it’s flush with the floor, and that’s where they dance. That way no one falls off.”


  “But what about the rest of the place? People dance in an empty auditorium?”


  “Far from it. Spectators spectate.”


  “Do they sell tickets or what?”


  “Perish the thought. You have to be invited. If you’re very special, you get a callout, which means you can dance. But only ladies get callouts.”


  “My head’s spinning.”


  “Okay, it’s like this. If you were invited to Comus, say, you’d have to wear white tie and tails. Or at least black tie. You’d get to sit down and watch a bunch of guys in funny costumes dance with ladies in evening dresses. You might recognize the ladies, but of course all the men would be masked. The ladies with callouts would be seated in a special section. They’re wives and friends of the families of members. They’d just sit there until a member of the floor committee came to escort them to their partners for their one dance—two at the most.”


  “And they wouldn’t even know who the guy was?”


  “If your husband’s partner’s a member, that’s probably who it is. But no one tells you.”


  “So theoretically you wouldn’t even know who you were dancing with.”


  “Right. It’s a little on the weird side.”


  “How about the queen and her court?”


  “That’s the part that’s a spectacle. For Comus they wear silver, and gold for Rex—all sequins and spangles. From the seats it looks like something out of a science-fiction movie. The trains alone weigh as much as a Toyota. The big moment comes at midnight, when Rex takes his court over to the other side to pay their respects to Comus and his court—the parvenus bowing to the real power. Quite charming.”


  “Yick.”


  “That’s the way the sequin sparkles. Just another Fat Tuesday in the City That Care Forgot.”


  “It’s amazing you turned out the way you did.”


  “I wouldn’t say that. It’s more or less inevitable, really. Anyway, you poor kids aren’t the only ones who had it tough.” Suddenly she realized she knew virtually nothing about Steve Steinman. “Or are you poor?”


  “Not exactly. My family belongs to a Jewish country club that excludes our brothers of Russian extraction.”


  Skip threw a sofa pillow at him. “And you’ve been sneering at my friends and fellow townspeople.”


  “I wasn’t sneering. The human condition is just a little disappointing wherever you find it, that’s all.”


  Mollified and suddenly curious, Skip said, “You know everything about me. What’s your story?”


  “Absolutely untrue, Officer Langdon. I know nothing about you except that you come from what you insist is a social-climbing family and you’re a big, gorgeous cop.” Skip felt herself flush. “I don’t see how you got from one to the other.”


  “Well, tough luck, I’m tired of talking. Your turn.”


  “Okay, okay. I’m from Atlanta, went to Duke, where Cookie Lamoreaux was my roommate, and am now in training to be the next George Lucas. I’m thirty years old, unmarried, and want very much to see you again.”


  “You do?”


  “Uh-huh. How about breakfast?”


  “I don’t think I’m going to feel like it.”


  “Late, then, Brunch.”


  “I’ll be working.”


  “Okay, I’ll come down and we can talk about whether I need to file that complaint.”


  “Oh, God, I forgot all about that. Come at three, okay?”


  “Not first thing?”


  “I’m going to be out of the office.”


  “No problem. I’ll wait for you.”


Ash Wednesday


  1


  SKIP HAD BEEN told to do what Uptown girls would do, and the first thing on the list was exactly what nearly everyone else in town would be doing—going to church. Afterward she’d go to the St. Amants’, but first things first—a city that celebrates Fat Tuesday must wake up to Lent. Besides, she was going to need something spiritual in her life after walking through the Quarter.


  Despite the efforts of heroic sanitation crews working through the night, Ash Wednesday on Bourbon Street had a sickening morning-after feel to it. True, by now several tons of go-cups, discarded Hurricane glasses (or the shards that were all that remained of them), pointed sticks from corn dogs, beer cans, and worst of all, corncobs would have been hauled away. But the stench would remain—of garbage and vomit and spilled beer. And anyone who was still on the street probably hadn’t been home that night.


  Yet Skip craved the walk and the subsequent streetcar ride. If she had time, she often traveled Uptown this way instead of driving. She discovered its therapeutic qualities the time someone dropped her at her parents’ house and she got into a fight with her father—the last she’d ever had with him, the last time the two had spoken. She’d taken the streetcar home rather than let him drive her. And by the time she hiked to St. Philip Street, she found she’d cooled out.


  This morning the benefits were twofold: physical and mental. She had a nagging cobwebby hangover that cried out for fresh air and exercise. And she needed to think about what she’d done last night. Three stupid things. Very dangerous things.


  One was having Steve meet her at home. Another was telling Marcelle about it. That one-two combination had already had consequences, and she needed to try to square it with herself.


  The third was a different matter—smoking weed with a stranger. With the wrong stranger, it could put her job in jeopardy. It was unsmart, uncoplike, un-Skip-like. So what had made her do it?


  Probably a drug worse than a crack and heroin speedball. Testosterone.


  The walk should have helped—she should have been able to sort out some of it, at least, but she was wearing heels and her feet hurt too much.


  She ended up window-shopping. She’d walked a block over to Royal, which stank almost as much as Bourbon, but at least here there were no sleazy clubs with the smoke still hovering. There were antique shops, filled with lovely things a cop couldn’t afford.


  She was caught up in the journey, in the city, as she had never been before moving away and often was, lately. She let herself go with it, enjoying herself, getting the fresh start she wanted. It was wonderful the way, in forty-five short minutes, you could go from the dilapidated beauty of St. Philip to the tawdriness of Bourbon, the commercial elegance of Royal, and finally, once on the streetcar, the magnificence of St. Charles. The farther Uptown you went, the more the mansions lining the avenue looked like stately English homes. Skip got off at Jackson Avenue, the line of demarcation between Downtown and the Garden District. She wasn’t far from Tolliver Albert’s, and St. Charles at this point—yesterday’s parade route—was nearly back to normal. Skip turned toward the river and Trinity Episcopal Church, as familiar to her as her old bedroom on State Street.


  Her parents were at church. She took communion, let the priest smear her forehead with ashes in the shape of a cross, and left with hardly a glance at them. Outside she had an almost uncontrollable urge to walk to the river. She was looking toward it, shivering (she’d worn no coat, only a suit, and the wind had come up) when she heard her mother’s voice: “Skippy.”


  She stopped and turned around, seeing that her mother was wearing black and needed to lose ten pounds. “Hello, Mother.” Her mother had wanted her to call her “Mummy,” but even the other girls at McGehee’s didn’t say that.


  “Did they give you the day off?” Her mother spoke of “them” as if they were enemies who held her daughter prisoner.


  “Not really. They gave me a nice assignment. I’m working on the murder.”


  “Oh, Skip. It’s not as if it were a stranger—it’s Chauncey!”


  “I think that’s why it means more to me than it would to the average cop. It’s a good assignment, Mother. Be proud of your little girl.”


  “Oh, Skip!” said her mother again, as if Skip had told her she’d been arrested.


  “I met a nice boy, Mother.”


  “You did? Someone we know? Is it serious?”


  “A friend of Cookie Lamoreaux’s.” She had dragged out poor Steve Steinman because she wanted to give her mother something—just a little something—to reassure her. But now she could see the pitfalls of what she had said.


  “Is he from here?”


  “From L. A., but Cookie’s known him forever. They were roommates at Duke.”


  “Skippy, you be careful. We don’t know this boy and the world is full of people who can hurt you.”


  “I’ll be careful, Mother. Why didn’t Daddy come out?”


  “You know how he is, darling. He told me to ask you when you’re coming home.”


  “I live on St. Philip Street, Mother.”


  “In a hovel.”


  “I have to go to work now.”


  “Won’t you consider going back to school?”


  “I like my job. I’m on my way to the St. Amants’. Are you going?”


  “We’ve already been.”


  “Good-bye, then.”


  One day after church she and her brother had walked to the river. It was summer then and the closer they got, the heavier the air became. The last couple of blocks, it was nearly impossible to breathe, the way the air sat on top of your chest and refused to go in. Skip was wearing a fancy dress and ruining it, sweating. Her brother took off his coat and tie and threw them away. There were still mansions on Jackson, some of them half falling down, some still fine, interspersed with roach-ridden apartment houses. It was that way for a block or two, to Magazine Street. And after that it was poor, got poorer as it got hotter and heavier. Her mother had beaten her for it, but it was one of the finest adventures of her childhood.


  Doing it now might be dangerous, she thought. Some would say that nowadays a young woman shouldn’t even walk through the Quarter to Canal to catch the streetcar. It didn’t matter—it was too cold anyway, and she had to get to the St. Amants’. She turned toward the lake and then Uptown onto Prytania.


  Privately Skip called the Garden District “Rappaccini’s District” after the poison garden in the Hawthorne story. She found it as achingly beautiful—in its way—as she found her own neighborhood. But instead of the tumble of structures from three centuries—from Creole cottages to Holiday Inns—the Garden District enjoyed a more leisurely pace. By contrast, its gracious old houses seemed rather like country estates, displaying exuberant front yards right on the streets instead of hiding tiny gemlike courtyards.


  There was a nineteenth-century Caribbean feel to the place, more so in recent years, since the fad for old-fashioned gaslights. On a summer evening, with the gaslights on, the improbable scent of mixed magnolia and jasmine in the air, one could almost hear the clack of hooves on cobblestones, see sails in the distance. The gardens were rife with banana trees, crotons, profusions of tropical plants—and each tendril, to Skip, was a viper that would surely strike if you turned your back. She thought it as evil and dangerous a neighborhood as its denizens found Tremé, as stultifying and smothering as she felt the Quarter was liberating.


  Yet her feelings had nothing to do with the beauty of the place. They were about her associations with the homes in which she’d visited here, full of air as thick as that near the river, harboring atmospheres that made you gasp for breath.


  The St. Amants’ house, with its stuffy furniture and its grand piano that no one ever played, was far from one of her favorites. It looked as if someone had gone to as much trouble to make it ordinary as Tolliver Albert had to make his apartment special and personal. Skip thought of the decor as the wing-chair-and-Audubon-print syndrome. Her parents’ house suffered from it as well, and that wasn’t the only other place she’d seen it.


  Today the shiny-finish dining table was covered with a lace cloth and laden with food that probably wouldn’t be eaten, though Skip doubted there’d be a problem with leftover drinkables.


  In one of the wing chairs flanking the fireplace sat Haygood Mayhew, Bitty’s father, white-haired, red-faced and shrunken in height, puffy in body, looking squat and square and rather like a toad. Though retired from the Carrollton Bank, he was still one of the most powerful men in New Orleans, as anyone could see who cared to observe the gaggle of would-be’s dancing attendance. The mayor was one of them.


  Gossip had it that Haygood had gone along with Chauncey and supported him. Not that he would have had any objection to a black mayor, female mayor, or any other kind so long as he or she was friendly to business in general and to the Carrollton Bank in particular. Haygood wasn’t a bigot. Wasn’t even a seersucker-suit conservative. Skip had once seen him proclaiming his nonpartisanship on a local TV show. Chauncey’s politics—so upsetting to many of Haygood’s contemporaries—had probably made the old man chortle with malicious delight.


  In the other wing chair sat Bitty, a porcelain statue draped in black. Behind her stood Tolliver, and she was receiving condolences from the only black person in the room besides Mayor Soniat—John Hall Pigott, the musician, club owner, and retired actor. Skip had never seen him in person. She hadn’t known he was so tall. His hair was starting to turn white, and he was easily the handsomest man she’d seen since leaving San Francisco. No wonder he’d been in so many movies, though some said he couldn’t act a lick. But nobody said he didn’t play brilliant clarinet, and he had been Chauncey’s staunchest, most influential ally in prying music money out of the city. For years he’d lived in California, but last year he retired from acting, returned to his hometown, and opened his club.


  Skip didn’t think of herself as the sort who got star-struck, but she noticed she was staring.
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  They thought he was drunk, but then that’s what they’d thought yesterday. Despite appearances, he’d never really managed the oblivion he craved. Maybe it was the coke he’d had earlier that day, he didn’t know. In the end, he’d had to pretend inebriation, slumping all over the furniture and heading upstairs early.


  That way he could be ready in case Bitty needed him, but he could still get away, if not from himself, at least from dingbat Marcelle and a million smarmy relatives.


  Today he was doing better. He wasn’t exactly drunk—at least not nearly as drunk as he supposed he must look—but he was feeling better anesthetized, less exhausted, more able to play out the unlikely scenario in which they’d all become embroiled. He was an actor and this was his most important role. It was as simple as that. It didn’t matter how much he drank—if he kept his mind on the task at hand, he could handle it. The booze would just smooth things out and allow him a little more freedom.


  Still, there was one area in which it wasn’t working. He couldn’t shake an odd feeling he had somewhere in the center of his body—a very uncertain, unsure, mixed-up, confused sensation. It had to do with the ambivalent feelings he’d had for his father. To his surprise, he actually felt grief that Chauncey was dead. Of course, he felt a lot of other things too—relief for one, for another, a kind of dark happiness on his mother’s account.


  Chauncey was no good for Bitty, never had been, had driven her to drink. She was going to be a lot better off without him, might even kick her addiction. Was she drinking today? he wondered. It was hard to tell with all the pills Langdon was stuffing down her.


  How beautiful she looked. The black dress with the blonde hair was about as dramatic a combination as you could find outside a Carnival ball. Henry adored the dress and wondered idly if it would fit him. But of course it wouldn’t—there was a reason for Bitty’s nickname.


  He was continually surprised that she really was a tiny, ethereal creature—like Titania, only more fragile. He had the most delicious memories of sitting in her lap, cuddling at her breast, being picked up and comforted. He couldn’t have been more than two or three, but he remembered so vividly that he still sometimes thought of her as big. In a way, in his mind, she was. He’d never said good-bye to the strong happy mother he remembered.


  Unlike most of his friends, who seemed to recall only the traumas of their childhood, Henry harbored bittersweet, haunting thoughts of the way it was with Bitty and him before Marcelle was born—even after for a while. He was adored and fulfilled. When Bitty started drinking, and when the drinking gradually increased to the point that some days she couldn’t take care of him and his sister, the happiest days of his life came to an end.


  Yet he never stopped wishing he could have the idyll again. Now that Chauncey was dead, for instance, he wondered what the chances were. For Bitty. For himself. Even, a little, for Marcelle. And for Tolliver—most definitely for Tolliver. For all of them as a family. Yes, he thought of Tolliver as family, and most ardently wished he were.


  As he watched the continuing parade of New Orleanians coming to pay their respects, he wondered how many were glad Chauncey was dead. A lot, he suspected, might have reason to be glad. He was sure he had done the right thing yesterday. And had done it very well, in his opinion, though it wasn’t the sort of thing you went around crowing to yourself about.


  Oh, God, could that abysmally dressed woman over there be the person he thought she was? From the back all he could see was a gray flannel suit, not so much out of style as never there to begin with. Très ordinaire. (And très schlumpy—hips like a retaining wall.) The whole effect was made worse by brown pumps and hair done up in some kind of half-assed French twist, but coming out of the pins in great curly clumps. Oh, shit. There couldn’t be two women in New Orleans anywhere near that tacky. Fuck, it had to be.


  What in bloody hell did Skip Langdon think she was doing, just coming over and walking among the guests as if she’d been fucking invited? Shit and piss. He was going to have another drink and then by God, he was getting rid of her. Bitty didn’t need her here, and neither did he.
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  Tolliver stood behind Bitty’s wing chair, one hand on her shoulder, like a patriarch in an old tintype. He knew it looked stiff and pretentious, but he couldn’t very well sit on the arm of the chair and he wanted Bitty to know he was there, to feel his physical presence—his hand on her shoulder—and draw sustenance from it.


  Bitty could draw strength only from him and Henry, and Henry had left, apparently in pursuit of a young woman who was obviously looking for the bathroom. He wondered briefly whether she was an old schoolmate or what.


  He smiled, surely as woodenly as George Washington ever had, he thought, as the passing parade paid their respects to the widow. He couldn’t keep his mind on the occasion at hand. His life was passing before him.


  He was standing there smiling, holding on to Bitty’s shoulder, and realizing that he had lived vicariously through the St. Amants. He had done what they had done, gone where they had gone, thought what they had thought, played the perfect doting uncle. He could have lived a “normal” life—could even have gotten married—but he hadn’t. Was it too late for him now? Almost certainly. And yet, whether he gained from it or not, he didn’t regret Chauncey’s death in the least.


  “I’m back,” said Henry. “Why don’t you get yourself a drink?”


  “Shall I get one for you?”


  “Thanks. Bourbon and water.”


  Tolliver got the drinks quickly, reluctant to leave Bitty alone with Henry for long. He resumed his spot, and Henry did sit on the arm of Bitty’s wing chair, gripping her elbow, looking as if he were using her to prop himself up. Tolliver thought: We must look like some stupid Victorian-era illustration in a book on family life. What a travesty.


  Relieved for once of Chauncey’s overbearing presence, Tolliver was beginning to realize exactly how much he had hated the man. He thought he had known before, it had been a cancer he’d lived with, but the depth of it hadn’t really penetrated till now. Chauncey and his goddamn secrets, his twisted hypocrisy, his vaulting ambition—the things he had done to Henry and Bitty were no less than unspeakable. Surely only good could come from his long-overdue absence. In unguarded moments, though, Tolliver felt a chill of fear, his mind turning crazily to thoughts of Pandora. If only the demons would stay in the damn box!


  Marcelle approached with a big girl in a gray suit, the girl Henry had followed. “Mother, it’s Skippy in mufti—Dr. Langdon’s daughter.” Tolliver thought Marcelle did well to prompt Bitty, who in turn would be doing well to identify Marcelle herself, thanks to none other than Skippy’s quack of a dad.


  “Hello, officer,” said Henry. “Going to put us in your report?”


  The girl looked confused.


  “How about this?” said Henry. “Two of the suspects, Mrs. Bitty St. Amant and her son, Henry, were fried to the gills on the Wednesday following the crime. Oh, and maybe you could make a little note to the side in parentheses: ‘As usual,’ you could say. Then you could say, ‘After prolonged surveillance, reporting officer noticed Marcelle Gaudet, the former Mrs. Lionel Gaudet, aka Marcelle St. Amant, flirting with three or four guys old enough to be her father, who was conspicuous by his absence.’


  “And maybe then you could mention something about how you searched my father’s study without a warrant. Would you mind doing that, officer? Would that little thing be too much trouble?”


  Until then, everyone had remained frozen, unable to believe what was happening. Tolliver felt suddenly very dizzy. His body jerked, giving one of those half-asleep lurches, except that this was daylight and he was standing up.


  Bitty kept her face a mask—probably was barely able to move a muscle in it anyway—but she dabbed at her eyes, as if that were all she had energy for.


  “Time,” asked Marcelle, “for Henry’s nap?”


  Without a word, Tolliver put an arm around Henry’s shoulders and marched him gingerly toward the stairs. He didn’t trust his legs, hoped he wasn’t going to blow it. He’d forgotten again to take a pill. His head was whirling. Henry was worse, and no wonder—he was fried to the marrow, not the gills. His knees were wobbling badly.


  Dammit, Henry, walk! I’m going to die on the staircase if I don’t get my pills. He thought it, but he didn’t say it.
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  Marcelle knelt beside her mother and held both her hands. “It’s okay, Mother. I’m here.”


  Bitty’s eyes overflowed. “Skippy,” she said, “I do apologize for Henry. We’re all so very upset today.”


  Skip murmured something and started to wander off. “Skippy,” said Marcelle. “Please don’t leave. I’ll just stay with Mother a minute.”


  She didn’t know why. Bitty wasn’t going to fall out of her chair, and apparently couldn’t care less whether Marcelle stayed with her or not. But Marcelle couldn’t be sure. Maybe that detached manner of hers was just the drugs. Still, she hadn’t responded to Marcelle when Henry and Tolliver left.


  She has a lot on her mind, Marcelle reminded herself. She’s doing well just to remain sitting. But she wished she were able to comfort her mother the way Henry and Tolliver did. She couldn’t get Bitty’s attention—she’d never been able to.


  She knew Bitty hadn’t yet become a drunk when she was born, hadn’t till she was three years old, but she might as well have been one all along—all Marcelle could remember of her early childhood were her mother’s “sick days,” the way she smelled of sherry and Bloody Marys, and the old sandbox Chauncey and Bitty had built out behind the house for Henry.


  Oh, dear God. I hope I can be a better mother to André than she was to me. If I do nothing else on this Earth, please let me do that. And the way things are going, it doesn’t look like I’ll do another damn thing.


  André was upstairs now, watching a movie with some other kids. She’d kept him with her in this house of gloom for two days and she knew it was hard on him, but surely it was better than leaving him with a baby-sitter. Or was it? Why the hell was child rearing, the most important of all tasks, so shockingly unscientific? People knew more about microbes and life in space than they did about how to raise kids, and they wrote more books about that stuff too. Marcelle truly hoped she wasn’t making a mess of four-year-old André, dooming him to a resentful adulthood spent on the shrink’s couch.


  Her own life was rather like that. And if it hadn’t been for her dad, she knew she’d be an even worse wreck than she was. Thank God, Chauncey had been there for her—sometimes, anyway. At the moment she missed him so much all she could remember were the good times— Chauncey ruffling her hair, swimming with her, teaching her to ride a bike. (Bitty thought bicycles dangerous and didn’t want her to have one.)


  Marcelle did want her father’s murderer punished. But she was worried about something: that in the course of the murderer’s arrest and trial, Chauncey’s good name would be destroyed. That his human rights work would be not merely forgotten but discredited. Yet how could the murderer be punished if there were no arrest and no trial?


  Tolliver was coming back, seeming a little woozy. He didn’t look good at all, but what could one expect under the circumstances? Marcelle herself, she imagined, would frighten small children.


  Okay. All right. When Tolliver arrived to take care of Bitty, she’d find Skip. She’d asked her to stay; she supposed she’d known she was going to tell her.


  Oh, Daddy, why did you have to do what you did?


  She found Skip chatting with Jo Jo Lawrence. The sight of him almost made her vomit. Had she really fucked him yesterday? Fucked him while her father was getting murdered?


  God, she hoped she wouldn’t be questioned too closely about what she was doing at the time of the murder. Should she tell Skippy? Maybe she could keep it quiet. But then she remembered it wasn’t important. What was important was to tell Skip the other thing.


  “Jo Jo, go away, would you? Skippy and I’ve got some old times to talk over.”


  He looked puzzled. “I didn’t even know you two were friends.”


  As he walked away, it occurred to Marcelle that Skip was probably another of his extramarital adventures. She wondered if he’d have been so quick to screw her—Marcelle—if he’d known she and Skip were friends. But he probably would have. Jo Jo wasn’t the sort to be bothered by much, and hadn’t the brain power to do much fretting even if he had been.


  She put a hand on Skip’s arm. “Skippy, I’ve got something to tell you.”


  Skip nodded.


  “First of all, Mother and Daddy didn’t have sex. They had separate rooms.”


  Skip’s right eyebrow went up, and her cheeks flushed faintly.


  “Now don’t be embarrassed. I have to tell you that because it’s the only way you can understand. Daddy had other women.”


  “I see.”


  “One woman, I mean.”


  “How do you know?”


  “She came to the house once, a few weeks ago. All dolled up with cleavage and high heels. I was here at the time, and Mother was upstairs. I heard Daddy say, ‘Don’t ever come here again,’ in the meanest tone I ever heard him use. Then he slammed the door in her face.”


  Marcelle paused to sip her drink. “You should have seen her, Skippy. She was young—under twenty-five, for sure—and beautiful. All angles and planes in her face, and copper skin and copper hair. And she looked so hurt when he slammed the door. And then furious. She kicked the door. I was here with André, visiting the grandparents. I heard it start, and then I looked out the window and saw it all.”


  “You think she might have killed your daddy? Is that why you’re telling me this?”


  Marcelle nodded.


  “But I thought you felt it was political.”


  “Oh, I know I said that. I just wish I believed it. But listen, there might be a chance—maybe this woman didn’t kill Daddy and if she didn’t, Skippy…”


  Marcelle thought she might cry. She caught her breath and held it a second. “Oh, Skippy, listen, if it wasn’t her, can you please, please keep it secret—about her, I mean?”


  “Secret? I don’t understand.”


  “From the newspapers, I mean. Oh, please, please. Because, Skippy, listen, it wasn’t just that he was having an affair, it was something else. Something I wish you could be real, real discreet about.”


  “I’ll do the best I can. What is it?”


  “She was black.”


  Chauncey St. Amant, friend of the downtrodden, had sexually exploited a young black woman. Marcelle had been living with it for weeks. She was disappointed in her father, certainly, but ultimately she thought what he did to relieve the terrible despair of living with Bitty was his own business.


  However, public knowledge of such a liaison would make a laughingstock of her father’s memory. She thought it ironic that in the 1980s, interracial love affairs bore more stigma than they had in the 1800s. And in Chauncey’s case, there was much more than snickering at stake. Marcelle had admired her father for his courageous stand on racial matters more than for anything else.


  Yet she was glad she’d told Skip. Chauncey’s less tangible contributions—the subtle ones having to do with reshaping attitudes—might be in jeopardy. But surely nothing could undo his real work—his affirmative action program, his support of the arts, the things that had helped actual individuals whom one could know and talk to. Nothing could change the election of Furman Soniat.


  The Woman


  SKIP LEFT FEELING slightly giddy at having stumbled so easily into Marcelle’s confidence. She remembered what Ring Laidner had once said about Ash Wednesday—that he felt like “Rex in a state of Comus”—and smiled. She had never felt more alive. There was something about death that was different from the little deaths of alcohol and drugs—it didn’t numb you out, it made you operate on all cylinders.


  She was pretty sure she could find Chauncey’s mistress. Of course the two stars, O’Rourke and Tarantino, probably could too, but she’d gotten the tip and she could run it down faster because she knew people. She was exhilarated. She wanted to do this by herself, not as third wheel on the team, and she could. She felt it. She’d do it today, but first she needed to go to headquarters to check out a few things—and make sure the stars understood that she was really on this thing. Also, she needed to make friends with them—she didn’t know these guys at all except by name.


  O’Rourke was fortyish and a heartthrob—sandy hair, cute mustache, nice buns. Married to a sergeant who worked in sex crimes. He seemed a little on the taciturn side.


  Tarantino was ten years older, give or take. He was dark, clean-shaven, and overweight in that peculiar pear-shaped New Orleans way—giant shoulders, chest and belly (with emphasis on the belly), but regular-size legs and arms, un-fat face. She didn’t know if it was in the genes or what, but half the men in town were built like that.


  They were there—both of them—when she arrived. Tarantino rose and shook hands. “Skip. Glad to have you. We can use another hand.”


  Not to be outdone, O’Rourke rose too. “Good to see you, Langdon.” He’d been to church—still had a smear of ashes on his forehead.


  “I’ve been at the St. Amants’,” Skip said. “I thought we could bring one another up to date.”


  Tarantino said, “Good idea. Sit down, sit down.” He waved at an empty desk. “Use Chuck Bennett’s desk, why don’t you? He’s on sick leave.”


  Skip sat. “The clothes are a wash,” Tarantino continued. “Anyone could have gotten them anywhere. But they probably came from one of those cheap stores near the flea market—or at least the skirt might have. It’s new, but all the cheap stores have it. Same with the wig and gloves. A guy at one of the costume stores remembered the shirt, but they had it three years ago.”


  “What size are they?”


  “Good question.” He shrugged his mammoth shoulders. “Medium. The shirt’s literally a man’s medium, and the skirt’s a twelve, which I’m told would probably fit a fairly hefty woman or a medium guy. And it wouldn’t have to fit—you could leave it open in the back if it was too small or pin it up if you were.”


  O’Rourke looked at her through narrowed eyes. She noticed with surprise that they were brown. “What size do you wear, Langdon?”


  “Huge.” She declined to be ruffled. “What about the gloves?”


  Tarantino shrugged again. “Men’s medium.”


  O’Rourke said, “How did the outfit fit her? Loose? Tight? Or what?”


  He had asked the same question yesterday, but that was before she’d known about the film. If they had that, they could get a better idea, they could blow it up and maybe pick out something useful. She was angry at herself, and she answered sullenly, making a point of using his first name, letting him know she didn’t like the way he kept calling her “Langdon” as if he were her supervisor: “I don’t know, Frank.” Hostility hung in the air.


  To cover it, Tarantino said, “The guns were something else, though. Old Colt 44.40s with the date stamped cm the bands—1912. No serial numbers. Reasonably rare. Like they were in somebody’s attic for a long time and then they decided to get ’em out. We’re checking gun stores, but I don’t think that’s gonna get us anywhere. Did you say you were at the St. Amants’?”


  “Why do you ask, Joe?” She smiled. At least she could establish rapport with this one.


  “Just wonderin’ how the other half lives.”


  “I went to the wake. And I took an unauthorized walk around the first floor.” She tried to keep her voice neutral. “And I did find out something interesting. Chauncey had a real nice gun collection in his study.”


  O’Rourke leaned across his desk. “Anything missing?”


  “I couldn’t tell. I thought I’d ask Mrs. St. Amant later. She wasn’t in very good shape—either today or yesterday.”


  “Shit!” said O’Rourke.


  Tarantino said, “Hear she drinks.”


  “She’s a human siphon.”


  Tarantino gave the requisite appreciative chuckle, O’Rourke let one corner of his mouth go up a quarter of an inch.


  “So listen,” said O’Rourke, “you think the guy was killed with his own gun or what? Why the hell would you think that?”


  “I think he was killed by someone who was at the Boston Club yesterday. Let’s face it, Frank—either somebody took Mrs. St. Amant’s key or she killed him herself, right?”


  “Somebody outside could have had a key. Maybe they took her key some other time—like when she left her purse at some other party.”


  “It still had to be someone she knew—and someone she knew might have paid her husband a visit and put the guns in his own briefcase while Chauncey was getting him a drink.”


  O’Rourke snorted.


  Once again, Tarantino played the peacemaker. “We had a funny call from Tolliver Albert.”


  Skip felt a twinge. Why hadn’t he called her? He knew her, dammit. “Oh?” she said.


  “We put a police seal on his house, so he spent the night with the St. Amants. But first he went home for some clothes and stuff.”


  “Uh-huh?”


  “Says there was something weird about the deal. You know that Mardi Gras stuff on the balcony? That purple and green and gold stuff?”


  “The bunting?”


  “Yeah. He says he didn’t put it there.”


  “So Dolly must have. Anybody see her?”


  Tarantino leaned back in his chair, hands crossed over his heroic breadbasket. “Nobody’s called yet, but we gave it to the Picayune. Maybe somebody will when they read about it.”


  “So, Langdon,” said O’Rourke, “what else have you been doing?”


  “Hanging out with the swells, like the chief said I should.” She hoped she didn’t sound too smug, but she didn’t much care. O’Rourke was starting to get on her nerves. She stretched. “I even went to church this morning.”


  “And what are you planning on doing now?”


  It was a good question. One possibility was to spend the next few minutes confessing her stupidity about the film. But she didn’t feel safe enough, not with O’Rourke’s belligerence. She didn’t know what it was about—maybe he was that way with everyone—but she wasn’t about to make herself vulnerable until she had a better idea.


  She looked at her watch. “I’ve got someone coming at three for an interview, and then I think I’m going to go home and make some phone calls. I’d like to see what kind of gossip I can pick up.”


  “Shee-it!” said O’Rourke.


  She ignored him. “Okay with you guys?”


  “It’s up to the chief, not us,” said O’Rourke. “You’re teacher’s pet, aren’t you? Your dad’s his doctor, right?”


  Skip’s heart pounded. She felt the energy start low in her belly and rise up her spine. She knew that in a minute it was going to turn nasty and come out of her mouth. She took a deep breath and hoped her voice was steady. “I went through the academy just like you. I was first in my class, were you?”


  “Second,” O’Rourke breathed.


  “The chief’s my dad’s friend, not mine. What I got in this department—which is hired—I got on my own.”


  Tarantino patted the air with his right hand, keep-it-down style. “Hey, guys, come on—we gotta work together.”


  Skip said, “I’m not so sure, Joe. If Frank doesn’t want to work with me, he doesn’t have to.”


  She left feeling at odds—half deflated, half heartened. Half proud of herself for standing up to O’Rourke, half wondering whether she’d been childish to pull rank. That was really what she’d done. Because even though they outranked her in reality, she outranked them in a weird way. The chief had brought her in as a kind of independent consultant from another division. She may be only a patrol officer, but she didn’t have to take orders from them and she didn’t have to do the shitwork on the case—the endless calling up of costume stores and gun dealers. She was free to lollygag about with the swells, as O’Rourke apparently saw it.


  She could understand his resentment, and she wondered if she should have confronted it directly instead of getting snippy. But that stuff only worked with a reasonable person, and she didn’t know whether O’Rourke was one.


  Another half was coming up—she was only half convinced. Half convinced that O’Rourke was the enemy. Maybe he was just in a bad mood and she’d gotten in the way. Or worse, much worse—maybe he and Tarantino were Mutt-and-Jeffing her. Maybe they both resented her being assigned to the case and were using this way of keeping her at arm’s length, refusing to really cooperate while it seemed Tarantino was trying to. If she were gullible enough, she’d give him what she knew, let them run with it, and gratefully accept whatever crumbs they threw her.


  She sighed as she got on the elevator. She was wondering when the famous police code was going to kick in—the us-against-them mentality, the simple belonging she craved. She’d felt it in the academy, but she’d been out a year now and still hadn’t carved her niche in the department. Things here weren’t so different from on the outside—the smaller, prettier, more submissive women did better with a lot of these guys than she did. It hadn’t been all bad, it just wasn’t home yet. She’d had two good experiences, working with a woman and with a young man she’d gone through the academy with. But some of the older guys just didn’t like big, sassy broads. Or maybe it was her problem—maybe she did something that intimidated them.


  Once she confronted a lieutenant who’d nearly made her quit with his constant balking. “I just don’t like self-confident people,” he’d said.


  What a joke! Self-confident? Skip? But she’d said, “Hadn’t a cop better be self-confident?”


  He said, “I don’t like you, Langdon,” and she got the transfer she requested.


  She didn’t give a damn if she did work with Tarantino and O’Rourke. Maybe she was more of a free-lancer anyhow.


  Anyway, they don’t know about the film and they don’t know about Chauncey’s mistress.


  Skip, are you two years old or three?


  Hold it, here. Let’s think about this. Would it be smart to tell them at this point? Nope. Okay, then. Stop putting yourself down. Do your job and let them do theirs, and don’t let them intimidate you. They’re not Daddy, okay? You don’t have to act as if they are.


  She stepped into the sunlight of South Broad Street. The landscaping in front of police headquarters was fairly bleak, consisting only of a desultory fountain and a monument dedicated rather ungrammatically to “police personnel that died in the line of duty.” A patrolman had been killed trying to stop a bar holdup a few days ago, and there were six or eight wreaths in front of the manorial. Skip walked over to get a look at them.


  It was five of three and as good a place as any to wait for Steve Steinman. She certainly didn’t want to get into the film problem with O’Rourke listening in—she didn’t want him or anyone else or anything screwing her up. She was surprised at the vehemence of the thought and saw that she had plucked a fern from one of the wreaths, and torn it up as it flashed through her head. She released the green wreckage, letting it fall on the ground, letting herself realize how caught up in this thing she was—after only one day and no real action—how deeply she’d been drawn into the thrill of the chase, how deeply she wanted to work this case, and do it well. She could honestly say she was more excited than she’d ever been in her life and deeply, deeply afraid of blowing it—if she hadn’t already. God, what she wouldn’t give to see that film!


  “Hey, Skip, whereyat!” Steve Steinman was waving from the sidewalk.


  “Awright, cher.”


  “Cher? Like the actress?”


  “That’s Cajun talk. Didn’t you see The Big Easy?”


  “Yeah. I wondered what language it was in. Hey, you look good in a skirt.”


  Skip stared down at her plain gray suit and wondered what planet this guy was from. “Thanks.”


  “You didn’t have to meet me out here, though—I’d have found you.”


  “And where would you have found me?”


  “I don’t know. Wherever they told me at the door.”


  “To tell you the truth, they might not have known. Usually I work out of the V.C. District.”


  “Surely not Viet Cong.”


  “Vieux Carre. This week I’m detailed here. And thereon hangs a tale.” She looked him in the eye, hoping to get a sense of his trustworthiness; she couldn’t tell a thing. “Want to hear it?”


  “Sure.”


  “Let’s get some coffee, okay? I don’t want to talk in there.”


  Steve looked around, confused. “This looks like the middle of nowhere.”


  “Uh-huh. Tulane Avenue’s right up there. We could walk but—” She hesitated.


  “But what?”


  She looked down at her scruffy brown two-inch heels. “I’m not used to these.” She smiled sheepishly. “I’ve been to church and a wake. Have you got a car?”


  “Sure.”


  “Forget coffee. Let’s go to the Napoleon House.”


  “Na-poe-yun?”


  “Yeah, you right.”


  “I write?”


  She laughed. “How could I have forgotten that one? You gotta say, ‘Yeah, you right.’ It’s like in Mexico, you have to know ‘una cerveza, por favor’—it’s the one essential phrase that’ll get you through anything.”


  “Hey, Professor Longhair. Who axed for this?” He took her hand as if they were sweethearts.


  They sat in the courtyard at the Napoleon House, depriving themselves of its famous peeling paint and ragtag collection of pictures of the little emperor, but gaining the late winter sun. Suddenly ravenous—she’d had only a cracker with cheese at the St. Amants’—she ordered half a muffuletta and a Dixie.


  Steve had his own Dixie and earned her gratitude by refraining from remarks about cops drinking on duty. They talked a little about Cookie and his coterie of grown-up brats while Skip worked on her sandwich. Finally, feeling fortified, she said, “Look, Steve, I feel really bad about what happened to you last night.”


  He shrugged and touched his lump. “It hardly hurts at all today. I don’t even think I got a concussion.”


  She gasped. “Concussion! You shouldn’t have been drinking last night.”


  “I’m fine. Really.”


  “But you might not have been, and I didn’t think of that. I should have.”


  “Are you a doctor or a cop?”


  She shook her head. “I’m stupid, that’s all.”


  “Hey, what is this? You’re not your normal arrogant self.”


  She laughed. She didn’t think she’d been arrogant last night, but she certainly could be, and Steve was smart to pick it up—or perhaps it was just very obvious.


  “I had a problem with another policeman. I’m a little shaky, I guess. It’s what I want to talk to you about, to tell you the truth. Listen, I really screwed up last night. I put you in danger and—face it—we lost the film.”


  He put on a benign expression and, behind his glasses, reminded her of her grandfather. “It wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t know how many people knew I was bringing it to you.”


  She squirmed inside her wool suit. I shouldn’t have told Marcelle he was coming.


  She said, “Yeah, but none of them would have mugged you on the steps of the cop shop.”


  He laughed. “I don’t blame you. It happened and it’s too bad, but maybe something good’ll come out of it.”


  “Like what?”


  He looked embarrassed. “Like—we’ll get to know each other.”


  She looked at her plate, now harboring only a crust or two and a trickle of olive oil. Why hadn’t she known he meant that? Could it be that this guy really liked her? Or did he want to use her somehow? How, she wasn’t sure, but he was a filmmaker and that was a second cousin to a journalist. Maybe he needed a good source in the police department. So? said the other side of her psyche, the part that wanted desperately to connect with someone so intelligent and, apparently, sensitive.


  So what if he’s interested in cop behavior? Don’t animal researchers get close to the dolphins? Make friends with the gorillas?


  On impulse she said, “Can I trust you, Steve?” It came out almost a whine, certainly a plea.


  He wore that same benign expression. Was it real? “Of course.”


  “I’m detailed to homicide this week—to the St. Amant case.”


  Uh-oh. Now his expression was avid. There was no mistaking it. But at least he didn’t try to hide it. “God!” he blurted. “I envy you.”


  “You envy me?”


  “Yeah. I was a journalism major—and then a reporter for a while on a paper in Orange County. And now you know what I am. People like me are all frustrated cops—or private eyes, or FBI agents. We want to be where the action is, but we don’t have the nerve to really do it. So we get our thrills vicariously.”


  She felt better. Now that had the ring of truth. “Well, listen. I guess you’ll understand this. I’m assigned to work with two older policemen, two really experienced guys who’ve worked a million homicide cases and know what they’re doing. Now technically, since I’m assigned to the case, it was perfectly okay for me to want to get the inside track on the film—”


  The corners of Steve’s mouth turned up. “And maybe solve the murder single-handedly?”


  “Don’t make fun. But, yes, there was hotdogging involved, okay? Not, dammit, that those guys wouldn’t do it to me. Either one of them is capable of exactly the same thing, but, see, they’re older and more experienced and supposedly wiser, so if they did, and the film got stolen, it wouldn’t look so bad. And who’d chew them out about it? Me? Fat chance. A rookie respects her elders.


  “However, it wasn’t them that did it, it was me. And one of these guys is really on my case. I don’t know why, and I don’t know if he’s really fronting for the other one as well, but he’s giving me a bad time—”


  “And you want me to forget about making a complaint so there’ll be no record of what you did.”


  She did, it was true. But put baldly like that, it scared her. She wondered if she was turning pale.


  “Hey, relax,” said Steve. “Listen, no problem. I was just worried that the cops on the case wouldn’t know about the film and therefore wouldn’t know to look for it—it turns out you’re assigned to it, and you can look for it, okay? God! Don’t get so excited. I trust you a lot more than I do those other jerk-offs.”


  Skip felt a sudden rare twinge of cop loyalty—the us-against-them feeling—at his wholesale dismissal of her brother officers as jerk-offs. But for the moment she ignored it. She said, “Thanks, Steve. I really appreciate it.”


  He looked wistful. “If I can help you at all—”


  “How long are you going to be in town?”


  “Another week or so, I think. Maybe longer if I can borrow some money. Like I said, this whole thing has really turned me around. I’ve got to rethink this project. I was just here to get Mardi Gras material—the bulk of the film will be shot in L. A.—but now I really want to do a rewrite while I’m here. I want to do a whole different kind of movie.”


  “Have you decided how you’ll change it?”


  “That’s the trouble. I really haven’t. I just know it has to be more honest, that’s all. I think maybe the woman didn’t come to New Orleans—maybe she was here all along.”


  Skip looked at her watch. “I’ve got to go. Good luck with all that.” She offered her hand, but Steve wouldn’t shake. He took the hand in both of his.


  “Wait a minute. I’d like to see you again.”


  What for? So I can stand in as a dolphin or gorilla for you? I don’t have time for that now.


  “I’ve got a lot of work to do.”


  “I know. But you have to eat, don’t you? Let’s have dinner tomorrow.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think I can make it. Listen, why don’t I call you. You’ll be at Cookie’s, right?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  She left him looking slightly hurt, as if she’d brushed him off. And she might have. She honestly didn’t know whether she’d call or not, but she knew he was a complication she couldn’t deal with today—and maybe not tomorrow. Romantic attractions—and yes, she admitted, she was attracted to him—took up a lot of psychic energy. She couldn’t spare any just now, even for a less complicated relationship than Steve Steinman offered—one in which she wouldn’t have to worry about being anyone’s dolphin.


  She walked to St. Philip, suffering in the unaccustomed shoes, which she kicked off the second she walked through the door.


  Quickly, chomping at the bit to get to work, she folded up her unmade sofa bed, changed into jeans, made herself a glass of instant iced tea, and settled down with her Rolodex.


  “A” for Albert—was Tolliver a possibility? She didn’t think so. If he knew Chauncey had a mistress, he’d announce it when all ten of his fingernails had been pulled off and both knees broken. She needed someone with no discretion and no brains. Cookie Lamoreaux! No—if he knew he’d already have told her.


  She dialed Alison Gaillard, one of her long-lost Kappa sisters.


  “Officer Langdon! I read all about you in the Picayune this morning. I was so proud of you! I’m nothing but a little housewife now, and look at you. I wouldn’t be surprised if they write a TV series about you.”


  “You’ve got a little girl, I hear.”


  “Looks just like her daddy, thank God. I couldn’t have stood it if she’d come out lookin’ like pitiful ol’ me.”


  Skip took a deep breath. Alison could be on the cover of Vogue, if Vogue got lucky; her husband had the thickset body and dumpling features of the Scotch-Irish (as everyone knew, he was from Georgia).


  It was a shame about the baby, but Skip didn’t think she should say that. On the other hand, she wasn’t sure.


  This was one of the many southern styles that left her panicked, searching desperately for the proper response. The practitioner put herself down in what seemed a completely insincere way—indeed an inexplicable way—while extravagantly complimenting someone who didn’t deserve it. So was Skip supposed to heap reassurance on her? (“Alison, you’re not all that ugly. Really. Just a little eye makeup and you might have gotten a good-looking husband.”) Or was she supposed to ignore Alison’s self-deprecating protests and go to the heart of the matter. (“Oh, that poor little baby. There’s just no justice, is there? Well, I hear they’re doing wonders with plastic surgery these days.”)


  She finally said, “I’m sure she’s a doll.” But that didn’t seem to solve the problem completely—she still felt Alison had fished for a compliment. She followed up with, “Nothing wrong with your genes, though. Your Levi’s anyhow, when you’re in them. That’s what all the guys say.”


  Alison’s laugh was a silver flute. “Skippy, you are the craziest thing! You’re just a nut, you know that? What can I do for you, any-old-how?”


  “Well, it’s kind of confidential; you won’t tell anyone, will you?”


  “Of course not, Skippy.”


  Of course not. And the sun would be setting in the East tonight. “I’m kind of new in the department and, you know, some of the guys don’t like me very much.”


  “Skippy, I’m sure that can’t be true. You’re just imaginin’ that.”


  “No, really. They think I’m a snob.”


  Alison laughed the silver laugh. “You! You a snob! The same person who used to wear jeans and T-shirts to rush parties? Who wanted to pledge a black girl? Skippy, they just don’t know you very well.”


  “Well, they do know I’m a Kappa.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  “They think because of that and because my daddy’s a doctor and everything—well, you know how it is. I get, like, hazed.”


  “Oh, yeah. Like they don’t really accept you as one of them.”


  “Mmm-hmm. So they never let me work on any good cases. Anyway, the point is, what I’m going to have to do is prove myself. See, if I can do some, like, free-lance detective work that’s really good, and maybe I could get Mimi Jurgenson to put it in the Picayune, well, I could prove I’m really cop material and maybe my career would advance like it’s supposed to.”


  “Oh, Skippy. Chief Langdon! I like the sound of it.”


  “Right now I’d settle for ‘sergeant.’ And I heard a rumor I thought you might be able to help me with.”


  “Have you come to the right place! Rumors-R-Us.” She played her silver flute. “Nothing’s changed, has it?”


  “I hope not, Alison. Listen, what I heard was Chauncey was cheating on Bitty.”


  “Well! I wouldn’t be surprised, poor man. Has she got a problem, or what?”


  Skip let out her breath. She thought she’d set up the whole thing so perfectly. All that effort for nothing? “You mean you don’t know about it?”


  “Well, there was that little thing a few years back with that girl that does PR for Jazzfest. You know her name—Stephanie something. She went to Sacred Heart. But everybody said it was just a flirtation. He got cold feet and wouldn’t really do anything. I never thought it was out of loyalty to Bitty, though. I thought he was scared shitless of old man Mayhew, and why wouldn’t he be? Whoever heard of the St. Amants anyway? Chauncey wouldn’t have existed in this town if it hadn’t been for Haygood Mayhew. His good looks were only going to take him so far.”


  “Seems like they took him far enough. He got Bitty, didn’t he?”


  “Oh, you nut! You’re so baaaad! Hey, listen, officer, speaking as a policewoman—what’s the inside track? Who did him in? One of those dope-fiend musicians he was always helpin’ out?”


  “Alison, can you keep a secret?”


  “Of course!”


  “Well, I think he was having an affair with someone he didn’t want around anymore. And she didn’t want to be dumped.”


  “Ooohhh. The plot thickens.”


  “So who should I call? Who do you think would know?”


  “Well, let’s see. Remember Annette Alexander? Her husband’s been working over at the Carrollton Bank—or there’s that little girl from St. Francisville—Bella? Can that be right? Tell you what, Skippy, let me make a couple of calls myself.”


  “Oh, no. Absolutely not. I don’t want you to go to any trouble—uh-uh. I can do it myself. No problem.”


  “No trouble. Really. I’ll enjoy it. Call you right back.”


  She hung up, Skip knew, to stem further protests, which even Skip, so socially inept she thought of herself as socially diseased, knew she was obliged to keep making. Alison certainly would enjoy it. And Skip had no doubt she’d get right to it. But just to be on the safe side, she applied herself to the Rolodex.


  Francie Holloway wasn’t home … Marigny Pecot’s line was busy … she got Barbara Lee Lipscomb’s machine … should she call her brother? He might know. But was it worth the aggravation? She’d almost rather talk to her father.


  She dialed Jo Jo Lawrence and got his wife, Baby. (It was said, Jo Jo’s IQ being what it was, that he’d married her so he’d never have to trouble his pretty head remembering her name. In intimate moments, he could just holler, “Baby, Baby, Baby,” and call it a day.)


  “Baby? Skip Langdon.”


  “Skippy. Jo Jo said he saw you today.”


  “Yes. At the St. Amants’. I missed you, though.”


  “I know. I stayed home with the baby.” (Oh, God, Jo Jo probably called it Baby too.)


  “You and Jo Jo know the St. Amants pretty well, don’t you?”


  “Jo Jo does, I guess.” Her voice sounded slightly sad. “He used to date Marcelle, you know.”


  “A long time ago. I remember.”


  “Not long enough.” Skip could swear she was starting to cry. “Did you want Jo Jo? He’s still at work.”


  “What firm is he with now?”


  “Haw—” She was blubbering, outright blubbering. “Haw—Hawkins—”


  “Baby? Are you okay?”


  She pulled it together, speaking quite coherently before she hung up. “Hawkins and Sneed.”


  Skip dialed Jo Jo, wondering if she should say anything about Baby’s weird behavior. “Hi, baby,” he said when she’d identified herself, causing her almost to laugh out loud.


  “I just talked to Baby.”


  “How’s she doing?” he said. “She was pretty weirded out when I talked to her about an hour ago.”


  “To tell you the truth, she sounded upset. Is something wrong, Jo Jo?”


  “Ah, no, no big deal. Somebody told her some crazy story, that’s all.”


  “Is there anything I can do?”


  “No thanks, baby. It’ll blow over. No biggie. But, hey, what can I do for you?”


  “To tell you the truth, I’m interested in idle gossip.”


  “Hey! Don’t believe a word you hear! Absolutely untrue! Every word.”


  Not for nothing, Skip mused, was Jo Jo called Dodo Lawrence behind his back. “Not about you, silly. About Chauncey.”


  “Chauncey? But Chauncey’s dead.”


  “Well, listen, I was thinking about solving the murder.”


  He laughed. “Oh, I get it. Like Jessica Fletcher. Hey, you’ve got the right job for it.”


  “I know. I just hate writing traffic tickets.”


  “Well, go to it, baby. How can I help you?”


  “I hear Chauncey was seeing somebody.”


  “Seeing somebody?” He sounded puzzled. “You mean besides his secretary?”


  “I don’t know. For all I know he was seeing a cast of thousands. Was he seeing his secretary?”


  “Sure. At least he was a few years back. Villere girl. Estelle, maybe. Yeah—Estelle Villere. Black girl. You know the old saying.”


  “Right. Hot, black, and sweet.” (The saying, which had always turned Skip’s stomach, compared the preferred New Orleans woman to the local coffee preference.)


  “My daddy told me about her and Chauncey—he and Chauncey were asshole buddies, you know. Daddy’s pretty broken up about the whole thing—Chauncey getting killed.”


  “We all are, I guess. Listen, you’re a pal, Jo Jo. I’ll return the favor sometime.”


  She looked up Estelle Villere in the phone book and came up blank. She was making another glass of instant iced tea, dying to decide who to try next—Teetsie Delegal or SuSu Sims—when Alison phoned.


  “Rumors-R-Us reporting in.”


  “I knew you’d come through.”


  “I’d have come through quite awhile ago, but you were on your silly phone.”


  “I got something too. Estelle Villere, right?”


  “Boy, are you behind. She was number three.”


  “Of how many?”


  “Oh, only four. Every one of them his secretary.”


  “No!” Skip was shocked at the need to control that such a thing implied.


  “That was his MO. I don’t know whether he fucked them first and then made them his personal serfs, or whether he hired them and then exercised droit du seigneur. Listen, I gotta thank you for this. I never knew this stuff. I guess sometimes you forget to gossip about people twice your age. Even experienced gossips.”


  Skip laughed in spite of herself. She hadn’t had the least idea Alison even knew the word ‘serf’ much less droit du seigneur. “What about number four? And what happened to the other three?”


  “Let me look at my notes. Okay, the first one’s name was Nancy—I couldn’t get the last name on short notice, but if you give me more time—”


  “It may not be necessary. What became of her?”


  “She got fired. And shortly after, married a nice young man who had previously been on his way up at the Carrollton Bank. Soon after that, he was fired. Now, Officer Langdon, can you see a connection there?”


  “I can smell one, anyway. Number two?”


  “Her name was Heidi. Miss Heidi Jones from Lafayette. She only lasted a year. Found herself a better job working for some guy over at Shell.”


  “And we can only speculate on how she auditioned for it.”


  “Naughty, naughty, Skippy. You are one of the last living genuine characters—you know that?”


  “How about the lovely Estelle?”


  “Now, she was around for a while—five years or more. She was practically an institution. And she was lovely too. Black—did you hear that part? Real light-skinned, I heard, about six feet tall, and mostly leg. They say guys used to make appointments with Chauncey just to drop by and get a gander. Stelly, they called her. She was famous. And guess what? All of a sudden she wasn’t there anymore. No one knows a thing about what happened to her—all Chauncey would say was, ‘She’s not with the bank anymore.’ Even to his closest friends. He had to use Kelly girls till he found a replacement.”


  Skip felt her scalp prickle. Stelly would have been the woman Marcelle saw—“beautiful” and “light-skinned” wasn’t much of a description, but Marcelle’s woman fit it too.


  “Skippy?” said Alison. “You still there?”


  “I’m here. I’m speechless, that’s all. When somebody dies, things come out that you can’t imagine, don’t they?”


  “It’s a can of worms, all right.” Alison didn’t sound the least disturbed by it. “Anyway, number four’s Sheree Izaguirre.”


  “Izaguirre? She doesn’t sound black.”


  “Should she be?”


  “I don’t know.” Skip felt confused. She supposed she’d begun thinking of Chauncey as having the prototypical preferences of Jo Jo’s old saying.


  “Well, anyhow, that’s the rundown. You want Sheree’s address?”


  “My God, Alison, I’ve got to hand it to you.”


  “See? I’m not the dingbat you think I am.”


  Skip was glad they weren’t speaking face-to-face, because she was dead sure she was blushing. She certainly had underestimated Alison. After getting the address and hanging up—and finally getting the iced tea—she tried to think whom Alison had suddenly reminded her of and realized it was her mother.


  Elizabeth Langdon was Liza to her friends, but her own daughter thought of her as Dizzy Lizzie. Lizzie didn’t seem to Skip to have a thought in her head except where she wanted to be invited next and how to make it happen. Her conversation—calculated always to please, never to offend—consisted solely of social pleasantries.


  There was certainly a low cunning in her mother’s machinations, but that wasn’t the part that made Skip compare Alison with her. Liza’s climbing agenda naturally included charity work, and this was what she did well. Put her in charge of an event and the same woman who couldn’t have done her own laundry suddenly assumed the personality of a general.


  Skip opened her closet. She wasn’t used to being a plain-clothes cop, but the garments there certainly looked perfectly chosen for one. There was the gray suit she’d had on earlier, a beige skirt, blue silk blouse, two more pairs of jeans, some sweaters for winter and blouses for summer, and a pair of black gabardine slacks that her mother had found on sale and bought for her. These she chose now, along with a tan sweater and navy blazer. Plain clothes she had. Very plain.


  Sheree Izaguirre lived off Veteran’s Highway, in the kind of ticky-tacky apartment house she could have found in any city in the country. Skip supposed the pool was the drawing card—or maybe it was the anonymity, since Sheree was seeing a married man. She wondered if Chauncey had paid for the apartment—had even chosen it himself.


  The woman who answered the door was petite, like Bitty, and she had something else of Bitty about her—a childlike vulnerable quality, tiny shoulders that begged for a protecting arm. She was around thirty, Skip guessed, and had dark skin—nicely tanned, most likely, from weekends around the pool—but she wasn’t black. Her short curly hair was tousled, as if she’d been lying down. She wore a gray sweatsuit. A simple gold bracelet—one she doubtless always wore, that Chauncey had probably given her—emphasized the fragility of her right wrist. Her face was swollen from crying.


  “Yes?”


  “Sheree Izaguirre? I’m Skip Langdon from the police department. “ She showed her badge.


  “Yes?” said the woman again.


  “I’m here about Chauncey St. Amant. I wonder if we could talk a few minutes.”


  “Come in.” Sheree Izaguirre stepped aside, looking puzzled. Pulling a tissue from a box sitting on an antique footlocker that served as a coffee table, she blew her nose. “I’m a little upset,” she said. “Sit down.”


  Skip sat on a sectional sofa too big for the room and covered with tan plaid Herculon. On the floor was beige carpeting, and at the windows hung dark blue drapes in a fabric that looked plasticized and probably was—curtains chosen by a landlord. Outside, the lights of the city were beginning to come on. Over Skip’s head dangled a spider plant in a macramé plant hanger. A framed Jazzfest poster hung on the wall. Except for the old trunk, the furniture looked as if it had been bought from the floor of a department store—and rather hurriedly, by someone who was bored by shopping. The only discordant item in the room was a toy truck lying on its side in a comer.


  Sheree sat down in a pine rocking chair with an orange cushion in the seat. Surveying the room quickly with wide, dark eyes, she twitched restlessly. “It’s getting late,” she said, and popped up again. She closed the curtains, turned on a table lamp.


  Skip said, “I’m sorry for your loss, Ms. Izaguirre. I’ve known Mr. St. Amant all my life. My father was his doctor—maybe you know him.”


  “What’d you say your name was?”


  “Skip Langdon. My father’s Don Langdon. I think he and Chauncey had lunch now and then.”


  “Doctor Don. Sure.”


  “We’ll all miss Chauncey.” Skip smiled, let a beat pass. “There’s no easy way to talk about a murder, I guess, so let me just start in the middle. I came to see you because you saw Chauncey every day, you know who else saw him, you know who phoned him. Right now we’re all asking ourselves the same question. ‘Who’d want to kill Chauncey St. Amant?’ ”


  Sheree Izaguirre smiled through her pain. “I know I am.”


  “You’re in a better position to know than most of us.”


  “Me?”


  “Had he had an argument with someone lately? Received any threatening phone calls? Did he seem frightened about anything? Worried in any way? Those are the sorts of things you might know.”


  She was already shaking her head. “No. He was always nice to everybody.” She dabbed at the tears that were starting to roll out of her eyes.


  “Did you ever meet the woman who preceded you at the bank? Estelle Villere?”


  She blushed. “No. But I heard about her. Everyone knew Stelly.” She varied the inflection on the name, so that it sounded slightly contemptuous.


  “Did you know she and Chauncey were an item?”


  She looked at her lap. “Yes.”


  “Look, Ms. Izaguirre, I know this is painful for you. I’m not trying to make it hard, but I have to ask.”


  She looked up and smiled again—putting on a brave front. “Sure. I understand.”


  “Okay, here’s a couple of really tough ones—some personal questions I have to ask along with the others. I understand that you also were seeing Chauncey romantically. Is that true?”


  She nodded miserably.


  “How was it going?”


  “Going? I don’t understand. Fine, I guess.”


  “Did he want to end the relationship?”


  “No. He never said that, anyway. Do you think he did?” Her face showed real fear.


  “I have no reason to think so. Did you want to change it at all?”


  “Change it?”


  “Break it off. Or maybe get married.”


  She looked Skip full in the face. “Officer—uh—Langdon—”


  “Skip.”


  “Skip. I could have been in love with Chauncey, but I held back to protect myself. I don’t think he was the kind of man who fell in love, to tell you the truth. Although people say—” She stared into space.


  “People say what?”


  “That he was in love with Stelly. Our relationship was different—it just wasn’t romantic, pure and simple.” She shrugged. “I have a little boy in Country Day, and I want to keep him there. Chauncey paid his tuition. That was our arrangement.”


  “Oh. Where is he now?”


  “Jimmy? At his daddy’s.”


  “Did Chauncey talk about Stelly?”


  “No. Never.”


  “Do you know why she left?”


  “No.”


  “Okay. I have a description of a woman I wonder if you know. She’s black, young—probably under twenty-five—very beautiful, with an angular face, and light skin that’s close to the color of her hair—a copper color, I’m told.”


  “That’s LaBelle Doucette.” Sheree Izaguirre was excited. “Omigod, I’d forgotten about her.”


  “Tell me about her.”


  “Omigod.” Skip noticed that she said “gowad” for “god,” the first trace so far of the famous charmer accent. She guessed Sheree Izaguirre had worked hard to lose it. “I can’t get over it. She came to Chauncey’s office and asked to see him—oh—a couple of months ago. Something like that. But she didn’t say her real name. Let me see now—”


  She put a hand over her face, thinking. “She only gave one name, but I can’t get it back. Oooohh—what was it?” She curled her hand into a tiny fist and beat the arm of the rocking chair. “Lynn! No, that wasn’t it. Yes, it was. I’m almost sure. Lynn. Anyway, it doesn’t matter, does it?”


  “She just came in and said, “Tell Chauncey Lynn wants to see him’?”


  “Oh, no. She said ‘Mr. St. Amant.’ ”


  “But something like that?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “And, considering your relationship with Chauncey, weren’t you curious when a beautiful young woman came to see him and gave only her first name?”


  “You damn betcha I was!” All traces of tears were gone now. She was caught up in the thrill of the hunt. “And they had a fight too. You asked about fights? They had one—that bitch and Chauncey.”


  “What did they fight about?”


  “I wish I could tell you. I did everything but listen with a glass to the wall, but I couldn’t hear any words. Just shouting. And in the middle of it, Chauncey opened his door and pointed toward mine—the door of the reception room—and said, ‘Leave this office! Don’t you ever come here again!’ ”


  “Pretty dramatic.”


  “But I’ve got to give her credit. She might have been intimidated, but she opened up her purse and pulled out this little piece of paper she had all ready. She handed it to him and said, ‘Here’s my phone number if you change your mind.’ She went out the door, turned around, smiled, and waved—would you believe that? I swear to God, Chauncey turned purple. I’m not kidding, I never saw him look like that or anything close. He took the paper—”


  She leaned over, plucked a tissue from the box, and balled it up viciously, making a mean-looking fist.


  “—and did this. Then he threw it in the trash can, went back in his office, and slammed the door without saying a word.”


  Skip gave her a conspiratorial smile. “And you, of course, fished it out.”


  “Wouldn’t you have?”


  “Sure.”


  “Anyway, all it had on it was a name and phone number, and the name sure as hell wasn’t the same one she gave me.” She put her hand over her face again. “Listen, it wasn’t Lynn. I just remembered something. I told Chauncey it was and he said, ‘I don’t know any Lynn,’ and then he came out to see her and she told him her name herself. It was something-Lynn—like Ann Lynn or Faye Lynn, or maybe Ti-Lynn. And when he heard it, he got real serious and asked her to come into his office.”


  “He didn’t know her?”


  “He seemed to, once she refreshed his memory. Yeah. She said, ‘Remember me?’ after she said her name. And then she said, ‘From a long time ago?’ in this real seductive, sexy kind of way. Anyway, it turned out her name was really LaBelle Doucette—or that’s what it said on the paper. That one I can remember perfectly. Because of Patti LaBelle the singer and my next-door neighbor when I lived in Arabi. Benny Doucette.”


  Skip said, “Any theories about what was going on?”


  “Sure. What I thought was that all he originally knew was her first name. Maybe it was her professional name—she could be a stripper or even a singer or something. I thought maybe he met her somewhere, had a one-night stand with her, and later, when she found out who he was, she tried to blackmail him.” She looked pleased with herself. “What do you think?”


  Skip shrugged. “I hate to say it, but I can’t do any better than that. That could have been it. But let’s see if you can add to the description I’ve got. Height and weight?”


  “Medium tall I guess, but she had on heels. No, on second thought, I think she was pretty average—five-five, maybe. But she looked tall because she was so skinny—a hundred pounds, maybe a hundred and five. Real skinny.”


  “Hair and eye color? I’m not sure what ‘copper’ really means.”


  “Her hair really did look like copper—metallic. Very metallic. But not so much red as a kind of gold—reddish gold. Copper that’s beginning to go a little green. Real pretty. Probably expensive to get it that way too. She had it in some crazy Hollywood kind of style—kind of flyaway, like she just woke up. Like Tina Turner, but toned down. And brown eyes.”


  “Skin color?”


  “I remember you said copper hair and skin, and that’s how I knew who you meant. Her hair matched her skin. And her skin looked kind of more red—for skin—than her hair did for hair. I mean, you can have hair that’s flaming, but skin doesn’t get all that red.”


  “And she was good-looking?”


  Sheree nodded resignedly. “She was really something. You couldn’t take your eyes off her. Except that her clothes and makeup were awful. Cheap.” Her lip curled slightly. “She had nails like those old Chinese guys. Painted K&B purple. Same color lipstick.”


  “And you’re sure she was black?”


  Sheree shrugged. “Sure.”


  “You know, I’m missing something here. How could you tell?”


  “How could I tell?” She looked at Skip as if she’d lost her marbles. “I don’t know. She just was, that’s all. The way she talked, first of all. And her hair texture. Skin color, I guess—not many white people have that kind of reddish skin. I don’t know—something about the features, maybe. How do you tell anybody’s black?”


  “Sometimes it’s hard. You could be black, maybe. I mean, you’re darker than the woman we’re talking about, and you’ve got Caucasian features, but you could be black.”


  “Well, I’m not. But this LaBelle was. You could see it from a hundred paces.”


  “I believe you—I was just curious. You didn’t look up her phone number, did you?”


  Sheree smiled, apparently having accepted Skip as a fellow female, badge or no. “Are you kidding? I looked her up in the phone book to see where she lived, saw she wasn’t listed, realized that meant Chauncey couldn’t reach her unless he had the scrap, and ate it.”


  Skip was taken back. “Ate it?”


  Sheree laughed outright. She seemed to be cheering up.


  “No, I didn’t eat it. I flushed it. And no, I don’t have the slightest recollection of it.”


  “I was afraid of that,” said Skip, and stood up to leave.


  LaBelle


  SKIP STOPPED AT a K&B with a phone booth to look up LaBelle for herself, nearly laughing aloud at the thought of Sheree’s disdain for LaBelle’s taste in makeup. The Katz & Besthoff drugstore chain was almost as famous for the purple of its logo as Pepto-Bismol was for its pink, and a bilious hue it was.


  True to Sheree’s observation, there was no LaBelle Doucette listed, but there were thirty other Doucettes, a circumstance that made Skip wish momentarily that she had a nice job teaching English at Sacred Heart. Had she really been feeling smug about not having to help Tarantino and O’Rourke with the scutwork? She was about to make calls to twenty-nine people who weren’t going to want to hear from her—thirty, come to think of it. If LaBelle lived at the home of one of the listed Doucettes, she’d probably rather talk to the Phantom of the Opera.


  Skip went home and changed back into jeans. First she called Marcelle for a better description of the black woman.


  “Not too tall,” said Marcelle. “About my height, maybe—say around five-five, five-six. But she was a beanpole, like Stelly Villere. Did you ever meet Stelly? Daddy’s ex-secretary?”


  “No, but I hear she was a real knockout.”


  “You’re not kidding. And a doll too. Sweet as pie and pretty as a picture.” She stopped. “Oh, that made me think of Daddy. That’s what he used to say about me.” Her voice had tears in it. “Anyway—”


  “The woman. Did you notice her eyes?”


  “No. It was dark out. And I was on the second floor, looking out a window.”


  Skip went through the hair and skin questions she’d asked Sheree Izaguirre and got similar answers—similar enough, anyway, to convince her LaBelle was the woman Marcelle had seen.


  “Marcelle, a question about Stelly—she was with your daddy a long time, wasn’t she?”


  “Oh, yes. At least five years.”


  “Do you know why she left?”


  “Why? What’s Stelly got to do with it?”


  “I was just thinking. Could this woman be related to her?”


  “Related! How could she be?”


  “You just said they had similar body types.”


  “Oh, but everything else is different. Stelly has black hair and gold skin, for one thing—completely contrasting color scheme. And anyway, she’s…” Marcelle hesitated. “… a lady.”


  She spoke with defiance, but Skip declined the cue and laughed anyway. “Aren’t we nineteenth century?”


  “Oh, Skippy, you know what I mean.”


  “I do. I was just teasing. But seriously, do you know why Stelly left?”


  Marcelle’s voice had an edge to it. “No, I don’t. Why?”


  “In police work, you have to check everything. There’s no getting around the fact that somebody had a grudge against your daddy—a real bad one. Disgruntled employees have been known to commit murder, you know. And nobody seems to know why Stelly left. We’ve got a technical term for that in my business.”


  “What?”


  “A mystery.”


  “Skippy, you’re so funny. I’ll ask Mother why she left. She might know. Daddy always did seem kind of sad about it. Maybe he caught her embezzling or something.”


  “Thanks, Marcelle. I’d appreciate that.”


  There was no putting it off now. Skip settled down with the phone book and started dialing.


  “LaBelle? Ain’t no LaBelle here!” Slam! As if she’d been a heavy breather.


  “Cornell? Cornell’s working nights now.”


  “My mama’s not home tonight. She’s out playing Bingo, I think. Her name? Her name’s Mama. Idn’t it?”


  Busy.


  No one home.


  “I’m sorry. I think you must have the wrong number. What number were you calling, please?”


  Another busy.


  “I don’t know no LaBelle, cher, but maybe you’d like to come over and suck my dick.”


  “Whisper, whisper—heart—not expected—whisper-morning.”


  “LaBelle doesn’t live here anymore.”


  Skip said, “Thanks. Sorry to bother you,” before it sank in that the woman on the line had said something she wanted to hear. Who was she? She’d dialed so many she’d lost count. “Mrs. Doucette?” she said. “Philomena Doucette? Can you tell me where I can reach LaBelle?”


  “I guess she still workin’ on Bourbon Street. Never hear from her no more. Don’ know, really.”


  “Bourbon Street? Do you know the name of the place?”


  “I b’leeve it’s called the Do-It Club. Somethin’ nasty anyway. I b’leeve it’s the Do-It Club. Do-It’s the name I seem to remember—Lord help me.” Her voice was draggy and tired and a little scratchy.


  Skip knew the Do-It Club as well as she knew any of the hole-in-the-wall clip joints on Bourbon Street. It employed the usual near-nude dancers whose faces said they’d rather be in Philadelphia, and LaBelle, from Sheree Izaguirre’s description, sounded perfect for the part.


  Skip looked at her watch. Ten o’clock. A little early for the Do-It Club, and she was hungry, the three o’clock muffuletta having finally worn off. In her one food cupboard (the minuscule kitchen had two, but she kept dishes in the other) there was a can of tuna packed in water and another of split pea soup. Since there was no bread for a tuna sandwich, it had to be the soup. She wanted a beer with it but didn’t dare smell beery for the meeting to come—a possible meeting with a murderer, she thought with a little thrill. This could really be it. Could she eat with this much adrenaline pumping? Yes, but she couldn’t taste.


  Did she have to change clothes again? She supposed so. She might have to make an arrest, and it would be tacky to do it in jeans—give the department a bad name. She changed again into the slacks and blazer, tucked her gun into her purse. It was still early, but too bad, she was too nervous to wait any longer.


  Seen from the street, the Do-It Club was a black gash in the wall, lit occasionally by the harshness of a spotlight shining on naked, fatigued flesh—merely another money-maker being shaken, business as usual on the tawdriest street in the country. If you looked closer, you saw a runway for the dancers, a bar, a few miserable tables—at some hours, a crowd of party animals as well, barking and pawing the ground and howling at the moon.


  Skip elbowed past the surprised-looking young barker. Jesus, the place was the eighth circle of hell. It smelled like spilt, sour beer, weeks-old vomit, urine, sweat, and filthy concoctions from the Tourist Trap School of Bartending. And that was before you even got to the smoke. What was it the EPA talked about? Ambient air? This air was ambulatory. To her horror, Skip started coughing.


  “What’ll it be? “ asked the bartender. “You know how many people come in here and start coughing?”


  “About fifty percent, I guess.”


  “About seventy-five. You a cop or what?” Skip stared at him. He was about six inches shorter than she was and a couple of years younger. He was olive-skinned with dark eyes, and he had a very specific accent—not an accent so much as an inflection—kind of a nasal monotone. He wore a blue Oxford cloth shirt.


  “I might be,” she said. “You went to Holy Name, Jesuit, and now Loyola. Right?”


  He gave her five, a gesture she hated. “Hey! Awright! Now I know your rank. Detective, huh?”


  “Uh-uh. I’m one of those psychics the cops keep on staff to find bodies and things. Here’s how you pegged me—the only women who’ve ever been in here have either been cops, hookers, or drunken tourists. I’m dressed wrong for a hooker and I’m sober, so I must be a cop.”


  “The atmosphere in here’s interfering with your psychic powers.” He leaned over the bar. “Officer, your purse is open.”


  Skip’s hand flew to close it, one finger lightly brushing the exposed gun. “Thanks. Jesus, that could have really been trouble. Let me buy you a drink, okay? By the way, I’m Skip Langdon.”


  “Eddie Macaluso. You want a drink too?”


  “Just a Coke, please.”


  “I’m going to have to advise you against that.”


  “Against Coke? Are you a health freak or something?”


  “You can have it, but I’ve still got to charge you seven-fifty for it.”


  “Good God. Give me a Dixie.”


  “Seven-fifty for that too.” He shrugged and waved at the dancer of the moment. “Hey, you’re paying for the show.” He gave her the Coke she’d ordered originally; she tasted rum in it, decided she didn’t know what to make of Eddie Macaluso, and pushed it away.


  For the moment, she watched the overweight redhead in the leopard G-string. The woman had stretch marks on her pendulous breasts and probably track marks on her arms. From the looks of her watery eyes, her brain had taken a quick trip to the outer ring of Saturn, where it was finding no more joy than in the noisome confines of the Do-It Club.


  She turned back to the bartender. “Eddie, tell me something.”


  “UNO.”


  “What?”


  “Not Loyola. UNO. You were right about Jesuit, though.”


  “That’s gratifying. Here’s something else I’m not psychic about: Do you have a woman working here named LaBelle? LaBelle Doucette?”


  “Never heard of her.”


  “How about Lynn. Or some name with Lynn in it, like Ann-Lynn or Faye-Lynn?”


  “Sherilyn. I like that one.”


  “Sherilyn? You have a Sherilyn?”


  “Uh-uh. I just like the name. Listen, you want to talk to the manager? I’ve only been here a couple of months.”


  “I’d love to if it’s no trouble.” She heard herself speak and didn’t like it. She was sounding more like a McGehee’s girl than a police officer.


  “Hey, Uncle Dutch!” Eddie was shouting, hardly making a dent in the recorded Country-Western song that the redhead was supposed to boogie to. Or so it seemed to Skip. But a puzzled-looking face peeked out of an aperture somewhere near the back of the club—probably the door to an office. “Lady wants to see you.”


  “Send her back.” The voice was gravelly, as whose wouldn’t be, Skip thought, after years in this place. She paid for her drinks (wishing she was paying a lot less for them) and walked to the back, acutely aware of predatory eyes on her. “Hey, big mama!” hollered an admirer. She wondered if she should take a bow.


  The man waiting for her was the original Mr. Five by Five, though Skip put his actual height at five seven or eight. She didn’t even want to guess at his girth. He moved slowly, dragging one foot a little, and, glancing down discreetly, Skip saw that he wore a corrective shoe, probably for a club foot. A shame, she thought.


  The man’s hair was oily with some kind of dressing and he smelled strongly of a cologne Skip had noticed a lot of men seemed to be wearing lately—probably some fashionable elixir their daughters gave them for Christmas. It was something dense and exotic that made her think of a harem—the scent the sultan would wear when he summoned his favorite of the evening. Except for the bum foot, Uncle Dutch seemed ideal for the part. Put him in a turban with flowing robes and a scimitar and he was the sultan from Central Casting. He had broad, heavy features, hooded, languorous eyes, and the sort of generous, sensuous lips that could make her fall in love with a man.


  Despite his size, he would have been handsome in a thug-like, piratical kind of way if his skin hadn’t had the sick, gray cast of a life spent indoors puffing on cigarettes. He led her into a room barely bigger than a closet, certainly not meant to contain two people of their respective sizes.


  It was furnished only with a desk, chair, and filing cabinets, but the walls were nearly covered with pictures of a handsome family—a dark, pretty woman and two laughing children, a boy and a girl. Beautiful children too. Uncle Dutch himself was in some of the pictures, his arm around the woman, or sometimes one of the kids. Skip’s stomach flopped over, thinking that a man who lived like this man obviously did—who was overweight, smoked, stayed up all night—might very well not live to see his grandchildren.


  She showed him her badge. “I’m Skip Langdon. With the police department.” She wasn’t quite sure how to introduce herself—always before, the uniform had done it for her.


  “Dutch Macaluso. What can I do for you?”


  “You really are Eddie’s uncle?”


  “Who else would hire the bum? Hey, how much did he charge you for your drinks? No, don’t tell me. I got a feelin’ he’s running a little scam up there—overcharging the customers and skimming off the extra—but I don’t think I want to know.”


  Okay, she and Eddie were even now—she had owed him one for telling her about the open purse and now she’d repaid him. She breathed easier—Eddie seemed such a cagey little devil she didn’t want to be in his debt. “I thought he was a smart kid.”


  “Smart! I could tell you stories … when that kid was three and a half he figured out a way to wedge a soup can in the terlet so it couldn’t be pried out by any plumber in the parish. Whole damn terlet had to be replaced. My poor baby sister, that’s all I can say. Sit down, why don’t you?” He pointed at the only chair.


  “No, thanks. I’ll only take a minute. I’m looking for a woman who used to work here, I think. LaBelle Doucette.”


  “LaBelle. Oh, God, was I sorry to lose her. Prettiest gal I ever had in here. I’m not kiddin’—” He shook his head. “How a gal looked like that could end up shakin’ her tail—” The head wagged some more. “Dance! Could she dance! When she could stand up.”


  “She was a drunk?”


  “Junkie.” He lit a cigarette and blew smoke in Skip’s lace. “I finally had to let her go. Really hated to do it—she brought in the customers like I was givin’ out free drinks—but there wasn’t no choice. Sometimes she didn’t come to work two, three nights a week. A shame when people do that to themselves, ain’t it?”


  Skip turned her head as more smoke came her way. She said, “You wouldn’t know where she’s working now, would you?”


  “I heard she ain’t dancin’ no more. The rest of what I heard you don’t want to know.” He was shaking his head again, in sadness and judgment.


  “Mr. Macaluso, I’m a police officer.”


  “Oh, yeah. Well, you’re still a woman.” He opened his arms, palms up. “I heard she was turning tricks. What would you expect?”


  I’d expect her to have been turning tricks since she was thirteen or fourteen—and certainly while she worked here. And I’d expect you, Dutch Macaluso, not to be such a phony bastard. For all I know, you were her pimp.


  “I just hope she got her act together,” Macaluso said. “I’d hate to see that girl in the gutter.”


  What would you call this place?


  “You want an address for her? I think I still got it.”


  “I’d appreciate that. A phone number too, if you have it.”


  He rooted through his Rolodex.


  “Did she have any friends who worked here? Or a boyfriend?”


  “Not that I know of. Here you are.” He handed over an address and phone number.


  “You don’t know anybody else who knew her?”


  “Honey, she was only here six weeks. And that was about a year ago.”


  The address was on Burgundy, a run-down street on the lake side of the Quarter. The building wasn’t that different from Skip’s, a gorgeous old Creole town house that had fallen on hard times and been divided into apartments. What was left of the green paint looked nearly as old as the structure itself. The windows were barred.


  Skip rang all four doorbells and got no answer. Surveillance was clearly called for. She walked home, got her car, went back to try the bells again, and again got no answer.


  It was about twelve-thirty, barely an hour later, when someone stopped in the doorway across the street. It was a plump black woman in a miniskirt and a young white man, a laborer of some kind by the looks of him, the sort you saw in working-class bars making racist pronouncements. His right hand was clutching her buttocks. The woman searched her purse. “Now don’t you worry, that ol’ key’s got to be someplace.”


  Silently, Skip joined them. “Excuse me.”


  Both turned around to find themselves staring at her upheld badge. “I’m looking for a woman named LaBelle Doucette.”


  “Don’t know her,” said the man. “’Scuse me, I’ve got to be going now. That okay, officer?”


  He was probably as sexist as he was racist, Skip thought, and momentarily relished his submission. Quickly, she smashed the feeling, knowing all too well that too much of it turned good cops into sadists. “Sure,” she said.


  The man walked away briskly.


  “Look what you done, Miss Cop-Ass! Maybe you don’ care I got a baby to feed. I ain’t had a trick all night—you got any idea what you jus’ cost me?”


  “Maybe you haven’t heard, Miss Ass-for-Sale, but prostitution’s still illegal. Now calm down and cooperate, okay? And maybe I won’t follow you when you go back out and bust you for soliciting. What’s your name?”


  “Jeweldean Sanders.”


  “I’m Skip Langdon, Jeweldean. I’m looking for—”


  “Yeah, I heard you the first time. You lookin’ for LaBelle Doucette.” She was short and had to look up at Skip. The face, though currently hostile, had a round, bovine prettiness marred by a scar near the right comer of the mouth.


  Skip nodded and watched the hostility melt.


  “Well—every cloud got a silver linin’. Come on in. This my chance to get back at that bitch. What’s she done now?”


  “I just want to talk to her.”


  “Yeah, I know you gotta be discreet. I hope she in baaad trouble, that’s all. You want me to testify against her, you got me. I wouldn’t even have to perjure myself. If it’s bad enough, she done it—you can count on that one.”


  She led Skip up a flight of scruffy stairs and into what looked like a one-bedroom apartment trying to pass as a bordello. A door to the right was closed.


  “Sshhh,” said Sanders. “The baby’s asleep.”


  “You leave your baby alone at night?”


  “Well, he four now. Anyway, I come back every hour or so. Check on him after my trick.”


  Part of the living room had been partitioned with makeshift curtains that looked like sheets dyed black and then spruced up with silver and gold glitter. A few plants, an old red-velvet sofa, and a scratched coffee table made up the visible furniture. Over the mantel hung a very bad painting of a naked black woman.


  “Tha’s my office,” said Sanders, pointing to the curtains. “When LaBelle was here she use the bedroom. Billy Paul, he was stayin’ by his grandmama then, but I got him back now that bitch outta here.”


  “You and LaBelle used to share this place?”


  “Tha’s right. Till she ran off with two hundred dollars I had saved up. I was gon’ get Billy Paul a color TV—he just got a ol’ black and white, and you know how kids love their TVs. That LaBelle, jus’ one day she was gone and all her stuff and all my money. Jus’ like that.” She snapped her red-tipped fingers. “So now I can’t buy no TV and I gotta turn twice as many tricks to pay the rent, and tha’s why I’m about to tell you where the bitch is stayin’ at.”


  Skip followed her into the kitchen, where a wall telephone hung above a counter strewn with telephone messages and a faux leather address book. Sanders waved at the counter— “Tools of my trade.” She picked up the address book.


  “How long ago did LaBelle leave?”


  “Oh, ’bout six months.”


  “Had you had a fight or something?”


  “Nothin’! No reason in hell for that kind of behavior! Come right out of thin air.” She fingered a line in the book. “Okay, you ready?”


  “Hold it. It seems pretty weird she took all your money and left a forwarding address.”


  “She ain’ leave no forwardin’ address. I do business with a ol’ dude named Calvin manages a big ugly place over in Tremé. He tol’ me she stayin’ there now.”


  “Why don’t you just go over there and get your money?”


  Sanders stared at the backward child that had found its way into her kitchen. “What I’m gon’ do? Shoot her?” Skip forebore to ask why she hadn’t reported the robbery. She knew what would have happened—LaBelle would have said the money was hers and no one would have been able to prove otherwise.


  As Sanders handed over the address book, Skip had a thought. “I noticed you had a white client tonight.”


  “Something wrong with that? You prejudiced?”


  “I was wondering about LaBelle. Does she see white clients?”


  “Oh, law, don’t get me started! Thought she was Queen of Comus or somethin’. She had this notion of her sorry self seein’ only a Very Exclusive Clientele by out-call only, dawalin’. Miss La-de-da! I tol’ her, tha’s a good idea, and you got the looks and all, but how you gon’ meet ’em? Send ’em a brochure? You jus’ cain’ do that if you a freelancer. And—I might as well say it—if you got a jones like that girl does. She could make jus’ enough money to pay the man, and then she was noddin’ out and couldn’t work for hours and hours. How she gon’ set herself up in business that kind o’ way?”


  Pain Perdu


  MARCELLE WOKE UP crying, but not for Chauncey, the way she’d done yesterday. The first wave of missing him was starting to pass, and now she was remembering what life was like before Mardi Gras. She was crying for herself.


  She could hear André in his room singing to himself, probably playing quietly with his ships and trucks—boy things. Soon it would be guns—so far she’d held off on that, but it couldn’t last. People would give them to him, all the other kids would have them, it was inevitable—she couldn’t do anything about it, but no surprises there. She couldn’t do anything about anything.


  He needed his breakfast; she needed to get up and give it to him. Oh, hell, André didn’t need her. André was the most self-sufficient child in Orleans Parish, perfectly capable of pouring cereal and milk into a bowl. She turned over, feeling the sun streaming in on her satin comforter.


  Glancing at the clock, she saw that it was eight-thirty. She couldn’t put it off forever. She really would have to get up pretty soon. Okay. She would get up and make André his breakfast. Pain perdu. She had loved it when Bitty made it for her. No, not Bitty; Bitty never had, that she could remember. It was Louise, maybe, who had made the pain perdu, or Tonetta, one of the ever-changing stream of black women who worked for the St. Amants. They were always leaving for better jobs, Bitty said, and nothing could have been more true, Marcelle was sure. They always left partially crippled or maimed, with Henry grinning evilly in the background.


  When Louise bent down for her dustpan, Henry had jabbed a hatpin half an inch into her ample behind. Marcelle was next door at the time, with a playmate, Betsy Labadie. When the screams went up, she was so sure her mother was being murdered she had wet her pants. Instead of calling the police, Mrs. Labadie picked up an iron frying pan, just in case, and flew next door herself, probably more out of curiosity than anything else.


  She certainly wasn’t worried about Bitty, as she had stopped long enough to reassure Marcelle that there was no possibility her mother’s life was in danger, since Bitty would never have hollered, “Oooohhhhh, sweet-Jesus-gracious-Lord-Holy-Father, my black ass! Oh, Lordy, my black ass hurts!”


  Bitty, as it happened, had been “lying down” at the time, having had a long lunch that apparently had indisposed her. Hearing the screams she had gotten up, of course, but had been put back to bed and fussed over by a reassuring Henry, who explained that old lazy Louise had sat down when she ought to have been working and impaled herself on an upholstery tack she had dislodged with her huge bulk.


  It was left to Mrs. Labadie to nurse Louise’s posterior with ice wrapped in a towel. Marcelle herself had first found a pair of dry panties, then phoned Chauncey, panicked and crying, to race home and rush Louise to Touro for a tetanus shot. Louise came back just one more time, to learn that Henry’s story and not hers had become St. Amant Family Truth. She left once again remarking upon her lower anatomy, but in a different context. Her exact words had been, “Upholstery tack, my ass!”


  Later Marcelle had sneaked into Henry’s room and searched it, finding the hatpin in an envelope marked “Louise” in a leather stud box his grandfather had grown tired of and given him. She could have shown it to her parents, but if she had, one of two things would have happened. Henry would have denied ever seeing it before and claimed Marcelle must be really sick and crazy—you could tell by the way she was always trying to get attention. Or, if that hadn’t worked and Henry got nailed—say his handwriting was recognized—he might have gotten revenge, and Marcelle had some theories about the dangers of being the object of Henry’s wrath, especially after what happened to Tonetta. So Marcelle had kept quiet about it—tattling wasn’t going to bring Louise back anyway.


  As for Tonetta, she fell down the stairs one day. Fortunately it was only the fifth step from the bottom that she tripped on, and she ended up with nothing worse than a broken ankle. She said she stepped on a toy truck and lost her balance when it flew out from under her. No toy truck was found in the vicinity (though there had been plenty of time for retrieval in the ensuing confusion) and, under questioning, Henry was shocked and hurt that anyone could imagine he would be so careless as to leave his toys on the stairs.


  He said simply that he had been taught the dangers of carelessness from early babyhood, had learned his lesson well, and had never been known to leave toys on the stairs—had he? The argument was completely convincing, of course, to a pair of parents to whom the idea of a planned accident simply didn’t occur.


  It had certainly occurred to Marcelle, though. She knew she wasn’t the one who’d killed her own goldfish by putting purple ink in the water, though she’d been punished for it. If you put that together with certain other incidents, like the time one of her tricycle wheels unaccountably fell off, or the broken glass she’d found on the floor of her room one night when she came out of her bath, pink-cheeked and barefoot as usual, you’d conclude it was best to be very wary of Henry.


  Oh, hell! Why couldn’t she shake this mood? Probably because it was so unfair, so unexpected about her father—he had been the only normal one in the whole family.


  Daddy’s funeral is today. How in hell could I have forgotten? She knew how she could have. The shrinks called it denial. Okay, fine. So she was doing that again. She sat up and pulled aside the curtain, the one that was already letting in the sun that had awakened her.


  A little girl was sitting on the front porch of the double shotgun across Burdette Street. She had on a navy-blue dress and black patent-leather shoes with little white socks, as if she were going somewhere. Her hands had fallen down between her knees, so that she was leaning into her skirt, and the sun glinted on her brown hair. Something about her looked touchingly forlorn, as if someone had forgotten her. The house, badly in need of a paint job, seemed to echo her mood. The scene was so beautiful, so moving, someone should paint it. Marcelle knew that Degas, exactly the right person for the job, had lived in New Orleans once, on Esplanade. She thought of his beautiful pictures of children and of the shimmering visions of Paris she’d recently seen in a traveling exhibit of Impressionist works. New Orleans was surely as beautiful as Paris, and she wished it could be painted by resurrected Impressionists. This moment should be preserved forever.


  Maybe, she thought, she should take some more art history courses. Nothing gave her greater pleasure than exceptional beauty—not just in paintings but in other things too. If she were an archaeologist, she might unearth an Etruscan vase, and touching it would be the thrill of a lifetime. If she were a veterinarian, she might palpate a tiger one day, or a giraffe, and she could lie down and die; life could surely hold no more delights. It would be like looking at André asleep. And yet she could do that every night and life was still empty.


  She adored André—surely no parent could be more adoring—but she wasn’t a career mother. That she knew now. André was a person, not a piece of clay for her to shape and mold and tear up and mold again if she didn’t like the first way he came out. She recognized her hardest maternal task as that of letting him be the person he was rather than trying to turn him into the shape-shifting windup toy, sometimes a wooden soldier, sometimes a teddy bear, that she wanted for herself in her darker moments. When she was with him for very long the tension of letting him play out his own life, encouraging him in his own path rather than trying to control, nearly tore her apart. Thank God for day care, or she’d have a four-year-old basket case on her hands, and she wouldn’t be much better herself.


  Oh, God! Who said she was? Certainly no one who had seen her lately. The truth was, she needed that lump of clay to shape. Not André, but something of her own. Something to fill that empty hole, to relieve that deep longing that booze and sex had never eased. Even Henry had his acting. She had nothing. Maybe she should take the metaphor literally— the one about the lump—and try ceramics.


  Oh, come on! You’ve got as much talent as that ceiling fan up there.


  Even as a child she’d brought home lopsided clay bowls while the other children’s were smooth and symmetrical; crayon drawings of stick figures when everyone else had graduated to first-grade realism.


  She was no more an artist than she was a career mother. But her love for art—for the beautiful—rivaled her love for her child. She sucked in her breath and let it out slowly, trying on the thought. She hadn’t put the two thoughts together before. Art history, then. Definitely.


  But what could she do with art history? Teach? No. She wanted to be around the artworks, to have them actually in her life. Maybe—oh, God, here was an idea! Here was an idea that gave her a weird tingling in the pit of her stomach, that was how powerful it was. She knew that tingling and what it meant. It was fear. When she thought of something good, something she wanted, something she really wanted a whole lot, that tingling started. It meant she was afraid she couldn’t have it and she’d better just stop thinking about it.


  The idea was this—maybe she could apply for a job at Uncle Tolliver’s antique store.


  He would teach her about antiques and she could take some courses as well. And every day she’d be there with them, able to look at them, touch and caress them whenever she wanted. She wondered if she would cry when she sold a particular favorite.


  Quickly, she squashed the thought. She was already sold, already committed, already in love, and that wasn’t going to work. If she felt that way, she knew she’d never apply for the job. That’s what always happened when she wanted something. She wanted it for only about ten minutes. Then she let it recede to the back of her mind and stay there till she forgot about it. Zoning out, she’d come to call it. Whatever seemed important, necessary for quality of life, she just zoned out.


  She was going to have to get some distance on this thing if she was going to make it happen. But of course she probably wasn’t going to make it happen. She never made anything happen. She wished she could be like Skippy Langdon. Skip knew what she wanted and went after it and got it. She was Marcelle’s idea of a true woman of the ’90s—strong, competent, sure of herself, and bold enough to do a job usually considered blue-collar, male, and dangerous. If only Marcelle could be like that. If only there were something she wanted to do the way Skip wanted to do police work. She was somewhat in awe of Skip, even intimidated by her, and always had been, throughout their childhood. As a small child, she was afraid to try to be friends—she knew somebody like Skippy Langdon could have only contempt for a wimp like her. As she got older, she’d become more secure in the friendship—after all, they really had known each other all their lives, and Skippy had been in her wedding. Surely she wasn’t going to just go away now.


  Though of course she would be filled with justifiable contempt if she had any idea how many men Marcelle had been to bed with in the past two years—how much a part of her life, how compulsive random seduction had become for her. The beautiful things she had lately been appreciating were men’s bodies.


  That was her favorite part of sex—looking at the bodies, touching them as reverently as she would touch a tiger or an Etruscan vase if she had the chance. That was all that was really left now—that and the momentary pleasure. The cheap thrill, she thought contemptuously.


  Before, sleeping with everybody she’d grown up with, everybody who’d married everybody she’d grown up with, everybody who was new in town, and everybody who was just visiting, had given her little bursts of self-esteem. For a while she felt like some twentieth-century Scarlett O’Hara, some magnolia-smelling version of la belle dame sans merci, tiptoeing heedlessly through a field of male tulips and stomping when she chose. There was a lot of strength in having absolutely nothing invested in sex, nothing emotional except aesthetic pleasure and erotic gratification. She felt beautiful and powerful—not lonely, empty, not the way that, deep in her heart, she really was.


  She would gladly have gone on with it forever if she hadn’t started feeling more like Blanche DuBois than Scarlett O’Hara—some pathetic, broken thing dependent on the kindness of strangers to satisfy her needs. Lately she’d been feeling not powerful but impotent, not beautiful but tattered, slutty. Desperate.


  She sank down under the comforter, restraining herself from actually pulling it over her head. It’s okay, she said to herself.


  You’re allowed to be this depressed two days after your father dies—your father, your only living relative (formerly living relative, try to grasp that, please)—your only relative who gave a damn about you and, let’s face it, whom you could stand.


  The sobs rose in her throat.


  I never had a mother at all, and now I have no father.


  Bitty was always dressing her up, putting her into little black velvet dresses and little red felt jumpers, and little black patent-leather shoes, like the ones the little girl across the street had on. Bitty’s little girl had to be perfect—a perfect little extension of Bitty’s beauty and Bitty’s breeding. Everything was about public appearances, nothing was about her and Bitty. And she had to be what Bitty wasn’t too—competent, alert. Shit, awake. If Bitty’d been half awake herself, maybe she would have seen that Marcelle needed someone to hug her once in a while, someone to kiss her knee when she skinned it, not someone who wouldn’t let her ride a bicycle for fear she’d skin the goddamn knee.


  That was the other thing about Bitty. She was afraid of her shadow and wouldn’t let Marcelle do anything more adventurous than take a walk around the block holding tight to Louise’s hand, or Tonetta’s, or whatever hand was attached to the current all-too-temporary surrogate mother. Mostly, Bitty just wasn’t there. She was in her own amber-colored haze, emerging only long enough to set new restrictions or demand some new perfection. The perfections were easy. They all had to do with being quiet and unobtrusive—fading into the woodwork until called upon to step out of the corner and curtsy—to pass the hors d’oeuvres at a party, say, perfectly dressed, perfectly mannered, quiet as a kitten.


  The restrictions were something else again. Once, about 3:00 in the afternoon when she knew Bitty hadn’t eaten lunch, she’d made her a sandwich—cream cheese and pineapple, cut it into ladylike, bite-size fourths. She could hear her mother now: “Marcelle, baby, you didn’t cut this yourself, did you?”


  “Tonetta’s gone home…”


  “You know you’re not supposed to play with knives! Now take this and throw it out! Go on. And I mean throw it out, Marcelle—don’t eat it. You’re already Little Miss Chubs and you’ve got your daddy’s fat genes.”


  In those early years—God, it hurt to remember!—Marcelle understood perfectly well that she’d been placed on earth for the sole purpose of pleasing her mother. That was okay. That was fine. She would have been thrilled to please her mother, if only she could ever really have achieved it. But no matter how much she worked at it, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t make it pay off. She couldn’t get Bitty to notice her, couldn’t get close to her.


  She didn’t know how old she was—maybe six or seven—when the pain stopped, when she stopped beating her head against the wall. But she knew that at some point she had made a decision—had quit trying to get Bitty’s attention, had become resigned to not having it, and had replaced the struggle with nothing at all.


  She no longer did anything, felt anything, or thought anything—that is, no longer held opinions. She made no more decisions, she stopped wanting what she couldn’t have.


  The funny thing was, it was perfectly obvious what she didn’t want. She hadn’t for a moment wanted her husband, Lionel Gaudet.


  I didn’t even want André! I just couldn’t make up my mind whether to have a baby or an abortion.


  She married Lionel for a very distinct and specific reason—so she could go on doing nothing, feeling nothing, holding no opinions, making no decisions.


  Lionel experienced her as a juggernaut in his path—an analogy she rather liked but found utterly laughable. “Don’t you understand,” he had raged, “that you have all the power in this marriage? All of it.”


  She had simply stared at him in disbelief. How was it possible to be so completely off the mark? She had about as much power as a junior clerk at Lionel’s company.


  “As long as you aren’t participating, you aren’t giving me any slack at all. How can we change anything if you won’t negotiate?”


  “What is there to negotiate?”


  “We’re not living, Marcelle. We’re only existing. We’re not having a marriage. Don’t you want one?”


  No! She didn’t.


  So Lionel hadn’t worked out. And all those years of strategic withdrawal hadn’t either. Because she could no longer not feel anymore. She didn’t know why, but she’d come to the end of her resources on that. Now she felt far, far too much—and all of it bad.


  Oh, Chauncey, why did you have to die? And why couldn’t you have left me something better than a trust fund and your fat genes? You could always do things—why didn’t I inherit that?


  The phone beside the bed rang. “Marcelle? Jo Jo. I just wanted to see how you’re doing.”


  “Okay, I guess. Daddy’s funeral’s today.”


  “Listen, baby, I’m sorry I fell asleep on you the other day. God, I was so hot for you I could have come in my pants; I woke up thinking about you, wanting you so bad just like the old days, but I reached for you and you weren’t there. I don’t blame you, I don’t blame you a bit—”


  She hung up, she had to, she was getting sicker with every word. Was she going to throw up? She swallowed. Maybe not. She lay back on the pillows, feeling glad to have escaped. He’d been about to ask to see her again, and for once she wasn’t even slightly tempted. Tempted! It didn’t even enter the picture. Temptation rarely went hand in hand with nausea.


  “Mommy?” called André. “Are you awake yet?”


  “Good morning, baby. Come on in and give Mommy a kiss.”


  As the small feet failed to patter on the bare floor, instead clomped like a pachyderm, delivering something like a small cyclone, she wondered what Jo Jo meant about falling asleep.
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  THIS NEW EYE shadow had to be applied with a tiny wet brush and then smoothed out with a slightly bigger dry one. It went on as a bruised shade of aubergine, but—ah—now it was smoothing out. Sort of a raspberry. Nice.


  Now a lipstick to match, blusher, eyeliner, and lots of thick sable mascara. Henry was particularly fond of applying mascara. He opened his eyes as wide as he could and stroked—his eyelashes with one hand, his penis with the other, through the black dress he’d put on in honor of his father’s funeral, a little taffeta number he’d bought at a thrift shop. It wasn’t really meant for daytime, and certainly not for a funeral, but, oh, please, dahling, details! It wasn’t meant to be worn by a man, either.


  Under it he wore a black garter belt to hold up his black silk stockings, but no panties, as that would defeat the purpose of the exercise. He also had on a bra stuffed with baggies full of cornstarch, which did for the dress what Henry’s chest couldn’t, but that wasn’t its main purpose. The bra was what got him hard. Something about that confined feeling, that uncomfortable wrapped-up-ness, did it every time.


  He had tried to analyze it. He quite enjoyed bondage as well, and thought the two things were connected. A bra was a kind of harness that made you want to twitch your shoulders to get comfortable, but if you did, it not only ruined the effect, it didn’t help. So you didn’t. You endured the confined feeling so you would be more beautiful for your lover, or possibly in the quiet knowledge that your lover would soon be taking it off—he wasn’t sure where the excitement came from. In his case, only rarely would a lover be taking it off, as he didn’t go in much for two-person sex anymore, and anyway had developed his whole drag routine as an amusing method of autoeroticism in the first place. Amusing and effective. A ritual that built, becoming more and more exciting like a great play, until it reached the same delicious point, the satisfying climax. A catharsis—after a morning in this getup, he’d be so balanced he could go through half a dozen relatives’ funerals.


  He crossed his index fingers and held the hex sign up to the mirror, warding off his own reflection, as if it were the one thinking appalling thoughts. Hmmm—a beauty spot would look good. And a short black wig—he’d be Liza Minnelli. He’d need pearls, of course, with the basic black. He rooted through a drawer, found an opera-length rope, and draped them around his neck. Stepping into the specially made spike-heeled shoes that had to be mail-ordered in men’s sizes, he stood in front of his full-length mirror. Good. The dress had a full enough skirt that his now nearly bursting penis didn’t ruin its lines.


  Now for the finale. He was about to get the wig when the metallic buzzing of the doorbell sounded. Jesus, loud! Like the hornet that ate Cleveland, he thought, feeling the lovely hard-on starting to disappear.


  Shit! What if it were Tolliver? He lived in fear that Tolliver was going to find out about his penchant for drag. But seeing Tolliver would be almost as good as concluding the ritual. He could say he was just out of the shower and then take a minute to change and get the makeup off. If it were anyone else, he could simply say he was busy.


  He spoke into the intercom. “Yes?”


  “Henry? It’s Skip Langdon. Can I talk to you for a minute.”


  Fuck! For this he’d lost his hard-on? “I’m busy now.”


  “It’ll only take a minute.”


  Actually, he could see having some fun with this situation. Tubs Langdon, post-deb cop, probably wouldn’t be the least bit amused at his outfit. Her idea of mean streets was probably those with frozen yogurt stands instead of ice cream stores. He could play it very Noel Coward—perhaps a cigarette holder… On the other hand, she was interrupting his ritual.


  “It’s about LaBelle.”


  Oh, shit. That settled it. He remembered to say, “Who?” while pushing the buzz-in button.


  Should he replace the dress with a robe for a gender-fuck effect? (A smoking jacket would be ideal, but he didn’t have one.) No. This way would be more fun. He flung open the door. “Good morning, officer.”


  She was wearing the hopeless gray suit again, though she’d added a blue silk blouse. “Nice blouse,” he said, and fingered the collar like a housewife in a fabric store.


  Her expression changed as she took in his outfit—from neutral to amused. Oh, hell, this wasn’t going according to plan.


  “I bet I know where you got those shoes,” she said. “I have to order mine too.”


  “Shall we sit down?” This goddamn blasé attitude of hers put a whole new light on the scene. He wasn’t sure how to play it.


  He minced to one of his two director’s chairs. He also had a rattan sofa, but he left that for Tubs. Settling her bulk, she said, “So. You doing Cabaret—old chum?”


  Jeez, she was brittle. Well, hell, at least the Liza look was working. “I’m going to a funeral.”


  “Are you?” She looked utterly charmed.’ “Tout Nouvelles Orleans will be whispering with delight.” As she spoke she clasped her hands, turned her head slightly sideways, chin down, and frankly mugged.


  Who the fuck was the actor here? Had she no respect? His father was being buried today, for Christ’s sake. Okay, one more shot. “I thought I’d take a date. Black for mourning, of course. Do you know Jackson Robicheaux?”


  “Bartender at Lafitte in Exile, or bellman at the Richelieu? Both well known around the department. Personally, I think the bellman’s more your type. He’s short.”


  “Bitch! What the hell do you want, anyway?”


  “For openers, how about an apology. For our little encounter yesterday?” Lots of southern girls had that weird interrogatory way of speaking. There was usually something submissive about it, but when Tubs did it there was an edge of sarcasm instead. He lapsed into Tallulah Bankhead. “So sorry, dahling, but ectually, I have no recollection of it. I was a bit under the weather, they tell me.” He’d gone British. Glenda Jackson, say, doing Tallulah. “It was my father who died, you understand.”


  The corners of Tubs’s mouth turned up in a goddamn superior way. “Apology accepted,” she said. “I really came about something else. Do you know a woman named LaBelle Doucette?”


  “Why do you want to know?”


  “She may have killed your father.”


  Jesus, she certainly went for the jugular. He wished like hell he had a drink. He said, “I see. And what’s that to you?”


  “God, you’re a heartless brat. Don’t you care who killed your father?” She mimicked him. “‘It was my father who died, you understand.’” She swished a limp wrist around as she spoke, which he took as an insult, knowing perfectly well that a man doing Tallulah in makeup, heels, and taffeta cocktail dress in broad daylight had a hell of a nerve.


  Furious, he nonetheless contained himself, staying in character. “Since you ask, no, dahling, I most assuredly do not care who killed my father, as I myself had the best of motives for doing so. Perhaps you are unaware that I am a homotheckthual.” He spat the last word like a viper.


  Ah … what was this? A laugh out of old Tubs. Well, he had done the lisp rather well. “I wath, ecthually.”


  Oh, shit, she wanted to play games. He dumped Tallulah, stood up, and went big-voiced, Orson Welles. “Are you also aware that I am an actor?”


  “Henry, I’m not even going to touch that one.” Laughing again.


  Bitch! “To say that my father did not support me in either endeavor would be understatement in the extreme.” Damn! The role really called for pacing, but he couldn’t see it in three-inch heels. “He promised to ‘disinherit’ me, whatever that may mean, if I did not abandon my sinful and, far worse—embarrassing—ways. Chauncey St. Amant, as you know, was a famous patron of the arts. But did he support his son in his own artistic endeavor? He did not! He was a famous advocate of civil rights, but did he respect the right of his only son to the sexual preference of his—ah—choosing? He did not!”


  Dear God, he had slipped into what’s-his-name, the actor who died of lung cancer, doing Hamilton Burger, district attorney. Oh, hell, who cared? He liked it. “Instead, he insisted upon a made-to-order son, a son of his own invention, a banker, family man, and civic leader, exactly like himself. A clone of Chauncey St. Amant—a shorter, blonder and swishier clone, perhaps, but a clone nonetheless”—he almost said “ladies and gentlemen of the jury”—“was the son Chauncey St. Amant demanded. Nothing less did Chauncey St. Amant demand than a thoroughgoing personality transplant, to be accomplished by that most drastic of all means, the taking of a master’s of business administration.” (Appropriate laughter from the audience.) “To be followed by psychotherapy toward one end and one end only—the reversal of the son’s theckthual preferenthe.” He did the spitting viper again, turning on Tubs and actually spewing saliva at her.


  “Bravo, Sir Larry—”


  “Lord Larry.”


  “Lord Larry. Or whoever you are. Joanne Woodward, maybe, in The Three Faces of Eve. So I take it you murdered your father to get him off your back.”


  “Of course not. It would have been to save my portion of the St. Amant fortune before he could make good on his terrifying threat.”


  “To disinherit you.”


  Henry nodded.


  “Tell me, how long had he been making the threat?”


  “Oh, ten or twelve years, I guess.” He kept his voice nonchalant, not wanting her catching on to when he was serious and when he wasn’t.


  “So. Did you kill him?”


  “How could I? I was at the Boston Club.”


  “I thought you took a walk. No one saw you for a while. About half an hour, as a matter of fact. Plenty of time.”


  “How would I get through the crowds?”


  “Tell me something, Henry—how did you get to the Boston Club in the first place?”


  “Drove. You wouldn’t expect the small but regal Bitty St. Amant to walk, would you?”


  “But you live here in the Quarter—you could easily have walked.”


  “I picked up my mother so we could all go together.”


  “Picked her up?”


  He sighed impatiently. “I walked there and drove her car back. Passengers were my mother, sister, and Tolliver Albert.”


  “And where’d you park?”


  “The bank parking lot—Dad’s space.”


  “The bank is about two blocks away from the Boston Club. And well off the parade route. Right?”


  “Right.”


  “So all you’d have to do was lift your mother’s keys—you had to get the key to Tolliver’s apartment anyway—shoulder your way through two blocks of crowds, and drive down any street but St. Charles. Is that right?”


  “Are you saying I did?”


  “Asking, Henry. I’m asking if you did.”


  “Well, what gives you the fucking right to ask?”


  She fumbled in her purse for her badge, held it up, and grinned that superior grin of hers. “You’ve forgotten I’m a civil servant?”


  “You’re not on this case. I’ve talked to the guys who are—O’Rourke and Tarantino.”


  “Oh, but I am on the case. O’Rourke, Tarantino, and Langdon. We’re a team. Call them up if you don’t believe me.”


  Why the hell had he let her in? The idea of shocking her with his outfit suddenly seemed incredibly childish. At least now his question was answered—he knew why she was asking about LaBelle, which, goddammit, she was doing again.


  “O’Rourke, Tarantino, and I were wondering if you know a LaBelle Doucette.”


  ”Never heard of her—”


  “Yes?”


  God! He’d almost said, “Never heard of her black ass.” Watch your honky ass, Henry.


  “Maybe you’ve seen her, then.” Skip described her.


  “Uh-uh. Who is she?”


  “Someone who visited your father both at home and at work. I can’t tell you anything more than that.”


  “Because you don’t know or because you don’t want to?”


  She shrugged. God, he hated cops.


  She said: “Do you know what a Colt 44.40 is?”


  “A gun, I presume.”


  “An old one. And your father had a gun collection. I’m wondering if he owned a couple.”


  “You’re asking me? The homo—”


  “—theckthual?” she spat, along with him. “Stupid idea. Right. I’ll bet you don’t know anything about baseball either.”


  “Will that be all, officer?”


  She stood up. “I think so. And I’d like to thank you for your cooperation. See you in church.”


  She strode to the door and left without throwing him so much as a glance.


  See you in church? Shit!


  He looked at his watch. Double shit. He hiked up his skirt and started unfastening his garters, fumbling in his haste. Fuck Tubs Langdon and the cellulite she walked in on. He had a run in his goddamn silk stockings.


  Was there time for a drink before the funeral? There would have to be. They couldn’t start without him anyway. His hands were still shaking as he got out the ice and other stuff for a vodka martini. He tossed half of it down in a swallow and shook his head to clear it.


  There. Better. He had twenty minutes to get into a suit and up to Bitty’s house. Carefully now, he began to unfasten his other stocking and apply himself to the new problem as well. LaBelle. How the hell did Tubs know about LaBelle? Could Marcelle have told her? But how could she know? He didn’t think his sister even knew LaBelle existed.
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  Bitty had a deal with herself—all she had to do was make it through the service (including the grueling trip to the cemetery), and then she could drink her miserable heart out. The house would be full of people, but Bitty, as its chatelaine, could withdraw to her private chambers and comport herself as disgracefully as she chose.


  She couldn’t allow herself either alcohol or drugs until afterward because of all the damn getting up and down. It was hard enough if you were sober.


  As the priest mumbled on (it didn’t occur to Bitty to listen), she saw her father’s mouth draw tight in an effort not to show feeling. He might have been remembering the talk they had all had before the wedding about whether the children would be raised Catholic or not. The Mayhews were adamant that they would not be. If they expected opposition, they didn’t get it. Chauncey was happy to be married to a Protestant, to raise his children as Protestants, probably would have been happy to convert if anyone, including himself, had given a damn. He’d never bothered much with religion at all, and so had remained formally if not very devotedly a Catholic. Which meant they were all having to contend now with the unfamiliar ritual, the strange prayers.


  André stirred next to her. She wondered if Marcelle had been wise to bring him, but he was such a grown-up boy for his age. Would André hold her hand, she wondered? What a little man, with his hair combed back like that. She started to inch her hand toward his but felt intimidated. He didn’t need her. Marcelle never had, and André was just like her.


  Marcelle had come into the world fully armored, like Athena, it seemed to Bitty. She was a beauty from the first and, by three had mastered all the social graces. Perfection itself was Marcelle. Never a moment’s trouble. Cleverer, more practical than most of the adults around her almost from the start.


  When Henry cried that he was afraid of the dark, Bitty would lie down with him. Marcelle went out and bought him a night-light with her own allowance. Bitty hadn’t even thought of it.


  When she thought of the golden pleasure of those few early years, once the children started coming, she forgot where she was, what had happened to Chauncey, that it had all been over for nearly a quarter of a century.


  At first being with Chauncey was enough for her. But during the years she couldn’t get pregnant, their lives became incomplete, marred with worry and failure. Then Henry came and he and Bitty fell in love.


  Three years later, when she tucked Marcelle into Chauncey’s arms, his eyes lit up in a way they hadn’t when he first saw Henry: “This one’s pretty.”


  “She looks like you,” said Bitty.


  He was shocked. “She does. She looks exactly like me.”


  Bitty said, “Of course she does. Did you think I was cheating on you?”


  He kissed her forehead. “Don’t say that.”


  She loved him so absurdly, so ridiculously—beyond human imagining, that was all. And beyond human endurance, which was where her good friend booze came in.


  As she sat now, defeated, shoulders bent in her black suit, the memory washed over her like morning sun. It was a forgotten time, another life, someone else’s.


  The one she had lived before that seemed more real to her now, was easier to call back, to feel. Remembering, she felt tears start to destroy her careful makeup, and thought it ironic that she was crying at her husband’s funeral over the shards of her childhood. When do we grow up? she wondered, sobbing into one hand, fumbling for a tissue with the other. Is it ever over? Any of it? For any of us?


  Her father put his arm around her. She shivered, thinking she’d prefer the embrace of a boa constrictor. The touch of her bourbon-smelling, blunt, ruthless father was loathsome, and she was usually extremely good at avoiding it. But at the moment she could hardly get up and move. She sank down, unable to bear it.


  And now he put both arms around her, trying to hold her up. She was going to scream. She couldn’t stand this. She could feel the scream rising in her throat. Oh, thank God. The congregation was getting to their feet.


  “Are you all right?” he whispered.


  “Yes. Let me go, please.”


  The Christmas Henry was two, he had a wonderful time and got tired out. But he didn’t want to give up his wonderful time. He raced screeching through the house, trying to make it last, trying not to get caught by a grown-up and sent to bed. Bitty laughed. She didn’t mind if he raced and screeched for a minute. It was her house and he wasn’t hurting anything. Chauncey had sighed and rubbed his head, as if fatherhood wasn’t what he had in mind after all.


  Her father had picked Henry up and sat down with the baby imprisoned, Henry’s legs between his own, holding both of Henry’s hands in one of his, the other clamped over Henry’s mouth so that Henry couldn’t move at all, even his head. Bitty was sitting on the sofa. For a moment she stared unbelieving, frozen. And then she melted, woke up almost, as if she’d blacked out for a second, and found herself standing, clawing at her child, screaming, “Let that baby go! Let go of that poor child!” as if her father was a Nazi officer about to turn her baby into soap.


  “Bitty, what is it? What’s the matter?” her father inquired, concerned, looking puzzled, never letting go of Henry. Not even thinking about it.


  Chauncey stroked her hair. “Bitty, darlin’, it’s all right. Henry’s coming to Daddy, aren’t you, sport?”


  “Take the little monster,” said her father. Henry leaped into Chauncey’s arms as if from the clutches of a kidnapper.


  Later Chauncey said, “Don’t you think you overreacted when your father picked Henry up? Are you tired out after all the excitement?” He kissed the top of her head.


  She didn’t answer because she didn’t know if she’d overreacted or not. She’d been seized by some primeval, elemental force, which might have been the Mother Bear instinct, or it might have been a memory come back to haunt her. Bitty thought it was probably a combination of the two. She was almost sure, when she thought about it, that her father had done that to her at Henry’s age, whenever he wanted; picked her up like a toy and pinned her and gagged her. Her reaction was too visceral, too desperate to leave much doubt.


  Her father didn’t let anything get in his way, certainly not another human being, and most assuredly not one smaller than he was. He wanted what he wanted right now, and if it happened to be peace and quiet, he silenced the noisemaker.


  She was pregnant that Christmas. She didn’t know it yet, but she was pretty sure, and the thought of having another baby made her strengthen her resolve, the vow she made when she learned she was pregnant with Henry. Sometimes she thought it took her so long to get pregnant because she was afraid of what would happen to her children, that her body simply rebelled at giving her children until she knew she could handle it, that she wouldn’t hurt them. Her vow had been to protect her children from violence.


  Her mother, christened Marianna MacDuff Scarborough, earned the nickname Merrie Mac in the first two years of her life—ostensibly for her sunny disposition, but Bitty thought it appropriate that it derived from a battle.


  If Merrie Mac had ever been merry, it had been well before Bitty’s first memory of her, of Merrie Mac buttoning her dress and then smacking Bitty’s bottom in dismissal, performing a distasteful chore and sending away the small irritation that kept getting in her way. Bitty couldn’t once remember her mother hugging her. She did all the necessary mother things but always in the same grudging way she performed the dress-buttoning. Bitty knew she was a nuisance and tried to stay out of the way, especially when her parents were fighting, which was most of the time.


  Her mother would speak just as the soup was served, at the optimum time to make Bitty and her father lose their appetites. “Haygood, did you forget the milk again?”


  “What milk?”


  “I told you this morning we were out of milk.”


  “No, you didn’t, Marianna.”


  “I most certainly did.”


  “You did not tell me we were out of milk. I would have remembered, just like I always do, if you had told me we were out of milk.”


  “I opened the refrigerator and I said, ‘Oh, Haygood, there’s only enough milk for Bitty’s cereal,’ and you said, ‘I’ll pick some up on the way home from work.’ ”


  “Marianna, I didn’t even have breakfast here this morning. I had breakfast with Hugh Del Monte at the Roosevelt.”


  “You did too. You sat right there in that chair and drank your coffee.”


  “I did not, Marianna.”


  “You did. Are you telling me I’m a liar?”


  He would shake his head in disbelief. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. If you’d talk to me about a subject I could understand, I’d be glad to talk to you.”


  “You sat right there in that chair, Haygood.”


  “I did not sit right there in that chair.”


  And so it would go.


  They would fight about a quart of milk, but Merrie Mac would never ask to move—to get out of that drafty, dark old house on Louisiana Avenue, that house that she complained of all day long to Bitty and then at night to Haygood as well. She’d say she got so depressed in there she felt like slitting her wrists; and she’d say it was so drafty she guessed that’s why she was sick again. But she’d never say, “Haygood, let’s move.”


  She was afraid of him, and so was Bitty. Before she was nine, Bitty figured out that bickering and complaining was her mother’s way of getting back at him because she didn’t dare ask for what she wanted. Bitty didn’t question why Merrie Mac never asked. She knew. Her father would give something only if it suited him. He didn’t give a damn what anyone else wanted unless it meshed with his own plans.


  Bitty got the bicycle she wanted for Christmas, but little Gilford Del Monte also got a bicycle that year and Haygood didn’t want to be outdone, so he got her a better one than his friend Hugh got for his son. It wasn’t the color she wanted, and it was too big for her. She was afraid to ride it, and the first time she did she fell off.


  When she asked for a puppy, Haygood said, “You wouldn’t take care of it, Bitty; you know that. Look at that bicycle just rusting out in the garage.”


  He hadn’t wanted her anyway. He wanted a boy. She had to learn to hunt and fish instead of taking ballet lessons, even though she hated worms and, frankly, anything outdoors at all. For a while she even had to take riding lessons, but she was so terrified of the horses that eventually the teachers wouldn’t allow the screaming, clinging little creature in her specially made miniature jodhpurs anywhere near their stable. (“Another reason you couldn’t take care of an animal. You’re scared to death of ’em.”)


  Merrie Mac was sick nearly all the time. She didn’t have any one thing, but she had the flu a lot, and stomach complaints, and inner-ear trouble, and sometimes headaches. She had two favorite topics of conversation—her husband’s failings and her health. In the afternoons, after school, she would tell Bitty what was wrong with her this time and what the doctor had done about it and how it hadn’t worked and what he had done next and how that hadn’t worked either, and what he was finally trying now.


  When Bitty met Chauncey he had seemed a miracle—vigorous, full of life, not sick like her mother, not a drunk like her father. She wanted him to save her from their darkness. And she wanted to have children with him—strong, healthy children that she couldn’t have with just anybody, given her background. Perfect children she’d never neglect, and neither would Chauncey.


  Hurt, Tolliver had said, “Somehow I always thought you and I—I guess I just assumed…”


  “Oh, Tolliver!”


  Thin, pale Tolliver? So quiet, almost effete. But she could see why he’d thought that. He had plenty of reason to think that. Their families were close. They’d grown up together, almost—gone out with groups of kids, paired off and dated. She loved him and felt more comfortable, safer with Tolliver than she ever had with anyone. He was like a first cousin who was almost a brother. And, when she thought about it, she’d never dated anyone else before Chauncey—never had the least inclination or interest. She supposed, in some corner of her mind, that she had “always assumed” as well, or would have if she’d thought about it.


  But she hadn’t. The idea of marriage hadn’t come up yet. If Tolliver had proposed, she’d probably have married him, but only after taking time to think about it and wondering why it hadn’t occurred to her before.


  Chauncey was like one of those horses she’d been so frightened of—a force you couldn’t argue with. She’d always known—with the horses—that riding would be the most exhilarating thing she’d ever done if she weren’t so afraid. She knew it would be that way with Chauncey—and she wasn’t afraid for a second.


  The priest was doing something odd now. He was starting to talk as if there were just a few people gathered in the cavernous church instead of hundreds, from the mayor to some of the street musicians Chauncey had befriended. He was talking about Chauncey, telling Chauncey anecdotes, and then his tone changed. He talked about the fact that after a death the living tend to feel guilty for being alive, and how they must learn to accept themselves as they are, without guilt for another’s death. And then he said they had to accept the dead too. He said, “We must all accept Chauncey now, as he is now—which is dead.” Bitty’s sobbing stopped for a moment. He did not say that Chauncey had gone to his maker or been claimed by Jesus or any such nonsense. He said dead.


  Chauncey had been dead to her for years.
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  They buried him at Metairie Cemetery or, more properly, entombed him, as New Orleanians, because of the high water table, have historically preferred this method. The Mayhews apparently had claimed him as their own—to the Mayhew plot he went.


  Skip, shivering in her silk blouse and suit jacket, thought the obelisk-centered plot, with its imposing tombs and monuments, its careful carving, and most of all, its vast size, might more properly have been called the Mayhew acre. With the Mayhew estate on it.


  She saw Chauncey’s parents, the St. Amants, standing together, huddled against the wind, like a couple of out-of-place old retainers, except that now Mrs. St. Amant claimed intimacy by taking the tiny hand of André Gaudet. Mrs. St. Amant wore a plain black-and-white tweed coat. Mr. St. Amant wore a brown suit. He was an accountant, Skip thought.


  The morning sun hadn’t lasted. On a day like today, overcast and windy, the place was properly eerie. New Orleans cemeteries were called cities of the dead, and Metairie was the biggest city of all, and probably the most beautifully landscaped. The tombs were like small houses—in some cases large ones—set on carefully manicured streets. The Mayhew plot, with its own obelisk, which in turn had its own moat, and with so many tiny buildings to contain the bones of so many bygone Mayhews, was like a self-contained little necropolis within the larger one. The “estate” was as crowded as if an outdoor concert was about to be presented.


  Skip had caught a glimpse of her parents in the church, and she saw them again here, her mother leaning against her father in the cold, both of them looking slightly ill in black. She made no attempt to say hello.


  Even her brother was here. He wasn’t with her parents, but with a woman, she saw—probably some Mayhew relative he was going out with. Conrad had inherited the family hobby of social climbing. The woman turned and she saw who it was—Sara Ann Gaillard, one of Alison’s sisters. Alison and her husband were standing with them.


  God! Everyone she’d ever gone to Miggy’s or McGehee’s or Newcomb or Trinity with was here, and everybody from her old neighborhood on State Street, and all the next-door neighbors of all the little girls at whose homes she’d played as a child.


  There was Judith Harmeyer, Tolliver Albert’s redoubtable gray-haired sister, and her husband, Arthur. Tolliver and Henry stood near Bitty, whose father had an arm around her, holding her up perhaps. Bitty looked defeated, as if she’d crumple to the ground if someone didn’t hold her, but Skip had glimpsed her in church and her color was good. She was ethereally beautiful in her widow’s black. Tolliver, though—God! He was paler than usual, and his eyes were sunken and deep-circled, as if he hadn’t slept. And that was the least of it. Skip didn’t know when she’d seen such a look of misery on a human being’s face. He was staring at Bitty as if she was drowning and he couldn’t swim.


  The musicians seemed at home, seemed to feel Chauncey had been public property and it was fine for them to be there. John Hall Pigott, the black star who’d returned to his roots, was standing with some of them. At the edge of the crowd were a fat guy in a dumpy-looking suit and a tall guy in a nicely fitting blazer who were hanging back, hands behind them, shifting awkwardly from one foot to the other, looking as out of place as Chauncey’s parents. Watching them did Skip’s vengeful heart good—she was pretty sure it was O’Rourke and Tarantino. They looked like parasites who couldn’t quite get a grip on their hosts.


  Near them, but closer in, was Marcelle, like Bitty stunning in black, except that it made her look vibrant rather than fragile. Now that André had gone to his grandmother, she looked as if she hadn’t a friend in the world.


  Skip started toward her and ran into a man holding a go-cup. She couldn’t believe it—a go-cup at a funeral. Something foul-smelling—scotch, probably—splashed all over her suit. When the shock wore off, she stopped staring at the Rorschach on her breast and raised angry eyes to the mischievous blue ones of Cookie Lamoreaux.


  “Sorry, officer.”


  “Cookie, you’re incorrigible,” she whispered.


  “Hi,” said a whispered voice behind her. She turned around to see Steve Steinman, looking supremely uncomfortable in a pair of summer khakis—probably just right for L.A.—tweed jacket, and knit tie. Could the tie be choking him? He certainly looked as if it was. He leaned into her ear and said, “Good to see you. Did you see who’s here? John Hall Pigott. The movie star.”


  She nodded and continued toward Marcelle. Steve followed, catching her arm, nodding to whomever Skip nodded, finally saying, “Where do you want to go?” She pointed toward Marcelle. Steve took her hand and led the way as if he was her date.


  The service ended and they had to go against the tide of people trying to leave. Without being prompted, Steve was acting as a buffer between her and the members of the dread Uptown crowd who were bearing down, wanting to talk small talk, maybe even pump her about the case. He was politely sending them away, drawing Skip toward her goal. This, she thought, must be what it’s like to have a boyfriend—a presentable, socially adept guy you could take out in public, not some married semiliterate. She liked the sensation quite well, and thought, Well, fine. If he wants to use me, just fine. Right now I’m using him, and I like it a lot.


  “Oh, God,” she said, “faster. There’s my yuppie brother.”


  He pulled her into a sort of clearing. “Marcelle,” she called.


  Marcelle was no longer alone. She was surrounded. But at Skip’s call, she broke away and threw her arms around her. “Oh, Skippy! It’s hard.”


  “I’m so sorry. I know it is.”


  A loud yowl went up—André. Marcelle disappeared, leaving Skip feeling peculiarly touched. She wasn’t sure why she felt so compelled to comfort this woman she hardly knew— and had never really liked—or why Marcelle had responded as if Skip was a close relative.


  Relishing the thought, she relaxed and chatted with old acquaintances now, introducing Steve, feeling oddly proud of having him with her and much more comfortable than usual with these people. The social amenities seemed so much easier to get through when there were two people to do the work. She hoped Tarantino and O’Rourke were getting an eyeful of her in her Uptown element, eating their hearts out, watching her receive earfuls of helpful gossip and red-hot tips. She had a meeting with them that afternoon, and she had no idea what she’d report.


  Steve said, “Are we still on for dinner tonight?”


  “I was supposed to call you!”


  “Forgot, didn’t you? No problem. The Bon Ton, eight o’clock.” He left before she could refuse, using his huge body as a battering ram to get through the crowd.


  She watched her parents, in a knot of their own acquaintances, stare curiously after him. Her father, as usual, glanced away when she looked at him. Her mother’s eyes held big, reproachful tears. Neither of them tried to speak to her.
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  If it hadn’t been for LaBelle … For once the simple nurturing act of watering his orchids wasn’t working. Tolliver had started raising them because even mild fiddling with his few houseplants had opened up a new way of feeling to him. It wasn’t like the buying and selling and stroking and worship of antiques, which was stimulating. This was restful. It was like going into a trance, some satisfied place where you could forget what had gone before and just be here, watering these plants, playing in this earth. It wasn’t the sort of thing a sophisticated person talked about in public, but people didn’t mind discussing the blossoms he produced and they frequently used the word “magic” in reference to them, which couldn’t have been further from the truth. Which was, of course, that nothing could have been more basic, more natural, more predictable, and less “magical.” He might have bought “mystical,” but he knew the word wouldn’t come up if he lived to lunch at Galatoire’s on his hundredth birthday.


  Today the magical-mystical process refused to swallow him up. His hands shook and he kept spilling water. He went through the normally loving acts mechanically—even wiping up the spills mechanically, just getting the job done, unable to silence the tape that was running over and over in his head.


  If I could just goddamn have left well enough alone. Goddamn LaBelle! And goddamn me.


  To his amazement, Chauncey, whom he’d hated for so many years, kept gnawing at the edge of his consciousness. But not the Chauncey who was dead—the Chauncey who had been his friend at Tulane, that confident, vital, compelling young man with the bright future. Even then he was driven; Tolliver knew that, but big deal. He was ambitious. And why not? He wasn’t an Albert or a Mayhew, he was from out by the lake. Ambition was appropriate for someone like Chauncey. The kind of energy it produced invigorated Tolliver. Chauncey reminded him of a line from a poem: “Healthy, free, the world before me.” The whole world. But that was before Chauncey became a prisoner of his own desire.


  Tolliver laughed, spilling water on his coffee table. Jesus, he should be writing cover copy for women’s beach books. But it wasn’t only the melodrama that amused him—it was the unwitting pun. LaBelle had brought the whole house of cards down and she was product, prisoner, and victim of Desire with a capital “D”—the Desire Project, an eerily apt name for the worst slum in the state. Chauncey himself didn’t need any project—he was just a victim of small “d” desire, with the consequent damage not only to himself but to his wife and son.


  Worry about Bitty was just a numb ache today. Maybe it really was too late for her. Or maybe he was just in a worse funk than he thought. At the moment, he felt worse about Henry. The boy had always been so close to Bitty, never able to break free, to become his own person.


  I’m no different. He shook his head to clear it. The thought remained and expanded. What makes me any different? Except that, with me, it isn’t only Bitty. It’s all of them. The whole St. Amant family.


  He set his watering can on the rug and collapsed on the blue sofa. He was no different from Henry. And now the inevitable had happened—he tried to save them and he ended up destroying them. Indisputably destroying Chauncey. But the rest of them? Was it over for them too? Could they pull out of it? They might, if people would leave them alone.


  Dammit, it was a family affair. The cops had no business in the middle of it. Skip Langdon, whatever you said about her father, was sharp. There was no question in his mind she’d get to the bottom of it. Most cops wouldn’t know where to start, but Skip had more things going for her than her quick wits. It wasn’t that complicated, after all. All you had to do was know whom to ask which questions.


  Oh, God, what had he done? But here was the real question—could it be undone? If he hadn’t had such a terrible headache the day of the wake… but no matter, she could still be stopped and he thought he knew exactly how. There wasn’t much time, though; he’d have to be fast.


  Sweet Charity


  “OFFICER.” LIEUTENANT DUBY nodded to her, ever the gentleman. Skip was late—the other two had already arrived.


  As she slipped into the vacant chair, Tarantino said, “How’s it going, Skip?”


  O’Rourke said nothing. Skip didn’t get it. How could a guy who was married to a cop take this kind of attitude? She couldn’t believe she ever thought he’d be an ally.


  Duby said, “I had a call from the mayor this morning before the funeral. Guess who he’d had a call from?”


  Skip was pretty sure she knew, but she hung back, giving the other two a chance to speak. When neither did, she said, “Haygood Mayhew.”


  “You got it.”


  “I bet he mentioned poor Furman would never have been elected if it hadn’t been for his son-in-law, Chauncey St. Amant, and he thought it was a damn shame Furman’s goddamn whole police force hadn’t even been able to solve a murder committed in full view of half the city.”


  Tarantino and Duby laughed. Duby said, “Sounds like you know the old gentleman pretty well.”


  “Gentleman, my ass. Old turkey buzzard’s more like it.”


  “Well, the old turkey buzzard more or less runs the city in case you three aren’t aware of it. So I thought we’d better compare a few notes here.”


  “Hey!” Tarantino looked hurt. “We’re going as fast as our chubby little legs’ll carry us.”


  “No need to get your feelings hurt, Joe. I just want to know where we are, that’s all. Who wants to report first?”


  “We’ve been talking to some of the people at the Boston Club that day,” said O’Rourke. He spoke matter-of-factly, but Skip thought she caught a hint of triumph in his voice, as if he thought he was stealing her thunder. Tarantino was staring at her—trying to gauge her reaction?


  “The logistics of the thing are pretty damn simple,” O’Rourke continued. “You could walk to Albert’s and back in forty minutes to an hour, going on back streets. You’d have to get through some crowds first, but you could probably do that in about ten or fifteen minutes. If you had transportation nearby, like a bicycle or scooter, you could do the whole damn job in half an hour.”


  Duby said, “You’re going on the theory the murderer was someone at the Boston Club?”


  Tarantino shrugged, “That’s where the key was.”


  O’Rourke kept talking as if the interruption hadn’t occurred. “Tolliver Albert was seen leaving the club approximately half an hour before the murder. By his own admission, Henry St. Amant went out ‘for some air.’ No one can remember seeing either of them return. The club has a reception committee on Mardi Gras, so there’s usually someone at the door. But I’m told they get talking to someone or have to piss or whatever, so people could come and go without being noticed. Also, there’s a gate that opens onto Canal St. from the patio.”


  He consulted his notes. “A Mrs. Del Monte remembers talking with Mrs. Chauncey St. Amant some forty minutes before the murder was reported. Or possibly thirty or twenty minutes before the murder. Mrs. St. Amant excused herself to go to the ladies’ room. No one else remembers seeing her until a few minutes before Officer Langdon found her in the ladies’ room. A Mrs. Anne-Marie Delamore also reports seeing her there—”


  Duby said, “She was in there for forty minutes?”


  O’Rourke shrugged. “Don’t know, sir. But she was there at the beginning of the forty minutes, and the end of it. Or maybe it was thirty minutes, or twenty—Mrs. Del Monte says she can’t be sure. Maybe Langdon wouldn’t mind asking her.”


  Skip nodded.


  “Then there’s Mrs. Gaudet. She was seen leaving shortly before the murder with a Mr. Jo Jo—uh—”


  “Lawrence?” said Skip.


  O’Rourke glared at her. “Yeah. Lawrence. How’d you know that, Langdon?”


  “They used to date. And anyway, Jo Jo’s got a reputation.”


  “Well, no offense, but so does your friend Marcelle Gaudet.”


  Duby leaned forward. “Oh?”


  “You’ve heard of the whore of Babylon? The lovely Mrs. G. makes her look like an amateur.”


  Tarantino looked sympathetically at Skip. She wished she could trust him. She had this weird idea he felt bad because her friend was getting creamed. Duby gave her an uncomfortable glance as well.


  Skip shrugged. “What’s everybody looking at me for? Just because I’ve known her forever doesn’t mean we’re best buddies. Hey, Frank, say what you like about her. I don’t give a shit.”


  “You were hugging her like a sister at the funeral.”


  “That’s called sympathy, asshole. Her father got killed, remember?”


  “Officer!” Duby spoke sharply, angry eyes on Skip. “What’s going on here?”


  “Sorry,” said Skip. “Nothing’s going on.”


  He turned to O’Rourke. “Frank?”


  O’Rourke turned his palms up and shook his head.


  “All right, we’ll deal with it later. Go on with your report.”


  “Somebody saw Lawrence and Mrs. G. sneaking upstairs.” He stared at Skip. “That’s where the lying-down room is.”


  Duby said, “What does Lawrence say?”


  “He says he was drunk and she had to help him upstairs. That she helped him lie down and he doesn’t remember anything else till someone shook him awake after we showed up down there.”


  “And Mrs. Gaudet?”


  “We haven’t been able to get to her.”


  Skip said, “I’ll be glad to talk to her.”


  Duby nodded and turned back to O’Rourke. “All right. Go on.”


  “That’s about it, sir. We’re concentrating on these four right now. But it’s worth noting that Albert lied about leaving the party—he says he didn’t.”


  Skip said, “I think I have something to add. Did you know about the car?”


  Tarantino shook his head; O’Rourke glared.


  “They all came together, and parked at the Carrollton Bank, about two blocks away. Mrs. St. Amant’s car key was with her key to Tolliver Albert’s apartment. The killer could have taken them both at the same time.”


  Skip liked the way this was going. Apparently these guys hadn’t stumbled onto LaBelle. For a while, she wanted to keep that whole aspect of the case to herself. She wanted to keep it from these two. In her head she could hear Duby saying, “Good work, Skip,” then turning to O’Rourke and Tarantino: “You guys check it out.”


  Duby said now, “Is that all, guys?” When O’Rourke nodded, he turned to Skip. “You ready?”


  “I guess so. I’ve been trying to gather personal information about Chauncey that could point to some kind of motive. I’m wondering about the four people you’re concentrating on—”


  O’Rourke said, “Shee-it! You’re wondering! Lieutenant, could you please tell Officer Langdon the statistics on domestic violence?”


  “Pipe down, Frank!” Duby was angry. “Whether you like it or not, Langdon’s on the case. Work with her.”


  Skip continued as if nothing had happened. “I guess wives have plenty of reasons to kill husbands, and sons and daughters inherit, of course. But I don’t see a motive for Tolliver Albert.”


  “You know, you could really help us on that,” said Tarantino.


  “I could?”


  “Yeah—get us some scuttlebutt. We figure he was getting it on with the wife, but—”


  “Uh-uh,” said Skip. “That definitely isn’t the scutdebutt. You do know about Bitty’s drinking problem?”


  O’Rourke snorted. “Yeah, and we heard of the Superdome too. We talked about it before—remember, Langdon?”


  She glared. “For years the scuttlebutt’s been the same. Tolliver turns up at parties with a lady now and then, often not. People think he’s probably gay but discreet. As for Bitty, romance would cut into her boozing time. What I could do, though—I could see if I can find any other motive for Tolliver.”


  “We’d sure appreciate it,” sad Tarantino, seeming almost childlike in his gratitude. Skip wanted very much to like him, but she didn’t dare.


  “Do you know about Henry’s relationship with his father?” They didn’t answer, so she continued. “Apparently they hated each other. Chauncey was ashamed of Henry’s homosexuality—”


  “The kid’s a faggot?”


  She stared at O’Rourke. “He’s a drag queen. Worse than that, he’s an actor. Anyway, he and Chauncey have been at each other’s throats for years. I don’t know about Marcelle, though—she was crazy about Chauncey.”


  Tarantino shrugged. “All we know is she’s got no alibi.”


  Duby stroked his mustache. “What else have you got, Skip?”


  “Chauncey was having an affair with his secretary, but I guess you two know that.”


  O’Rourke said, “Sheree Izaguirre. She was at the parade in Algiers at the time of the murder. With her mother and her kid. And some people the mother works with.”


  “What people?” asked Duby.


  O’Rourke looked uncomfortable. Tarantino said, “The mother works as a housemother at a home for retarded women. She took some of ’em to the parade.”


  “So Izaguirre’s alibis are a kid, a bunch of retards, and her own mother. Right?”


  The two men nodded.


  Duby said, “Keep checking her out. What else you got, Skip?”


  “Well, it seems as if Chauncey was big on secretaries. He had an affair with one a few years back who left under mysterious circumstances.”


  O’Rourke said, “What circumstances?”


  “If I knew they wouldn’t be mysterious, would they?” To Duby, “I’d like to work on that.”


  “Sounds pretty thin, to tell you the truth. You gotta remember, whoever did it had a key to Albert’s. What else you got?”


  “That’s about it.”


  “That’s all?”


  Skip nodded.


  “Well, frankly, it’s not much. I’m not blaming you, Skip—or not just you. I mean all of you. This is the most important murder case in the history of the city and between the three of you, you haven’t got diddley. My hottest homicide team, and the bright young rookie with all the great connections. What the hell’s the matter with you guys, anyway?” He addressed himself to O’Rourke and Tarantino. “Especially you two. Now get out of here.”


  When they’d left, he said to Skip, “I don’t know about you. The chief wants you on the case, but you’re throwing O’Rourke off his stride and you’re not coming up with enough to justify it.”


  “Throwing O’Rourke off his stride!”


  “He doesn’t like you, Langdon.”


  “That’s my fault?”


  “I don’t know. Is it?”


  “I walked in yesterday and he got abusive. That’s it. I haven’t done a damn thing to antagonize him.”


  “You called him an asshole.”


  “Jesus! That was a reaction.”


  “Well, don’t react to him, okay? He’s one of my best men, and I can’t afford to have him upset.”


  “I guess I’ll have to steer clear of him.”


  “Stay on this another day anyway. Get that stuff the guys asked for.”


  He lowered his head to his paperwork, not bothering to dismiss her.


  She liked Duby. He had an easy manner and a diplomatic way about him—it was no wonder he’d come as far in a difficult department as he had. In the dark suits he always wore, he looked more like a lawyer or a banker than a cop. He was a graduate of UNO. Skip was at ease with him because he seemed familiar to her. And because it was his job to put people at ease—difficult people, egos at odds with each other. But what had just happened was blatantly unfair.


  O’Rourke was going to get away with treating her any goddamn way he wanted to just because—face it—he was the more valuable officer. By doing nothing, she was “throwing him off his stride.” Putting herself in Duby’s shoes, she could see his point. In his eyes, O’Rourke was half the team that would eventually break the case. Skip was a harmless fluff of lagniappe the chief had asked for. He didn’t expect anything one way or another from her; but if she got in O’Rourke’s way, however innocently, she was a liability to him. So what she had to do was start looking valuable. She was starting to think she’d made a mistake by keeping LaBelle to herself. And yet, he’d pissed all over her idea about Stelly—it was probably too early to mention LaBelle. All she knew at this point was that Chauncey had some reason to be angry with the woman, certainly not that she’d killed him.


  She sat down at a computer and asked it for LaBelle’s rap sheet. For good measure, she also asked for sheets on Henry, Marcelle, Bitty, Tolliver, and Chauncey. She was looking over the printouts when she felt a hand on her shoulder.


  “Hey, Skip.” It was Tarantino.


  “Hey, Joe.” He smiled and sat down.


  “Listen, don’t pay any attention to Frank. He’s got a bug up his ass.”


  “So I noticed.”


  “It’s not about you. It’s personal problems. Even I can’t stand him right now. Usually he’s a great guy, really.”


  “Frank O’Rourke and Vlad the Impaler.”


  “Who?”


  “Another really great guy. He doesn’t like me, Joe. It’s that simple.”


  “I know, but it’s nothing to do with you.” He looked embarrassed. “It’ll blow over. Give it time.”


  She smiled again. The guy was adorable. “Okay. I’ll try to be nice.” She applied herself to the rap sheets.


  “Whatcha got?” Tarantino looked over her shoulder. Bitty’s sheet was on top, showing several arrests for drunk driving. “You know what? We forgot to get sheets on our four guys.”


  Was he a bit too innocent? She felt wary again. “I can save you the trouble. Chauncey, Marcelle, and Tolliver are completely clean. Bitty’s got this”—she tossed it over—“and Henry got busted for drugs once. Marijuana.”


  She slipped his sheet and LaBelle’s into her purse and stood up. Tarantino said, “Can I see Henry’s sheet?”


  “Sure.” She pulled it out. “Keep it, why don’t you?”


  She didn’t look at LaBelle’s sheet until she was safely outside in her car. Tarantino looked like a doll, but Charles Manson had fooled people too. Anyone that close to Frank O’Rourke couldn’t be all good.


  There were no surprises—just routine busts for prostitution, drugs, and shoplifting.


  Glad it was still daytime, Skip drove to Tremé, to the address Jeweldean Sanders had given her. Except for police officers, not that many white people ventured into Tremé—except to go to the Municipal Auditorium, where the fanciest Mardi Gras balls were held, or to Louis Armstrong Park, but ever since a tourist had been murdered there, there had been fewer carefree park-goers.


  Nothing in the neighborhood seemed to have seen new paint in the current century. When a window broke, which seemed to be often, boarding it up was frequently the best the residents could manage. Except for a few new brick ones, the buildings were as lovely as any others in New Orleans—or would have been if they hadn’t been falling apart.


  There were a lot of people on the street, unemployed people, probably. Skip felt the stench of poverty in the air, its strangling oppressiveness, as dense as smoke over a forest fire.


  LaBelle lived in one of the few newish brick buildings in the neighborhood. This one looked nearly as much like a jail as it did an apartment house. It was a no-frills box with windows so tiny they were hardly worth bothering with. The space that could have been a yard had been paved over for parking. The building next door was burned out.


  Aware of how conspicuous she looked, a white woman in a suit, she rang LaBelle’s doorbell. Getting no answer, she rang the bell belonging to the building manager, the man named Calvin with whom Jeweldean Sanders “did business.” Once again, she got no answer. She wondered whether she could be seen from inside.


  Well, she’d recognize LaBelle if she saw her. She parked her car on North Villere and settled down to wait. Within fifteen minutes she’d been propositioned by two men, warned away by a worried old woman, and panhandled by several children. She was there nearly an hour before the robbery attempt. Three young men surrounded the car and asked for her money. Hell. It was nearly impossible to keep a low profile on the damn street. Reluctant to identify herself as a police officer—and get known in the neighborhood—she simply started the car and took off, narrowly missing one of the would-be highwaymen but wishing in some dark comer of herself that she hadn’t, that she’d hit the son of a bitch.


  Shit. You practically had to be black to do surveillance in the goddamn place. And even that might not help—a lone woman would probably be noticed and approached no matter what she looked like. A couple of guys might work out if they were black and looked as if they were doing something you’d do in a car, like drinking. But much more than an hour, and even they’d be noticed. There were just too many people out and about. Maybe she could talk Calvin into letting her use his apartment. She’d taken his name from his mailbox—Calvin Hogue. She’d see if he had an arrest record. Maybe he could be bargained with.


  For now, though, she couldn’t think of anything else to do. She could hardly go back to North Villere—and anyway, Steve Steinman was expecting her at the Bon Ton. Thinking about it now, she realized she’d never really intended to go; hadn’t thought she could take time out. It looked as if she had no choice, though. And anyway, maybe he’d drive her back to Tremé after dinner. They could see if there was a light in LaBelle’s window.


  Skip doubted she entertained clients there, though. Not if she catered to whites. More likely, she took calls and met them in hotels. Probably even had a beeper so she didn’t have to sit by the phone and wait.


  Back in her apartment, she looked at her watch. Nearly two hours till her date. Plenty of time to primp. Kicking off her shoes, she fell in a heap on the unmade bed. Jesus, a date! Officer Skip Langdon didn’t date. Occasionally she spent a couple of hours drinking with someone with whom she later had sex, but she hadn’t been out to dinner with a nice young man since college. Had she? Well, there had been once in San Francisco….


  It occurred to her to wonder why she lived this way. Was it because of her size? Too tall and too big; not a really great combo for attracting men. But that wasn’t all—she didn’t like the men she knew in New Orleans, the ones she’d known all her life from subscription dances, and there wasn’t anyone else in the whole damn town, except policemen who were wary of her, and married Cajun bartenders. Was that it? Thinking about tonight, the lack of enthusiasm she felt for it, she thought that wasn’t it at all. She just wasn’t in the mood.


  “Yoo-hoo! Officer Darlin’!” It was her landlord and neighbor, Jimmy Dee Scoggin, standing outside her door doing his come-hither falsetto.


  Smiling, she opened up. “Dee-Dee Doll, it’s been forever.”


  He swept past her, handing her a joint as he walked. He was about five feet nine, spare, and already gray. The way he lived, he’d come by his hair color honestly. “Well, look at us, just do. God, that’s an awful outfit. You look like you’re going to a funeral.”


  Closing the door, Skip stared at the joint in her hand, trying to make up her mind. “I have been to a funeral, Do-Do.” Oh hell, why not? Shrugging, she took a toke and passed the joint back to Jimmy Dee.


  He lay down on her bed. “Oh. Chauncey St. Amant’s, I guess. Well, la-di-da. Aren’t you… too much… too soon … to know.”


  “Guess what, Dee-Dee? I’ve got a date tonight. Eat your heart out, darlin’.”


  He sat up. “With a man?”


  “A big one.”


  “Ooooohhhh. Be still, my heart. And what are we going to wear, my dainty darling?”


  Handing the joint back to Skip, he leaped up and opened the closet. She took another little toke while Jimmy Dee surveyed her wardrobe. He came out looking bemused.


  “Not spending that giant salary on clothes, I see.”


  “I guess I haven’t got anything, huh?”


  He gave her a wicked look. “No, but I have.”


  ”Dee-Dee! Since when have you been into drag? Anyway, we wouldn’t wear the same size, you runt.”


  “Don’t I know it, Your Bigness.” He took the joint and left like a small sirocco. By day, Dee-Dee worked for one of the city’s stuffier law firms, causing secretaries to swoon and partners’ wives to introduce him to eligibles. Skip knew the swish act was strictly to amuse her, whom he considered a project. He felt she was deeply depressed and probably wouldn’t survive without his antics; he told her so roughly three times a week. She wondered if he wasn’t the one who was depressed, or at least one of the ones, but deep down, she knew he was probably right. She needed him.


  She folded up the sofa bed, getting more and more stoned as she waited for him. He was like Tolliver, she thought. He kept his private life private, indeed. Hardly anyone knew for sure he was gay.


  He burst back into the room, throwing her an oversize black sweater with some sort of abstract metallic design on it. “I found it in the bathroom after Carnival. Don’t ask,” he said.


  She held it up and stared in the mirror. “It’s not really my style.”


  He held his hand to his forehead. “Thank Gawd!”


  “What do I wear it with? The gabardine pants?”


  “Oh, Skip, Skip, Skip, what would you do without me?


  With jeans, darlin’, with jeans! And sweetheart, a favor, okay? Don’t wear your jogging shoes.” He turned to go.


  “Dee-Dee, wait a minute.”


  “What, do I have to do your hair too?”


  “Do you know Tolliver Albert?”


  He looked puzzled. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”


  “Good-looking. Runs an antique store on Royal.”


  “Mmmmm. Maybe we should meet. That is, if he’s under twenty-three.”


  “I want to know if he’s gay. Can you ask around?”


  “Is that who you’ve got a date with, little one? You fruit fly!” The door closed behind him, and Skip, as usual after one of his performances, doubled over laughing.


  It wasn’t only from the clowning either. Dee-Dee’s controlled substances were always of the highest quality. She felt floaty and fine. Normally she took showers, but tonight a bubble bath seemed in order. That way she could play with the bubbles.


  It was seven-forty when she stepped in front of the mirror in the black sweater, which really was quite chic, a pair of tight jeans (due to certain circumstances, she didn’t own any other kind), and her one pair of all-wrong brown heels. Well, hell, at least they were unobtrusive, and she didn’t have a choice—she’d promised Dee-Dee she wouldn’t wear her jogging shoes.


  There was time to walk—should she? Yes, definitely. She was still a little stoned. She’d trip lightly over the pavement like a dancing hippo from Fantasia.


  She stepped out the door and locked it. She heard a step, just one, behind her, but it was too close. She started to whirl around, light as a hippo, but never got past the intention stage. The thought of whirling flitted in and out like lightning before the back of her head exploded. She sank to her knees, holding on to the doorknob.


  The light was hellish. No way she could sleep anymore. She could remember voices, when some people had found her, and being lifted into a vehicle and brought to the hospital. She knew she was at a hospital, she even knew which one. It would be Charity (because nearly all the city’s accident cases went there), and she would be in a tiny room marked “Trauma 7,” where they took the closed-head injuries and where she had once spent a grisly hour or so with a victim who wouldn’t let go of her hand. (That is, she’d be there unless she had an open-head injury, but she couldn’t remember any blood being mopped up.) Okay. She wasn’t unconscious (though she wanted very much to sleep some more); she wasn’t even disoriented. She knew exactly where she should be—only she wasn’t.


  This wasn’t Trauma 7, with its almost cheerful clutter. This place was too white, too stark, and she was moving; her whole body was on some kind of track, moving through a white arch. And it was so terribly cold here.


  “Skip? Skip, can you hear me?” It was a woman in a white coat—doctor, nurse, or technician.


  “This isn’t Charity.”


  “Yes, it is. You’re fine. You’re okay. We’re just doing a CT scan to make sure there’s no bleeding and no fracture.”


  Fracture! There probably was one, the way it hurt. She realized the pain was what was making her so sleepy—or not the pain itself, but the need to get away from it. Okay, enough of that. She knew that phrase “extreme drowsiness,” and what it meant with head injuries. It meant “serious,” maybe even “life-threatening.” This wasn’t that kind of injury. She concentrated on waking up.


  The white-coated woman said, “It looks fine. We’re going to do a couple of other evaluations—neurology and ophthalmology—and then I think we can send you home.”


  They sent her back to Trauma 7 first and left her there for a long time. At least she was warmer there.


  A man popped his head in. “Skip? I’m Dr. Saul. How’re you feeling?”


  “What’s your first name?”


  He looked confused. “Uh—Gilbert. Why?”


  “I’m feeling fine, Gilbert.”


  He looked even more mixed-up. God! She thought, I wonder if you have to have an IQ in three figures to get through medical school. “There’s—um—someone here to see you. Do you feel—?”


  The man couldn’t seem to recover from having his title stripped off—or maybe he was always a wimp. Being the daughter of a doctor—to her mind, the consummate phony—she hadn’t a moment’s patience with anyone in the profession. Damn, her head hurt. Maybe the visitor was her father. Would they have notified next of kin? Oh, God, of all people she didn’t want to see. “Who is it?” she said.


  But too late. A face appeared over Gilbert’s shoulder. A handsome Irish face, the face of a pushy cop who didn’t mind shouldering his way through sacred medical bastions and into trauma rooms where he had no business.


  She said, “Oh, shit. Not you.”


  O’Rourke said, “We were worried about you, Langdon. Silly of us, wasn’t it? You got a hard head.”


  Gilbert fled.


  “I think it was real sweet. Where’s Joe?” She could have bitten back the last two words the moment she said them—maybe she was just falling into their little Mutt-and-Jeff trap. Oh, face it, you’re already in too deep to get out. The reality was, she’d love to see Joe right now.


  “On his way.”


  “Would you mind leaving me alone for a little while?”


  “I just wanted to be sure you’re your usual bitchy self.” He turned and left. She heard his quick angry steps retreating and thought, What’s wrong with him? But she knew what it was. She had hurt his feelings.


  Goddamn! Why was she supposed to nursemaid some asshole who was nothing but nasty to her while her head hurt like this? She wanted to drift off again, but out of stubbornness—O’Rourke would have said bitchiness—she stayed awake.


  Several centuries later, after sessions with the neurologist and the ophthalmologist, she was given a final evaluation and sent home, with instructions: Come back if she suffered vomiting, noticed the famous extreme drowsiness, or had trouble moving her extremities. And have someone wake her every hour to make sure she was properly oriented. Oh, great. Who? she thought. O’Rourke?


  He was waiting with Tarantino to take her home. Tarantino hugged her, giving her a sustaining whiff of that comforting male smell they all had. She had wondered sometimes if it was a pheromone but thought it couldn’t be; it relaxed instead of aroused. “You okay?”


  “Pretty much. It still hurts, but you can’t do anything for it. Can’t drink. Can’t take codeine or anything. Only aspirin.”


  “Concussion?”


  “Yeah, but that’s all. No fracture.”


  “We’ll take you home, okay? I’ll get the car.”


  She was left with O’Rourke for a few minutes. Did that mean anything? If they were really Mutt-and-Jeffing her, surely they would have had enough sense to have Joe stay with her. In her weakened condition, there was no telling what she might say. She wanted to lean on someone large and strong, but certainly not on Frank O’Rourke. He said, “Langdon, you better sit down.” But where they were standing, in the waiting room part of the emergency setup, every seat was already taken. O’Rourke made no move to find her a vacant one, no move to help her stand.


  “I’m fine,” said Skip, and forced herself not to sink against a wall.


  In the car, he said, “What happened, Langdon?”


  “Hey,” said Joe. “Come on. Lay off.”


  “I just asked what happened.”


  “Leave her alone. Can’t you see the poor kid feels like a dog’s breakfast?”


  What had happened? She was trying to make up her mind whether to drive or walk to the Bon Ton … “Oh, no!”


  Joe said, “What is it, Skip? You feel sick?”


  “I had a date!”


  “Your date clobbered you?”


  “No! I stood him up. Oh, no!”


  “Yeah, well, don’t tell anybody,” said O’Rourke. “They might take you out of the Social Register.”


  “I’m not in the goddamn Social Register!”


  Joe said, “Leave her alone, okay?” To Skip, “Here we are. Frank’ll walk you up while I park.”


  “No!” She flung herself out of the car and raced to her doorway, but it was no good. O’Rourke was behind her. She’d run only a few steps, but she was dizzy from the effort.


  O’Rourke said, “Easy,” and put an arm around her.


  Without a word, even to protest the offending arm around her waist, she unlocked the door and started up the stairs. O’Rourke dropped the arm.


  In her own apartment she hesitated, unwilling to turn on the light. Jimmy Dee could see it from the slave quarters where he lived in relative splendor. He might pop over smoking a joint as usual. But surely he wouldn’t—he’d assume she’d brought her date home. While she was still debating, O’Rourke flipped the switch himself. Skip had hung up her suit but left her pantyhose on the floor, where she’d thrown them in disgust. Thank God, she thought, she had made up the damn bed. She swooped down to get the pantyhose, dislodging something, it felt like. Something cranial.


  “Ow.” She got up slowly and checked her message machine. Three messages. Two more than usual, considering Jimmy Dee checked in now and then; but he wouldn’t have tonight. So three more than usual. They’d all be from Steve, and they’d be increasingly angry. She certainly wasn’t going to play them for O’Rourke’s amusement. Instead, she merely ignored him. He could sit down or not, she didn’t give a damn. As for her, she did; on the sofa, and dialed Cookie Lamoreaux’s number. Steve answered.


  “Steve. Skip. Listen, I’m really—”


  The click was loud, so loud O’Rourke had to have heard it. As she hung up, he said, “So who whacked you, Langdon?”


  “I didn’t see anyone. I was locking my door.”


  He shook his head in disgust. “You sure you went to the academy? Or did they just sneak you in the back door?”


  “Could I ask you something, O’Rourke? Why do you hate me?” She thought he could not have looked more surprised if he’d been the one who got clobbered.


  “I don’t—” He stopped, and she knew he’d started to say he didn’t hate her, but he couldn’t because he did.


  Maybe it was the head injury, or rather, the lost inhibitions caused by the injury, but she knew she’d hit it. He and Tarantino weren’t pulling something on her, and it wasn’t a case of simple dislike, as Duby suggested. Frank O’Rourke really hated her; she thought he hadn’t even caught on to it himself till right now.


  The doorbell rang, and he let Joe in, not out of consideration, she was sure, but to avoid having to face her and her stark accusation. She didn’t let up. As Joe’s heavy steps pounded up the stairs, she said, “What have I ever done to you?”


  She thought his ruddy complexion lightened up, but she couldn’t be sure.


  Joe stood at the threshold. He said again, “You okay?” She nodded. “We gotta talk a few minutes.”


  She realized he was waiting for her to ask him in. It was an effort, but she smiled, “Come in, Joe.” The moment with O’Rourke was lost.


  Though her head throbbed and she wanted nothing more than to lie down, she let the two men have the sofa, while she sat in her director’s chair.


  O’Rourke said, “This has got something to do with the case, doesn’t it?”


  “My getting hit? I don’t know. I told you—I didn’t see who did it.”


  “Langdon, the people who found you were pretty shocked to find a gun in your purse. Your wallet was there too. Did you count your money?”


  “No.”


  “Do it now.”


  “No.”


  “Goddammit, you’re impeding a murder investigation.” As if she wasn’t a cop.


  “Leave my house, please.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m talking about your rudeness and disrespect.”


  For once O’Rourke looked confused; for a split second he wasn’t his usual arrogant self. He said, “Joe?”


  “Skip’s upset. Why don’t I stay with her awhile?”


  “We came in your car. How am I gonna get back to the damn hospital?”


  Tarantino stared him full in the face. “Walk, maybe. It might cool you off.”


  O’Rourke stomped out of the apartment and down the uncarpeted stairs like a herd of buffalo.


  Tarantino turned to Skip. “Like I said. Sometimes the bastard even gets me upset.”


  “He hates me.”


  “Yeah, he really does. But don’t take it personally.”


  Even through the pain, that struck Skip as funny. She started to laugh but found that made the ache worse and stopped, rubbing her head. Catching Joe’s eye, she saw he looked hurt.


  He said, “You know, this is pretty hard for me—with you guys hating each other like this.”


  “Do I provoke it, Joe? Do I even react to it nine-tenths of the time? All I fucking well do is refuse to take any more abuse every third day or so.” Her voice rose with every word; and as it did, the throbbing increased. She ended with a moan.


  “Oh, poor baby,” said Joe, in a voice that bespoke years of tending children. “Let me get you something.” He went into the kitchen, gasped when the skitter of roaches began, and opened the refrigerator.


  While he poked around, Skip tried Steve again. This time no answer.


  Tarantino came back popping the top from a Diet Coke, which he thrust into her hand. “Drink this.”


  “Do you have kids, Joe?”


  “Two.”


  “I thought so. Does Frank?”


  “One. A little girl.”


  “I pity the poor child.”


  Tarantino hunched his shoulders in frustration. “He’s got problems, Skip. I can’t tell you any more. I’m sorry.”


  She leaned over and covered his hand with hers. “Listen, thanks for being on my side just now.”


  “Ahhh—he pissed me off.”


  Skip picked up her purse and counted her money. “Yeah, it’s all here. I didn’t mind counting, I just didn’t want to be ordered to count—you know what I mean?”


  “Sure.”


  “So if I wasn’t robbed, I must have been hit because of something to do with the case—is that your theory?”


  Tarantino nodded. “We think you know more than you’re telling.”


  “I do. I just wanted to hang on to it awhile—I didn’t want you guys to waltz away with it.”


  “Skip, I swear to you, I’ll see you get the credit you deserve.”


  For a moment she felt the distrust she’d decided to abandon. He kept talking. “You’ve got to come clean for your own safety. It looks simple to me. You know something, somebody knows it, they think you’re the only person who knows it, and they tried to take you out. Have you thought about that? Somebody really tried to kill you.”


  She said nothing, wondering whether it was true.


  “Tell me what you know, kid, okay? Let Uncle Joe get you out of this.”


  “I tried to talk about it, and everybody pissed all over it.”


  “You did?”


  “Remember what I said about the secretary?”


  “That’s all it is?”


  “No, there’s a little bit more, but let me sleep on it. Can we talk tomorrow?”


  “Sure.”


  She followed him to the door, and as she was about to close it, she found herself saying, “Joe? Take me somewhere, will you?”


  She was consumed with guilt for having stood Steve Steinman up. Normally she wasn’t even given to guilt, an emotion she considered wimpy at best and self-destructive at worst. But now she felt it, felt the need to be free of it, like a compulsion.


  On the way to Cookie Lamoreaux’s, Tarantino left her alone with her thoughts. The image of herself popped into her mind, pacing her tiny apartment, holding cold cloths to her head, crying, unable to sleep. I’ll go to Jimmy Dee’s, she thought, knowing she needn’t go through that. But the picture of herself sleeping happily in the vast antique bed in Jimmy Dee’s spare bedroom wouldn’t come. Even here she paced and cried. The image told her what the guilt was—a cover for her loneliness and fear.


  Even through the throbbing, there was satisfaction in that. I always knew guilt was phony. And then: God, what an arrogant bitch!


  The lights were out at Cookie’s rambling old house—an inheritance he couldn’t really afford to maintain. Tarantino said, “You sure you’ll be all right? I’ll wait for you.”


  When Steve Steinman appealed at the door, tugging on a bathrobe so small it was obviously Cookie’s, Skip planted her foot in the doorway. She waved the car away quickly, delivering herself into his near-stranger’s hands.


  “Skip.” He stepped aside to let her in, not looking angry, only puzzled.


  Suddenly she was furious. “You hung up on me!”


  He winced. “I didn’t—”


  “You wouldn’t even let me explain!” To her horror she was suddenly blubbering, crying her eyes out, her chest heaving so hard she felt she would vomit up her lungs, her liver, whatever was in there, by a kind of bellows action of the diaphragm. The physical part was agony, but almost nothing compared with the embarrassment. The more embarrassed she felt, the harder she cried.


  Steve stopped struggling with the robe and put his arms around her. She felt bare skin—he wore only briefs under the robe.


  “It’s okay,” he said. “Let it all out.” He didn’t know that if she did, she’d have no internal organs left.


  She held on to the robe, a blue terry cloth one, grabbing bits of the fabric in her fists, steadying herself so she wouldn’t fall, and he began to stroke her hair. She tried to move in time, to avoid the inevitable, but she wasn’t quick enough. As he touched the injured spot, she cried out and flung her head, connecting with his chin. She heard his teeth snap together.


  He said, “What is it? What is it, Skip?” and then he caught on. “You got hit.”


  She nodded, unable to speak yet. Finally the heaving stopped and she rested her head on his shoulder. He maneuvered her to a sofa. “I’ll get you some brandy.”


  “No. And I was right before—I should never have given you any. Oh, God, it hurts. Did it hurt you this much?”


  “I don’t think so. I’m so tall I’m kind of hard to hit.”


  “I’m sorry I couldn’t call. Someone found me and sent me to Charity. I’ve been there all night. To tell you the truth, I forgot for a while—that I was on my way to meet you.”


  “I should have known. I thought it was the damn job—”


  “You couldn’t have known I got hit.”


  “I mean—that it was something you couldn’t help.”


  “But if it had been the ‘damn job,’ that would have been something I couldn’t help.”


  “Look, it’s not really that. I was just upset. I guess I was afraid you wouldn’t come and I had more invested in seeing you than I thought.”


  She stared at him, looked for signs of lying or insincerity. He said, “What’s wrong?”


  “Did you really mean that?”


  “Of course. Why not?”


  She started to cry again. “It’s so sweet.” But she wasn’t crying out of sentimentality. She was crying for herself, because she wouldn’t dare to say a thing like that. He held her again.


  “How’s your head?” she said finally.


  Automatically his hand went to his own injury. He grinned. “Still hurts.”


  “That’s what I was afraid of.”


  “Listen, Skip, stay with me tonight. Let me take care of you.”


  “Stay with you?” She wasn’t sure what he was asking, and sex seemed out of the question to her.


  “Just let me be sure you’re all right. Cookie has a million bedrooms—and he’s not using any of them tonight.”


  “Well, there’s one thing. I do need to be waked up every hour.”


  “That’s why you came, you bitch. You’re just using me.”


  He sounded furious, and she wasn’t thinking fast, but in a moment it came to her that he was joking. She said simply, “Yes.”


  “Okay, it worked. Do you know Cookie’s cousin Camilla?”


  “Oh, sure. Little blond from St. Francisville.”


  “You can have her room. Cookie left it made up since she was his only Carnival guest who didn’t fuck a stranger every night—or at least an old friend. Except for me, I mean—I was at your house with a headache.”


  “One night anyway,” said Skip, and allowed herself to be led up the stairs.


  Steve brought her a T-shirt and left her. She heard him brush his teeth, and then heard a tap on her door. He entered without being asked. “You okay?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  In the darkness he crossed over to the bed. “You can use my toothbrush if you like.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Good night.” He bent to give her a good-night kiss.


  As he moved away, kiss accomplished, she seized his face and held it. Without making a decision, she pulled it back toward hers. As they kissed, she let his face go, moved her hands to his shoulders, embracing him in earnest.


  He whispered, “Your head. We’ll hurt your head.”


  She didn’t answer. She didn’t feel the pain as they made love, didn’t feel anything except searing need, not so much for him, Steve Steinman, as not to be alone, to be reassured, to do something to prove to herself she was still alive, she was going to be all right. Afterward she hated herself for her neediness and moved to the other side of the bed.


  He woke her up in an hour, as promised, and made love to her again, this time his idea. She was sleepy and hurt. He took time to arouse her, to make her want him, to get back what she had taken from him, and she was grateful. He had evened the score. And this time she felt close to him, was glad to be with him rather than just someone.


Siblings


  1


  ONCE AGAIN STARING at the ceiling fan, still for the winter, Marcelle felt the tears sliding down her face. André had pointed to the tomb and said, “Mommy, are they really going to put Poppy in there?” and she wished she hadn’t taken him to the funeral. He was too young to know about death, to have to experience it the way grown-ups did. But she didn’t want him to be left out. She wanted him to be an active, participating, wanted member of the family, not someone on the fringes. She’d miscalculated this time, though. She’d done it wrong. He had clung to her, and later he had nightmares.


  Yesterday, in the end, they hadn’t had time for pain perdu, and she had to give him cereal. Today she’d make the pain perdu. Then she’d take him to day care and then she’d go to Uncle Tolliver’s to apply for a job.


  She sat up, smiling. The tears were gone. She actually felt … happy. Wasn’t that what this feeling was? It felt light, strange, too good to be true. What was it? Relief that her father’s funeral was over? Or could it really be the first tiny green shoots of happiness?


  “Mommy! Mommy!” First the terrible clatter of feet, then the squirmy torpedo on her lap.


  “André Pandré! Good morning!”


  “Can we do something fun today?”


  “Of course. You were such a good boy yesterday. So brave, like a great big boy. We can do anything you want.”


  “Mommy, I’m glad Ma-Mère was there. She held my hand—you know—when they did that to Poppy. But she was so sad.”


  She stroked the small wriggly back. “I know, honey. We were all sad.” The tears came back with the word.


  “I didn’t know you could die before your mother and father.”


  She held him close and rocked him, crying again, but hoping he wasn’t. “Oh, honey, you can’t, usually. We just got very, very unlucky in our family. It won’t happen to you, sweetheart. I promise.”


  “I wish it would, Mommy. I don’t want you to die first.”


  “Honey, look at me.” Oh, no, don’t, I’m crying. He couldn’t, the way she was holding him.


  “Mommy, I can’t. Let me go.”


  “Okay, but first pull my hair.”


  “Pull your hair?”


  “Uh-huh. Pull as hard as you can.”


  He pulled. “Ouch,” she said, and released him. “You know why I wanted you to do that?”


  “No.”


  “So you could know I’m really here. And I’m not going anywhere. Okay? I’m not going to die, and you’re not going to die. Do you believe that?”


  “I guess so.” He wasn’t convinced. She could kick herself for taking him to the damned funeral.


  You had to use stale bread for pain perdu, and it was never a problem finding any in Marcelle’s house. She soaked some slices in milk and eggs, with a little sugar and vanilla, then fried them to a gorgeous gold. Sweeping them triumphantly onto a plate, she called, “André!”


  As the small feet pounded, she dusted her creation with cinnamon and powdered sugar. She poured milk as André sat down. Without even looking at his plate, he picked up the glass and drank half the milk. Then, big eyes staring up at her, milk mustache still in place, he said, “Could I have some Freakies?”


  “Sweetie, we’re having pain perdu this morning.”


  “But I don’t like this stuff.”


  “You liked it last time I made it.”


  “Did not.”


  “André, you like it. Don’t you remember?”


  “It’s yucky.”


  “Just try a little, okay?”


  “No!”


  “Come on, just a little.” She speared some with a fork and held it to his mouth. He pushed the fork away, dislodging the small piece of French toast, dropping it into his lap.


  “My pajamas! You got my pajamas dirty!” He got up and ran from the table, feet pounding back to his room.


  I’ve got to get a carpet for that fucking hallway. She sat down and started to eat the pain perdu herself, but the powdered sugar stuck like sawdust in her throat.


  André came back with no pants, wearing only a forest green long-sleeved T-shirt, looking like a cherub. “You can’t have Freakies,” she said. “You’ve had them three times this week. How about some shredded wheat?”


  “I hate shredded wheat.”


  “André, won’t you just try a little bit of the pain perdu?”


  “No!” He took off again.


  Should she give him the Freakies? She had to admit that she would have if he hadn’t refused the damned pain perdu. But now she’d said no. Could she go back on her no? Wouldn’t that give him all the power?


  She went into her bedroom and picked out a deep blue sweater to go with tight, tapered black pants. It was hard to know what to wear the week your father died. All black seemed melodramatic, but she didn’t feel up to bright colors yet.


  By the time she had her makeup on, she had the answer to the breakfast question. She went to find André’s jeans. “Let’s try these, sport.” She helped him step into a pair of underpants, then the jeans. “You hungry?”


  “I want Freakies!”


  “How about an Egg McMuffin?”


  “Oh, boy! Can we really?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “And then what? Can we go to the zoo?”


  “Sweetie, I have to be somewhere this morning.” I wish.


  “You said we could do something fun!”


  Oh, God, she had said that. She’d completely forgotten she had other plans—it was so goddamn rare. “I know I did, sweetie. I just forgot I had to do this other thing. Tomorrow we’ll go to the zoo. I promise.”


  Without warning, the little face twisted and collapsed. He threw his arms around her legs, screaming. “You promised! You promised!”


  “André, for heaven’s sake, we’ll do it tomorrow.” She tried to pry the curled fingers away, but André held tight.


  “Mommy, you promised!”


  Fury rose up in her. Why couldn’t he let her be, today of all days? Why did he have to pick this one to be clingy? The only day in his short life that she’d actually had something to do other than screw?


  She pulled him off her, tugging hard, all the gentleness used up. She practically dragged him to the car, drove him to the nearest McDonald’s, and left him screaming while she got his Egg McMuffin. She thrust the McDonald’s bag into the hands of the day-care attendant. “When he stops crying, give him this, will you? He hasn’t had breakfast.”


  She left André with his hands outstretched, screaming, “Mommy! Mommy!” as if he was panicked within an inch of his life.


  She hadn’t gone two blocks before she thought, I wonder if they have a microwave? His breakfast’ll be cold. Should she stop somewhere and get him a doughnut? No. She couldn’t go back there—he’d never let her get away. Why did he have to behave this way? Why? Today, of all days? It was as if he knew she was about to get a job—to do something that would take her away from him. He could be so devious sometimes. But it wouldn’t work—she was going to do what she had to anyway. He couldn’t stop her.


  The tight feeling in her throat that had been constricting a little more by the second had developed into a hard knot of pain. Suddenly she knew what was about to happen and she pulled over just in time. Sobs poured out of her—great, wracking sobs that convulsed her body.


  When she could drive again, she went home, repaired her makeup, and drove purposefully toward the Quarter, amazed at her own resolve.


  Uncle Tolliver looked haggard and rumpled, not quite his dapper self. But none of us are ourselves this week. She wondered if the makeup had really disguised the swelling around her eyes.


  She tried her best, widest (and today, phoniest) smile. “Hello, Uncle Tolliver.”


  “What are you doing here?” His face was gray and his shoulders slumped forward, making his chest hollow in a way Marcelle had never noticed before.


  “I—uh—gosh, you don’t seem glad to see me.”


  “I’m a little busy, that’s all.”


  Marcelle glanced quickly around, confused. There was only one other person in the shop, a man with his back to them, fingering some china. “Maybe I should come back another time.”


  “No, honey. What is it?” He looked suddenly alert. “Your mama’s all right?”


  “Fine.” She didn’t know that. She hadn’t called Bitty.


  “Does Henry need something?” He rubbed his head, preoccupied, intimidating.


  “No. It’s nothing. I’ll come back.” Horribly embarrassed, she started to leave, knowing she wouldn’t come back; she’d never have the nerve. She had thought he’d receive her warmly, take her in the back, give her tea, sit her down for a chat.


  He called her back. “Marcelle, what is it, honey?” His voice was irritated, the voice parents use with tiresome children.


  She had her back to him now, and the male shopper had come into focus—he was Dulles Moorehead, with whom she’d spent a hideous night of frustrated passion about three months ago. She could see Dulles’s pathetic penis now, pink and shriveled on his blubbery belly. Marcelle prided herself on arousal techniques—a person who slept with as many drunks as she did had had to learn quite a few—but Dulles proved impervious to her best efforts, and only his snoring had persuaded her to give up.


  The night with Dulles may have been the worst in her career as a wild creature of the night—in the top ten anyway. There was the time Conley Butterfield had called her tarantula cunt, and the encounter with the two guys from Houma who thought she was going to take them both on. And of course Hilly Jordan throwing up in her bed. But the memory of Dulles’s worthless anatomy had more than once passed unhappily into her consciousness, sometimes with titles: “Moby’s Dick,” “Watermelon With Worm,” “Tadpole on a Field of White.” She had actually thought of trying to paint it, so vivid was it, and so poignant, it seemed to her. But she could not paint, and remembering that, she recalled, to her surprise, how much she wanted the thing she had come for. It was like her at this point to blurt it out, lose track of what she wanted, go into that beloved numbed-out state she lived in.


  That wasn’t happening now, she didn’t know why. She felt alert, alive, much more so than was comfortable. She felt a sudden tension in her lower belly and a quickening in her genitals, a concrete, sexual excitement that she knew was desire, need. She felt her resolve return, go coursing through her like a vitamin.


  She could walk forward, to Dulles Moorehead, metaphor for impotence, and for her life. Or she could turn back to Uncle Tolliver and ask for what she wanted and needed more than anything she could think of. In that instant, it all seemed clear as an alpine lake.


  “Uncle Tolliver, I want to ask you a favor.” She heard her voice, fresh, crisp, optimistic. “I mean, not a favor. I really think I could be an asset to you.”


  He looked as if he was in pain, as if he wished he were anywhere but here. But Marcelle wasn’t about to stop now. She heard her own voice start to sell herself, and the sound was so novel she felt detached from it. But not from the desire. She was firmly, single-mindedly, fixed on that right now. She was wanting in a naked, abandoned way that felt like destiny. “I’d like to help you in the shop, Uncle Tolliver. You know, I was a docent at the museum for a few months and I’ve had some art appreciation courses. I thought I could take some more … I’ll do anything to learn the business. I just… want a chance.” She was speaking in little bursts, running out of breath, because now fear had started to replace desire. Her heart fluttered, her throat had started to close.


  “Are you asking me for a job?” He practically yelled. He sounded furious.


  Too intimidated to answer, she managed only a nod.


  “Marcelle, I can’t deal with this now.” He turned and disappeared into the bowels of the shop.


  “Marcelle? Marcelle, is that you?” Dulles Moorehead was headed toward her, about to kiss her on the cheek.


  She winced only slightly as he did so, pulling herself together, becoming once more the perfectly oiled little manners machine she had been all her years with Bitty and Chauncey. “Hey, Dulles. How’re you doing?”


  He held both her hands in an utterly fake gesture of sympathy. “I’m sorry about your daddy.”


  “Thanks, Dulles. It was a shock to all of us.” Hating the well-bred android mouthing the expected clichés.


  “What are you doing with yourself, Marcelle?”


  “Oh, same old thing, you know how it is, Dulles. How’s Amy?” Amy was his wife.


  “She’s fine. Just fine.” His chins wobbled as he widened his phony smile. His little pig eyes fixed hers. He whispered, “I’d like to see you again. Sometime when I’m not so drunk.”


  “We’ll just have to see about that.” This line delivered with a spirited toss of the head; now she was a fragrant magnolia machine. “’Bye now.”


  She undulated out, as the role required, and once on the sidewalk made a face. “Ichhhh!” she said aloud, causing a tourist couple in matching canvas hats to give her a wide berth.


  Dulles had flipped her back into neutral, into the automatic mode she’d run on during the wake and funeral—during most of her life—but it didn’t last. By the time she reached her car, she was deep in depression.


  Instinctively, she knew what she needed to soothe it—water. She drove to the West End, out onto the pier, and watched the wind churn the lake. It was overcast again, and very windy, so that waves were regularly smacking the retaining wall, each time sending up an exuberant surge of spray. Every time a wave hit, Marcelle jumped a little, excited; it was something else getting hit, not she.


  She was horribly embarrassed at having asked for something so obviously out of the question that it had actually made Tolliver angry. She honestly hadn’t known she was quite as hopeless as his reaction indicated, and the knowledge was paralyzing. What was the point of taking courses? Of hoping for anything of her own? Clearly she wasn’t going to get it, and she might as well live off her trust fund and call it a day.


  That was probably the long and short of it, but she felt an overwhelming bewilderment too. Uncle Tolliver had never treated her so perfunctorily. Never. But of course she’d never asked him for anything. Had she been invisible to him too?


  “’Marcelle, could you get Tom Sawyer for us? It’s time for Henry’s chapter.”


  Bitty read to Henry every night, though he was the older one, while Marcelle would play on the floor with her dolls, listening, pretending she didn’t care. She was mixed up about the painkiller Tom gave the cat. Surely he didn’t do it out of meanness and yet, that was what the story made it sound like.


  “Was the kitty sick?” she asked.


  Henry said, “This is my book. You don’t get to listen to it.”


  Bitty had gone on reading, as if she hadn’t asked the question.


  She didn’t know what she was doing. She didn’t have any idea. But I do. And my child is never going to feel like that. Never!


  She would rather die today than go to her grave knowing she had ignored her child the way Bitty had, hadn’t been any better a mother than her own mother, hadn’t learned a damn thing by a bad example. Rather die? She’d rather André die. He was the most important thing in her life and she wasn’t going to forget it, ever again, even for a moment. The hell with Tolliver, and the hell with her stupid idea. As she backed up and turned around, she mentally thanked the lake for its restorative powers.


  She felt wonderful, liberated, by the time she got back to the day-care center. Her step was light, she was smiling. André and another boy were building a giant fort with Legos.


  “André? Mommy’s back.”


  “Hi, Mom. I’m building a fort.” He looked up at her, then at his fort, showing off.


  “I see, sweetheart. Guess what? Mommy’s got the rest of the day free. We can go to the zoo now.”


  André stared at the floor, looking heartbroken. Was he still angry with her?


  “André, I’m sorry we couldn’t go this morning. But we can go now. We’ll have just as much fun; I promise. Guess what, honey, we can take a boat. There’s a real boat that sails down the river right to the zoo.”


  It would mean driving downtown again, all the way to Riverwalk, but she owed that to André after walking out on him.


  André still stared at the floor. “Don’t want to go now.”


  “Of course you do, honey. They have white alligators, darlin’—-baby ones that somebody found in a bayou. Hardly any kids in the world have ever seen a white alligator, and you can see a whole bunch of them.”


  André didn’t answer. She took his wrist as a signal he should come with her. He didn’t rise. He shouted, “No!”


  “André, come on!”


  “No!”


  She pulled him up now, and saw that he was crying. “Honey, please don’t yell at Mommy.” She didn’t deserve to be yelled at. She was being a good mother now. This morning she’d been a bad mother, but how much did André have to punish her for that?


  He stood there sobbing, looking as if he’d just been told his daddy was going off to war. She picked him up and carried him out to the car.


  
2


  “Hollandaise and creamed spinach?”


  “Yes ma’am.”


  The woman wrinkled her face up.


  Her husband said, “Oh, try it, Marilyn. Be adventurous for once.”


  They had New York accents that sounded like a fingernail on a blackboard in the sweet southern morning.


  “The soft-shelled crab wasn’t enough?” She turned to Henry. “The thing looked like a giant spider. Right on the plate. You wouldn’t believe how disgusting…”


  He forced a smile. “Perhaps Madame would prefer an omelet?” He said “Modomme” instead of “Maddum”— the tips were bigger that way. Sometimes he even did a phony French accent.


  “Well, I’ll have the Eggs Sardou,” said the husband, smug in his solitary adventurousness.


  “You’ll have a triple bypass too.” To Henry, “Could I just get some fresh fruit?”


  You don’t come to Brennan’s for fresh fruit, idiot. You come to clog your arteries and die.


  He had dreamed of death last night. He was in the cemetery again, and they were going to open the family vault. Chauncey was already in there, it wasn’t for Chauncey. It was for Bitty. Even this morning, in the bustle of the restaurant, he felt the shroud of sadness from the dream drop over him again. The casket was there, like Chauncey’s, ready to be entombed. He couldn’t stand it. He wasn’t going to let them bury Bitty. He was going to save her, take her away. He opened the casket to get her out and saw that it was all right. It wasn’t Bitty in there but himself.


  He’d been afraid he was going to continue missing Chauncey, be sorry he was dead after all. But the feeling was gone now. The dream showed it. Chauncey was dead in the dream, and yet it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter at all, had nothing to do with the plot, and Chauncey had nothing to do with their lives anymore.


  “Watch it, son!” Another waiter, carrying a tray full of Ramos fizzes, sidestepped him skillfully.


  At the funeral he felt he needed to be with Bitty and had stuck to her like an old retainer. To his regret, he’d only briefly been able to see the only relatives he could stand besides his mother—his paternal grandparents, Poppoo and Mommoo. Or Pa-Pére and Ma-Mére, as stupid Marcelle, eternal Doris Do-Right, still called them. As soon as he was old enough to think of it, Henry had Anglicized the nicknames, which seemed too fancy and not at all to fit his down-to-earth grandparents. The names had been Chauncey’s idea, a salute to the St. Amant heritage, for once.


  Before Henry and Marcelle were born, Bitty’s mother, Merrie Mac Mayhew, had inherited a friendly old house in Covington, on the Bogue Falaya River, large enough to accommodate the rambunctious and numerous MacDuff clan in the sticky summer months. Bitty had spent summers there as a child, and after Merrie Mac died, her father gave it to her. Bitty and Henry and Marcelle spent most of every summer there, leaving Chauncey to work at the bank. He joined them on weekends, and every now and then Geegaw, Henry’s Grandfather Mayhew, did as well. Mommoo and Poppoo were there most of the time.


  Henry had loved those summers. In those days, as soon as you got off the causeway you were in the woods. Covington was a place of pines and sycamores and magnolias bigger than you could imagine, so that standing outside was like being in a high-ceilinged, earth-smelling room. Merrie Mac’s house creaked with character and old age. It had a pointed roof, front porch with swing, side yard, and sleeping porch with screens.


  One day Henry had said: “Want to go down to the river, Poppoo?”


  His grandfather answered without missing a beat: “Sure, Kiddoo.” From that time on, neither of them called the other anything else.


  Remembering Poppoo and Mommoo, Henry slammed an empty tray down, drawing stares from his colleagues. What made him angry was that Chauncey had no excuse for being the kind of father he was. Poppoo and Mommoo were the salt of the earth, polar opposites of anyone else he knew. Simple folk. Poppoo was an accountant, Mommoo just a grandma. Poppoo spent every day with Henry while Mommoo cooked and Bitty mooned about. Mommoo would make a big pot of gumbo, or boil up some shrimp, and they would all eat outside. Every night was a picnic; every day was peaceful as the river itself.


  Poppoo was a big, dark, gentle man who would fish all day and bring his prizes back to Bitty as if they were piscine keys to heaven. Both of them adored her, Mommoo and Poppoo, and adored Chauncey too.


  Poppoo would say, “How are things at the bank, Chauncey? Shaping them up over there?”


  “Things are fine, Dad,” Chauncey would answer, and Poppoo would address someone else, “Chauncey’s a golden boy, the boy with everything. He’s a leader, always was. Always had the best grades, always the best in sports.”


  Chauncey would smile. “I knew I’d better be.”


  Poppoo would cuff him on the arm and they’d both laugh. Poppoo treated Chauncey like a prince, made him feel like a king who could conquer the world. All summer Poppoo would tell stories about his golden son, the apple of his eye.


  “We had this ol’ worthless Irish setter named Murphy, used to do nothin’ but come in the house and scratch fleas all day. Chauncey wadn’t but a little fella, hardly in the first grade, when he brings home this picture he drew of ol’ Murphy. I swear, I couldn’t believe a six-year-old had done it—looked like a professional piece of work it was so good. But I didn’t let on ’cause I had me a plan. I said, ‘Chauncey, you know, that dudn’t quite look like ol’ Murf to me. You gotta show him scratchin’. That dog’s always got a flea.’ Little fella looks up at me and says, just as serious as you please, ‘Daddy, where do you think I should put the flea?’


  “I say, ‘Right there. Right there behind the left ear.’ Little fella goes away. When he comes back he’s got a whole new picture and, I swear that dog’s come alive. Chauncey’s got his hind leg up behind his ear, looks like it’s goin’ about a mile a minute. So I say, ‘Chauncey, that’s so good I want to borrow it, take it down to my office, can I do that?’ Chauncey says, ‘Of course, Daddy.’


  “He dudn’t know it, but I been readin’ in the paper about a contest for a scholarship at this art school a lady was startin’ in the Quarter. So I just entered the picture and guess what, it came in second!”


  Bitty, to whom Poppoo was telling the story, made appropriate noises, and then Poppoo said, “I told him, ‘Chauncey, you’ll just have to do better next time.’ He said, ‘But, Daddy, I don’t want to go to art school.’ I said, ‘Sure you do,’ and you know what? Next year I did it again. I entered the contest without tellin’, and that year he won.” He stopped and chuckled. “That Chauncey. Always had to be number one. Nothin’ else was gonna do for my boy.”


  He let a moment go by and then he said, “Turned out he loved that art school. Didn’t you, boy?”


  Chauncey said, “I don’t remember, Dad.”


  Henry flew into a fury every time he thought of the story. He too had brought home a drawing of a dog and Chauncey had said, “Looks like a cat, son. Why don’t you make its ears longer?” Henry was too humiliated ever to show him another picture.


  He picked up the Eggs Sardou and the fruit for the New York couple. The fruit wasn’t the fresh stuff the woman had asked for. He had talked Modomme into Bananas Foster, which she was going to love, and which would put at least two pounds on her and which would get him twice the tip he could expect for an unignited breakfast. He hoped he could pull himself together enough to do the flambé.


  As he lit the rum, Modomme’s eyes lingered lovingly on him, approving, as if he were her own grandson; she was about Mommoo’s age, and she had gray hair as well (though it was sleekly cut instead of frizzed with a home perm).


  Henry made a resolution to call Mommoo and Poppoo, to see them this week. Chauncey had snubbed them. He never invited them anywhere, instead spending his time courting Bitty’s horrible parents. Henry wished they hadn’t had to suffer for Chauncey’s ambition. And that went double for someone else he wished he could call. For LaBelle, the woman Chauncey had treated more ruthlessly even than himself or Bitty or his parents.


  He poured the rum on the bananas. “Bon appetit,” he told the New Yorkers.


Rebellions


  1


  CROSS, HEAD THROBBING, feeling in no shape to work, Skip put on work clothes—a sweater and the beige skirt. At least the ugly shoes went with the damned outfit.


  Her romantic mood had faded in the harsh light of the morning (which wasn’t overcast for once), as Steve set pancakes before her and tried to make her eat them. She had asked him to take her home, but he wouldn’t until he had fed her. Pushy, pushy, pushy.


  Staring at the doughy discs, she thought nostalgically of Claude at the Abbey Bar. Perhaps she simply wasn’t cut out for domesticity. She took a bite and forced herself to swallow.


  Or perhaps this wasn’t the guy for her.


  She didn’t trust him in daylight. He had waked up, rolled over and said, “Stay with me today.”


  “I have to work.”


  “Take me with you.”


  Take him with her! She was a police officer. “You know I can’t do that.”


  “Why not?”


  “Would you want me with you while you were filming?”


  “Sure. I’d film you.” He smoothed her eyebrow with a forefinger.


  “I’m a cop, Steve. I can’t do it.”


  “Can’t do what?”


  “Can’t endanger a civilian. Can’t let myself get distracted.


  Can’t treat this case trivially. It isn’t a movie, it’s real life.” She hated the way she sounded.


  He did too, if the Bronx cheer he emitted was any indication.


  “Sony, I just can’t do it, that’s all.”


  “I understand.”


  She wasn’t sure he did, though, or he wouldn’t have been so insistent. He wasn’t treating her seriously as a professional. She wondered again if it was just her job—the information she could give him, the color—that he was interested in, and not really her at all.


  Come on, Skip. You started this, not him.


  Maybe she was just in a bad mood because of what she had to do this morning. Putting it off as long as possible, she stopped first and got Calvin Hogue’s rap sheet. The guy Jeweldean “did busiess with.” Good—the guy looked like a small-time dealer. That might give her some leverage.


  She dragged herself onto the elevator and went up to see Duby.


  “Skip. Sit down. Are you okay?”


  She shrugged. “Just a concussion. Nothing time won’t take care of.”


  “The guys think the St. Amant killer whacked you—they think you know who it is.”


  “I didn’t know they gave me that much credit.”


  He waved a hand. “Ahhh, they’re just paranoid.”


  “I think I do know something. There’s a woman involved in this, and I can’t find her.”


  She told him everything she knew about LaBelle. When she was done, his expression didn’t change. He didn’t venture an opinion, he didn’t give Skip a back pat. He said, “Are you well enough to work?”


  “Of course.” Though she wasn’t so sure.


  “Find her.”


  “I’m doing my best.”


  “Look, she has to go home sometime. Go back to her apartment and stake it out. Just stay there till you see her go in. It’s that simple.”


  Not so simple for a white woman, she wanted to say, but thought that would sound whiny and unprofessional.


  She said, “Alone?”


  He nodded.


  “Are you going to staff this around the clock?”


  “How many officers do you think I’ve got, goddammit?”


  A one-person stakeout was very unusual. But Duby’s irritation at her second question had told her what was behind it—it wasn’t a matter of being short-staffed. It was a matter of pleasing the chief and doing something with her, even something Duby thought unimportant. She didn’t care. Except for the fact that she found stakeouts a form of hell, there was nothing she’d rather be doing if it meant finding LaBelle.


  She went into homicide to look for Tarantino—to have the promised talk with him. Neither he nor O’Rourke was there, which was fine with her. Her head hurt too much to talk. She left Joe a note.


  She wanted to get to Tremé as soon as possible, on the off chance that LaBelle was still there, sleeping after a hard night plying her trade. But the way Skip’s luck had been running, she didn’t think she would be. So she went home first and changed into jeans, dark sweater and a blue bandanna. She’d still look white and alien, but less like an easy target for rape or robbery.


  Neither LaBelle nor Calvin Hogue answered her ring. LaBelle’s apartment was on the first floor, the center right one, it looked like. She slipped to the right side of the building. Curtains, shades, blinds, or pinned-up sheets covered every window of the first floor—apparently privacy was much prized in this neighborhood. The center apartment had rice-paper curtains, one with a tiny tear near the bottom, about the size of a nickel. Skip found two bricks to stand on and hoisted herself up. If this was LaBelle’s apartment, at least she hadn’t flown the coop. Skip looked into a neat bedroom furnished with a platform bed, made up; ’30s-style dresser, and the usual lamps and tables. A sweater lay on the bed, as if LaBelle had been dressing, changed her mind at the last minute, and rushed out still pulling on whatever garment she’d chosen instead.


  Skip went back to North Villere. The burned-out house was going to have to be her surveillance post. But it was boarded up and removing the boards was bound to draw attention. She circled it, hoping to find a window that couldn’t be seen from the street. When she found it, it was obvious someone had been there before her. Looking in, she saw they were still there—three teenage kids dividing up a haul of ones and fives. Shit! They’d probably just knocked over the corner bar. She could call for backup, but that would draw attention she didn’t need.


  Through the window she said, “Hey, Frito banditos—where’d you get the green stuff?”


  They looked up slowly, cool and aloof as cats. One of them had on an orange T-shirt. He said, “We run a stud service, mama. You want a poke?”


  She held up her badge, “Try again, stud.”


  “Uh—lemonade stand?”


  His two buddies collapsed in giggles.


  “Shut up!”


  Silence.


  “What are your names?”


  “James Guyton.”


  “Albert Tree.”


  Orange-shirt said, “Ralph Leonard.”


  “James. How much money is that?”


  James wore a baseball hat turned backwards. He looked at the floor like the baby he still was. “Eighty-fi’ dollar.”


  “Where’d you get it?”


  “We sold somethin’.”


  “What?”


  “Somethin’.”


  She yelled, “What, goddammit?”


  Ralph said, “Keep quiet, James.” He started to walk toward Skip, who was leaning in the window. She pointed her gun. “Freeze.”


  Ralph stopped and very slowly put his hands up. “Hey. I wadn’t gon’ do nothin’.”


  “Stand back. Okay, who’s got some ID?”


  James Guyton threw her a driver’s license. “Good. You still live at this address?” He nodded. She put the license in her pocket. “Okay, guys, here’s the deal. You’re not going to jail, and you’re keeping the money. If you stole it, mail it back. You’ve got three days. If I hear about any $85 robbery in this neighborhood and the money doesn’t get returned, I’m coming after you. Understand?”


  They nodded, mystified but smart enough to humor an oversized woman with a gun. “If I don’t hear anything, I mail the license back. That’s what I’m doing for you. Now here’s what you’re doing for me. Kick out that window over there, leave through it, and don’t come back.”


  “Then what?” said Albert Tree.


  “Behave yourselves and don’t get in any more trouble.”


  Ralph asked, “That’s it?”


  “That’s it.”


  Without stopping for further conversation, they followed instructions. The window she made them kick out had been boarded up and now provided a pretty fair view of LaBelle’s building. Sitting on the floor across the room, chin tilted up, she could just see the door. The scorched smell of the place was god-awful.


  She tried sitting with legs folded, legs jack-knifed, in the lotus position, and hugging her knees. She stretched, paced and did toe touches. She watched a near-violent domestic argument and what could only have been a drug deal. She saw three fairly young children go into the building and one older man. She would have killed for a Coke. After a while, the rumblings of her stomach were louder than the street noise.


  The need to urinate was what finally made her leave. She knew a million stories about stakeouts that had gone awry when the cop looked away long enough to tie his shoe or something; she also knew what her orders were. But she was damned if she was going to drop her jeans and pee in a corner of a burned-out house.


  While she was out she had a hamburger and came back ready for another few hours of hell. First she looked in LaBelle’s window, just to make sure she hadn’t returned. The sweater was still on the bed. She rang the bell, got no answer, and rang Calvin Hogue’s. A male voice came over the intercom. “Yeah?”


  “Police,” she said.


  The man who met her at the door was fortyish, wearing an undershirt and khaki pants. He had a scar on his right cheek and eyes with yellow whites.


  “Jeweldean Sanders tells me you know LaBelle Doucette.”


  “Know her to see her, tha’s all. She pay the rent on time.”


  “Has she lived here long?”


  “Six months, maybe. She travel a lot, though. She be gone a lot anyway. I think she works conventions, tell you the truth.”


  “She must be doing well.”


  He shrugged. “She still live in this dump.”


  “Does she ever have any visitors?”


  “Nooo-ho, indeed. Not Miss LaBelle Doucette. She no sooner bring a john here than ax the guv’nor to tea. Miss LaBelle—she got a Uptown clientele.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of johns. I was thinking of women—a sister or friend maybe.”


  “Uh-uh. Nobody but the one person she want to see. He sell her what she need.”


  “Junk?”


  Hogue nodded. “Guess tha’s why she still live here. Cain’t seem to get out of that hole she in.”


  “You friends with her?”


  He thought about it, finally shrugged. “Not specially.”


  “Good. Then you won’t tell her I’m looking for her.”


  “Don’t even know when she gettin’ back. Hadn’t been around for two, three weeks.”


  “Two or three weeks!”


  “At least. She do that sometime. Goes for weeks at a time.”


  “You know where she goes?”


  “I tol’ you. I think she works conventions. Maybe goes to Atlanta, Dallas—stays there awhile.” He shrugged. “Maybe jus’ Baton Rouge.”


  Skip was thinking. No way was she going to wait around for LaBelle to get back from a trip. “Listen, I took a look at your rap sheet today. You could use a friend like me.”


  “Oh, yeah? What you gon’ do for me?”


  “I don’t know. Depends on what you need. Like if you got arrested again, maybe I could say you’re a good guy, helped me out on a case. Maybe I could come up with some money if you’d rather have that.”


  He turned down the comers of his mouth like a pouting child. “I ain’t no snitch.”


  “You don’t have to snitch on anybody. Just let me know when LaBelle gets home, that’s all. She’s no friend of yours, right? And you probably know what she did to Jeweldean. She’s not a nice woman, Calvin.”


  “Hey, now you got somethin’, speakin’ of Jeweldean. You get me a freebie?”


  “Consider it done.” If Jeweldean wouldn’t donate it, she could always pay for it herself.


  She gave Hogue her number, took his, and left feeling as if she’d pulled off a fabulous scam. She could get used to this working alone. There was nobody to find out how you operated.
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  “Mr. Albert, could you spare us a few moments?” It was the dark one who spoke, the friendly one.


  I couldn’t spare you a nickel if you were starving. Go away and leave us all in peace.


  “Hello, Inspector—Officer—”


  “Call us Joe and Frank. Joe Tarantino and Frank O’Rourke.” He remembered them from the Boston Club, but hazily. He had known they’d be around, but he hadn’t expected Marcelle. She’d unsettled him and he wasn’t ready for these two.


  “How’re you doing with the case? Any leads?” He’d heard the words on television.


  “We think we’re getting close, but we need you to answer a few questions for us.”


  “I’ll be glad to do whatever I can.” He hoped he could pull this off. He’d blown it with Marcelle.


  “About that bunting on your balcony—you said you didn’t put it there.”


  “I never saw it before.”


  “Can you think of any reason the killer wanted it there?”


  He let a moment or two go by, as if he were thinking.


  “None,” he said. He hoped his eye wasn’t twitching; it felt as if it was.


  “Mr. Albert,” said the other one, the good-looking blond. “You said you didn’t leave the party on Tuesday.”


  Tuesday. Mardi Gras, they meant. The party at the Boston Club. “That’s right,” he said.


  “Well, Mr. Albert, we were wondering if you went out after all and maybe you just forgot about it.”


  “With all due respect, officer, it was only two days ago.”


  “You were seen leaving the club, sir.”


  Tolliver covered his face with a hand. What to do with this one? “Seen leaving the club?”


  “Yessir.”


  “May I ask by whom?”


  The fat man pulled out a notebook and consulted it. “A Mrs. —uh—Kerlin. Teata Kerlin.”


  “Tea-Ta.”


  “Sir?”


  “Tea. Ta. Not Teata. Her older sister gave her the name, but I’m surprised anyone remembers that part; Deeanna’s been dead ten or twelve years. Tea-Ta must be, oh, seventy-five by now.” And still a beauty too. White hair done up in what used to be called a chignon—surely it was called something else now, but maybe not, considering Tea-Ta wore the hairdo exactly as it had been worn thirty years ago. She’d married an Irishman, but Tea-Ta was very much the Creole aristocrat, with a lot of Spanish in her. She’d have mooned the crowds from the Boston Club balcony before she’d have had a nose job, and her beak was the size of a modest penis. It was magnificent on her, with her hair like that, and those cheekbones. That day, Mardi Gras, she’d been wearing mauve lace… “Yes. I did see Tea-Ta. It’s coming back to me now.”


  “What time was that, sir?”


  “I don’t know, really. Before the parade. Forgive me; before the murder.” He straightened his shoulders, conscious of putting up a brave front. Tea-Ta had said, “Leaving, Tolliver?” But he couldn’t speak right then.


  “She was just coming in. I remember it now.”


  “You were on your way out?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where did you go, sir?”


  “I had a headache. I went to get my pills.”


  “And did you get them?”


  The pills were at the apartment. “No. The crowds were murder.”


  “Where were your pills?”


  “In my car.”


  “We understood you drove down with Mrs. St. Amant.”


  He was sweating; his head was starting to hurt. “In her car, I mean. I left them in the glove compartment. But I never found the car.”


  “You never found it, sir? You mean it wasn’t where she parked it?”


  He opened his palms. “I never got there, you see. The crowds were so thick I couldn’t get through them.”


  “The murderer got through them.”


  What was he supposed to say to that? “I wasn’t feeling well that day.”


  The blond spoke again. “One last thing, Mr. Albert. Do you have a key to Mrs. St. Amant’s car?”


  “Why, no. Why do you ask?”


  “How did you plan to get your pills?”


  He leaned his chin in his hand. “Well, I couldn’t have gotten them, could I? I see what you’re saying.” He paused a moment and then shrugged mightily, hoping he seemed convincing. “I wasn’t thinking clearly.” He tapped his head. “The headache.”


  “Were you drinking a lot, Mr. Albert?”


  “No, of course not.”


  The blond said, “You know, this story’s pretty damn thin. First you say you didn’t leave the place, then you say you did, but you didn’t do what you left to do, and then you say you couldn’t have done it anyway.”


  The dark fat one plucked at his sleeve. “Frank. Take it easy.”


  “I wonder if you could leave now?” said Tolliver. “I think I’ve answered all the questions I can.”


  He turned and went to the back of his shop—why, he wasn’t sure. Just to get away. He jumped, hearing a noise behind him. But it was only someone coming in. Every little thing startled him lately.


  Skip Langdon, of all unwelcome people, was standing in the middle of the place, next to a display of porcelains, looking exactly like the proverbial bull in a china shop. What an unfeminine woman she was! Particularly in those awful jeans that made her hips and thighs look like the foothills of a small mountain range. Pretty face, though. If she’d lose thirty pounds and cut that hair…


  What the hell was she doing here anyway? This was a girl who’d known the St. Amants from the day she was born—they’d probably gone to her christening. Her father had taken care of the whole family all her young life, and before that even. Why, he’d been Merrie Mac’s doctor after his partner died—old Dr. Eustace. Why couldn’t this woman, of all people, leave them alone?


  “Hey, Mr. Albert.”


  “Skip.” He hoped he sounded unwelcoming.


  She came closer. “Is something wrong? You okay?”


  “Not really. Two of your colleagues just left.”


  “Oh. Tarantino and O’Rourke. Tell me, was the blond surly and the other one kind of friendly?”


  “You’ve met the gentlemen.”


  “That O’Rourke hates me. I just wondered how he is with other people.”


  “Like he took police lessons from TV.” That got a smile out of her. “Darlin’, you’re not here for the same thing, are you? Ol’ Tolliver’s ’bout been through it.”


  “Well, I was just wondering…”


  “You people have got to stop this.” He was shaking his head like an old man, couldn’t stop. “This is too hard … on me, on Henry, and specially on Bitty. You know how fragile she is, darlin’. You people just can’t go on with this.


  “We can’t take much more, especially from you. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. A girl from a good family, father who’s taken care of everyone in the city for the last quarter-century, mother who’s done such good work for so long. You could have done anything you wanted. What on earth do you get out of being a cop? Snooping around, dogging people… really, Skip, it just doesn’t make sense….”


  He had a dim feeling, though, a funny feeling he shouldn’t be doing this, that he was somehow out of line. But out of line in what way? Everything he said was perfectly true. The girl was out of line. And he was just telling her; somebody had to. That social-climbing quack of a father she had obviously couldn’t do a thing with her.


  “Look, I can take this. I’ve taken a lot in my life and I can probably take a lot more. But Bitty! Poor little Bitty! You know what she’s like, how she’s been ever since she lost the baby. It’s just not right.”


  “Baby? Bitty had a miscarriage?”


  “No, no, no. The baby. You remember.”


  “I don’t really think I do.”


  “But everyone knows about it.” Didn’t they? Or was his life so intertwined with those of the St. Amants that he thought everyone was privy to every moment of their existence, like characters on “Dynasty”? “The third child,” he said, “that came after Marcelle and that died soon after she was born. That’s when Bitty started drinking.”


  “I see. You’re really close to them, aren’t you?”


  “About as close as you can get and not be a blood relative.” A lot closer than Chauncey’s parents; he hated them, and Bitty had told Tolliver why.


  “Did you know Chauncey’s former secretary, Stelly Villere?”


  He felt calmer now. The pill must be working. But he didn’t like the turn this was taking. “Yes. Everyone did.” There he went with the “everyone” stuff again. He sounded like a small-town gossip.


  “I understand Chauncey was involved with her.”


  “I wouldn’t know about that.”


  “Do you know why she left?”


  Because Chauncey was such a bastard to her.


  “I assumed she left to take a better job.” Motherhood’s a better job, isn’t it?


  “Oh? Do you know where?”


  “No idea.”


  “I hear Chauncey made a practice of getting involved with all his secretaries.”


  ”You’ve certainly had your pretty ears open.” There. That sounded more like him, the charming Tolliver all the ladies liked.


  “What about prostitutes?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Did he get involved with prostitutes?”


  “Where on earth did you hear that one?”


  “Tolliver, I really don’t understand you. You talk about what ‘everyone’ knows so long as it isn’t damaging to your precious Chauncey. You know as well as I do that ‘everyone’ knows about the secretaries. But I’ll tell you something you may not know—Chauncey was involved with a prostitute. She came once to his house and once to his office. On both occasions she seemed extremely angry with him. I think it’s a fair assumption he was killed by someone who was extremely angry with him, don’t you?”


  Oh, God, she knows about LaBelle!


  She put a hand on his, suddenly the girl he’d known all her life. She spoke softly. “You can’t protect him now, Tolliver. Help me find the killer.”


  He tempered his next speech to suit her new mood. “Skip, don’t you think I want to? Don’t you think I’d do anything to help you? Honey, I’m really sorry I was so defensive with you. It’s true what you said. Of course he was involved with Stelly and Sheree and every secretary he ever had. ‘Everybody’ does know that. But prostitutes! That’s a whole other thing.”


  “Not streetwalkers. Maybe I didn’t make myself clear. This girl is more like a call girl. Gorgeous, I’m told. Probably caters to a pretty good clientele.”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know a thing about it, baby. You know, frankly, I think the murder was politically motivated—always have. He had enemies on both sides of the fence, and he was powerful enough—”


  “Tolliver, I’ve got to find out who this woman was. Could she have been someone he knew outside her professional life?”


  “Honey, how should I know? I don’t know a thing about her.”


  “She’d be black, for openers. Her name’s LaBelle Doucette. Does that ring a bell?” He shook his head.


  She described the woman. “Ever seen her?”


  “Never.”


  “Think way, way back. Could she be somebody you might have seen with Stelly?”


  “I don’t think so. Stelly’s been gone a long time.” He shook his head and flailed his hands, aware that he was dithering.


Reactions


  l


  ONE STEP AT a time. Bitty held tightly to the banister and moved slowly. Wasn’t that what they said in AA? No, but it was close. It was days they talked about. Lately Bitty had had many days without alcohol, and she hoped to God she’d never have to have another one. This morning she’d had a mimosa for breakfast, and then another, and another still. She would have liked a Ramos fizz, but she wasn’t up to fixing it, and she wasn’t about to ask Yvonne, who worked for her now and who was the only reason Tolliver and Henry could be induced to go home. They hadn’t wanted to leave her, and she loved them for that, but she needed to be alone for a while. To drink herself to sleep and then to sleep. And to get up and cry and drink and sleep again.


  After her morning mimosas, she’d slept. It was getting on toward mid-afternoon now and she knew she ought to have lunch, but that was the last thing on her mind. She wanted wine. Lovely chilled white wine. And she wanted it fast. The pain engulfed her, imprisoned her, made her a thrashing fish in a net. She stumbled, caught herself, and saw a tear fall on her hand, white as it pressed against the banister.


  “Miz St. Amant?”


  “Yes, Yvonne.”


  “That you? You up?” Yvonne came into the foyer, wiping her hands on a tea towel.


  Bitty stopped, unwilling to let her see how unsteady she was. “I was just coming down for some lunch.”


  “Lemme h’ep you.” Yvonne must have weighed two-fifty. Having her help you was like walking with a pillow for support. “Those l’il shoes you got on slippery on these stairs.”


  “Yes,” said Bitty, perfectly aware of the farce they were playing out.


  Yvonne leaned into Bitty’s ear as Bitty transferred her weight. “Young lady from the po-lice here to see you. I tol’ her you were sleepin’, but she say she wait. I could take you back upstairs real quick, say you felt faint or somethin’.”


  But it was too late. Skip Langdon stood in the foyer, apparently having followed Yvonne to the stairs.


  “Hey, Mrs. St. Amant. I won’t stay but a minute.”


  A black plume of despair spiraled through Bitty’s body, entering at the top of the head, settling in the stomach as numbness. It wasn’t so bad; she could handle it. It was even rather like the oblivion she had been about to get in another way. It freed her from the feelings and made it possible to cope. Only briefly did she regret the sweatsuit in which she’d been sleeping. At least she had combed her hair.


  “Hello, Skip. I was just coming down for lunch.”


  “Really, a minute’s all I need.”


  “Thank you, Yvonne,” said Bitty as they reached the ground floor. She led Skip into the living room.


  Skip said, “I won’t even sit down. I just had a little question for you. I’m working on a timetable for the day of the murder.” She laughed nervously. “You know how it is—low man on the totem pole.”


  Bitty nodded, wishing she’d get on with it.


  “When I found you in the bathroom, how long had you been in there?”


  “Two or three minutes, I guess.”


  “Someone saw you go in there about half an hour before that…”


  Bitty nodded.


  “You went twice?”


  She nodded again.


  “I was wondering … do you recall what you did in between?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  Skip was looking increasingly uncomfortable. “I mean, who you talked to … what room you were in—that sort of thing.”


  Bitty paused and thought. Nothing came to her. At last she said, “To tell you the truth, I don’t have the faintest recollection.”


  Skip smiled. She really was a very pretty girl when she wasn’t wearing that awful uniform. “Stupid question, I guess. Only one other thing—do you know if Chauncey has a pair of 44.40s in his collection?”


  “Collection?”


  “His gun collection.”


  “Oh. Those are guns. I don’t know what he had, or even if he kept a record of it. Why do you ask?”


  “That’s what the murder weapon was. The 44.40’s an old gun—kind of a cowboy weapon—the sort a collector might have.”


  “But … how could it have come from here?” Fear clutched at her.


  “We just need to check everything out, that’s all. Listen, I’m really sorry I had to bother you.”


  Bitty saw her out, nibbled at a tuna sandwich and actually got down some tomato soup before the burst of coping strength left her. She was on her second glass of wine by then, but it wasn’t enough. The feelings started again. So that Yvonne couldn’t see her crying, she went back upstairs, carrying the half-empty wine bottle. She was thinking of her second daughter.


  After the years of infertility, she’d never dreamed of using birth control, never in a million years expected the bountiful blessing of a third child. And certainly never expected the pregnancy to go full-term. Nearly everything had gone wrong that could go wrong, and Bitty had spent the last two months in bed. But it was supposed to be longer than that. The baby was early, a wrinkled and pruny thing, even more so than Henry, but to Bitty’s mind the most gorgeous child ever born, more beautiful than Helen of Troy, after whom she had named her.


  The loss of her, that sudden, disastrous wrench, had been far worse even than this net of despair that enshrouded her now, the cumulative pain of a lifetime. This was a dull, dismal, hopeless misery. Losing her daughter was a sharp stab in the vitals.


  It was worse than anything that had happened in her childhood. And sometimes, as a child, Bitty would think, Nothing could be worse than this, nothing unless I am taken prisoner by alien forces who rip my eyeballs out and tie me up and let wild animals gnaw on me whenever they’re hungry, biting off little bits of me until I have no fingers or toes or ears.


  When things were that bad she would lie in the dusty dark under her bed. She did not know why she went there, just that it was a good place to think about whether she would like to die or not.
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  The sheets were torn from Skip’s unfolded sofa, every drawer of her dresser dumped on the floor. The back window was broken. In the kitchen it was the same, only worse—all the drawers dumped and a few glasses smashed for good measure. Skip’s feet crunched on their shards.


  “Shit!” she yelled, loud enough for Jimmy Dee to hear her in his outbuilding. But he wouldn’t be there, he’d still be at work. Frantically, she picked up her lamp, set it back on its table, just to be doing something, to stave off the panic that was rising in her. Whoever had hit her had done this, had gotten into her apartment. She could see how too—by putting up Jimmy Dee’s ladder in the back, maybe wearing workmen’s clothes, and busting out the window with something wrapped in cloth to muffle the noise. The back courtyard was kept locked, but you could climb over the gate if you were bold, and Jimmy Dee kept a ladder in his storeroom, the same one that was still sitting under the window.


  Somebody was trying to show her she wasn’t safe, even in her own apartment. Who? LaBelle or friends of hers? Had Calvin Hogue ratted? But she didn’t even meet him till today and she’d been slugged last night.


  She was starting to lose it, freaking out—she needed to call a friend. But who? Not Jimmy Dee—she’d phoned him once at work and knew he hated it. Steve? No. She wasn’t going to make a habit of being dependent on him.


  She couldn’t file a police report—she wasn’t supposed to be home, she was supposed to be staking out LaBelle’s place. Shitfire!


  She sat down and began to take deep breaths. As she breathed, became calmer, Marcelle came into her mind. “Oh, Skippy, poor baby,” she would say, and make her warm milk or something. There was something sweet about Marcelle that she’d never noticed before this case. But Marcelle not only wasn’t a real friend, she was a suspect in a murder investigation.


  How about Conrad? Her yuppie brother. Uh-uh. He’d say this was what came of being a cop. He hated her being one not because it was dangerous but because it was blue-collar. Conrad was a snob and a twit.


  The oxygen rush—or whatever you got from deep breaths—was good for only about thirty seconds. The terror was returning, and Skip’s hand was snaking toward the phone. She dialed a number that was becoming increasingly familiar.


  “Get out of there,” said Steve. “Wait for me at the Blacksmith Shop.”


  “But he’s gone.” She was confused. “There’s no one here.”


  “That’s not the point. You’ll get more and more depressed.” He rang off, apparently sure she’d follow orders, and she was more than glad to.


  She went into the dark, damp bar—a genuine one-time blacksmith shop—and ordered a beer despite her concussion, thinking, May as well, the whole place smells like beer; why fight it? The beer helped, but it was true what they said—having your house broken into really did feel like a rape. She’d heard it before and thought, Patooey! Tell that to a real rape victim, and now she knew what it meant.


  Steve came and held her and took her back upstairs. “Okay,” he said, “do you want to help or do you want to watch?”


  “Watch what?”


  “Watch me clean up.”


  She didn’t feel like moving, was still numb, but she couldn’t let him do it alone. “I’ll help.”


  “You take the bedroom.” (The kitchen, of course, was the real work.)


  As Steve swept up the glass in both kitchen and studio she began desultorily to pick at the piles of her meager possessions. “Good thing I’m poor,” she said, “or we’d have really had a mess.”


  “Now there,” said Steve, “is a cockeyed optimist.” He whistled as he wrestled her cheap flatware back into drawers, her canned soup back onto shelves.


  It was true what she had said—because of the paucity of things to ransack, they finished the job in a little more than an hour.


  “And now,” said Steve, “for the purification ritual. Put your hands up.” He pulled her sweater over her head.


  “Oh, Steve, I don’t think—” She didn’t want to make love, but didn’t want to say so.


  “Shhh. You have to do this part in utter silence.” He unsnapped her bra and took it off. “Sit down,” he said, and then produced a box of incense, removed a stick, and lit it. “Now stand up.”


  He unzipped her jeans and pulled them to the floor, along with her underpants. At a sign from him, she stepped out of them. He picked up the incense stick and dusted her body with smoke, chanting, “Oh-wa, ee-wa, ooo-wa—”


  “I thought you had to be quiet.”


  “Shhh. Except for the chant. Oh-wa, oo-oooh—waaaah—” It sounded as if he was making it up as he went along.


  When she was well dusted, he gave her the stick and placed her hands at her waist. Feeling like a caryatid, Skip looked far into the distance, letting expression fade from her eyes, getting into the ritual spirit. And getting very turned-on, standing there naked while Steve undressed, an action she could see from the corner of her unfocused eyes.


  He took the stick away from her and held her hand, not pulling her toward him as she expected. Instead he took her into the bathroom, turned on the water and stepped into the shower, bringing her in after him. Solemnly, still not saying a word, he washed her, even her hair, and so carefully that he didn’t hurt her head wound. Then he dried her and wrapped two towels around her, one like a sarong, the other around her head. “Now,” he said, “it will look different.”


  He led her back into her apartment, which was just now dark, and turned on the lamp. Skip gasped. It looked wonderful, cleaner than before.


  “Better?” said Steve.


  She threw her arms around him, but still didn’t respond sexually. He said softly, “Hungry?”


  “Uh-huh. Shall we order something?”


  “No. There’s another step in the healing process. Let me dry your hair.”


  “That’s it?”


  “No, dummy, but you can’t go out with your hair wet.”


  He made her remain naked, but tucked her in a quilt for warmth, while he ran the hair dryer.


  God knows what my hair will look like, but I don’t care if it comes out in dreadlocks. This is probably as close to paradise as I’m ever going to get.


  And then, of course, she thought of lighting a joint.


  Which was Jimmy Dee’s cue to bang on the door. “Margaret? Mar-griiit!”


  Steve turned off the hair dryer. “Another suitor?”


  “Just my neighbor. Let him in, will you?”


  “This,” said Jimmy Dee, “is a first.” He handed Steve a joint before introducing himself. “A straight man holding a hair dryer. You are straight, I presume?”


  “He is,” said Skip. “Steve Steinman, Jimmy Dee Scoggin.”


  “Officer Darlin’, you’re naked! I turn my back for one minute—”


  “Dee-Dee, shut up, there’s a lot to tell.”


  “So I see.” He minced over (the hair dryer having set the tone) and got the joint back from Steve. “Don’t let me interrupt anything.”


  “Okay,” said Steve, and went back to working on Skip’s mop.


  Jimmy Dee sat down at the opposite end of the couch and stared. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.” He found Skip’s foot under the quilt. “How about if I suck your toes while he’s doing that?”


  She kicked. “Shut up, Dee-Dee, and listen. I spent last evening in Charity.”


  “Oh, Gawd, you had a date last night. The One-Minute Pregnancy? Oprah for sure, Donahue maybe…”


  “I got slugged.”


  “Slugged?” His voice was a hiss.


  Almost yelling over the sound of the hair dryer, Skip told her story, with Dee-Dee wailing at appropriate moments, “Oh, my dainty darling! Why didn’t you call me?”


  Because I called Steve instead—God help me.


  They were all deliriously stoned by the time Skip’s hair was dry, but Steve apparently wasn’t overcome by feelings of bonhomie. Skip would have asked Jimmy Dee to join them. He said, “Skip and I were just going out—”


  “Good God, yes, young love; don’t let lil ol’ me stand in the way—nice to meet you, Steve.” Skip got the feeling he didn’t think so at all. He turned at the door. “Oh, Margaret, about Tolliver Albert. Queer as a three-dollar bill.” He paused for effect. “But straight as a dick. I mean stick.”


  “Beg pardon?”


  “He’s weird, darlin’, weirder than shit. But probably not gay. He doesn’t belong to any of the gay krewes or hang out at Lafitte, or hang out period. You didn’t tell me how good-looking he is, by the way. Plenty of guys have tried cruising his shop—to no avail.”


  “So what makes him weird?”


  But the door shut on the last word. “Toodle-oo.” Skip thought he had heard her question.


  Steve stared at her. “What’s wrong with him?”


  “I guess he was pissed that you didn’t ask him to join us.”


  “Are you?”


  She paused to consider. A moment ago she had been, but the feeling had passed, probably because Steve was now caressing her left breast. “No. I’d rather be alone with you.”


  She wished she could take back the words. They weren’t her style.


  The rest of Steve’s elaborate purification ritual also involved water, in the form of the mighty Mississippi. They went to a restaurant where they could eat fairly good (if not great) food and stare at a scene out of the nineteenth century. The old-fashioned stern-wheelers and paddle-wheelers plied the river once again, this time carrying tourists instead of gamblers, runaways, and stolid folk off to visit their kin.


  Steve said, “I don’t know about this Jimmy Dee character. Are you sure you can trust him?”


  Trust Jimmy Dee! The real question is, can I trust you?


  “Trust him for what?”


  “I don’t know. It sounds as if you had him doing legwork for you.”


  She shrugged. “I just asked him to pick up some gossip. In his way, Jimmy Dee’s as respectable as Chauncey was, by the way. He owns my building and lives out in back in a slave quarters got up like the Gallier House; works in a big law firm—never, never gets swishy in public.”


  “If he owns the building he should fix it up a little.”


  “Hey.” She took his hand. “You don’t have to be jealous of Dee-Dee.” Just because he’ll still be around after you’re long gone.


  “I’m not jealous of Dee-Dee. I mean, Mr. Scoggin. I just think you have to be careful who you confide in right now.”


  “I know.”


  “Who knew you were going to meet me last night?”


  Skip thought a minute. “Just Dee-Dee.” And you, of course.


  ”I don’t like this.”


  “Dee-Dee can’t even kill a cockroach. I’m serious, I have to do it for him. He once raised a baby bird that fell out of its nest. He took it to the office so it wouldn’t miss its feedings.”


  “Look, I’m not accusing Jimmy Dee. I just don’t think you should be working alone on this.”


  “You don’t? Mr. Steve Steinman of Los Angeles who’s never been a policeman a day in his life doesn’t think I should be working alone. My boss thinks otherwise, big fellow, and he’s a thirty-year veteran of NOPD.”


  He held up a traffic cop’s hand. “Okay, okay. I’m sure you can take care of your tiny self—”


  “Oh, stop it, you sound like Jimmy Dee.”


  “—I meant you can take care of your Amazonian magnificence. I just wanted to offer my help if you need it, that’s all.”


  She didn’t answer right away, afraid to ask. “Thank you— there is something.”


  “What?”


  “I’m not too keen on spending the night there alone. I mean I’m—” She groped for the right word.


  “Spooked?”


  “Spooked.”


  “Anybody would be. Do you want to come back to Cookie’s?”


  “No. I want to sleep there anyway. Will you stay with me?”


  “Of course.” And then he explained to her there would be two other steps in the purification ritual—a movie for continuity with the real world and a brandy for soporific purposes. As it happened, she added a step of her own—a post-movie stroll on the Moonwalk, taking further advantage of the healing waters of the river.


  Skip truly did feel purified as they returned, a bottle of cognac tucked under Steve’s arm, or she would have if she’d thought about it. She was chatting happily about the movie, her troubles forgotten, as they turned onto St. Philip. She fumbled in her purse for her key, her eyes down, and so it was Steve who first saw her door.


  “Oh, shit,” he said, and her stomach turned over.


  “What?” But now she saw it. Blood had been splashed against the door at knee level, and a chicken foot left on her threshold. Above the main splash someone, using the blood for ink, had made a number of X’s. “Gris-gris.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “A gris-gris’s something in voodoo—like a spell or a charm. I guess that’s what this is. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “The chicken foot! It does smack of voodoo.”


  “And those must be hex marks or something. They’re all over the tomb of Marie Laveau.” She pointed to the Xs.


  “Well, hell. Let’s scrub it down.” He picked up the chicken foot.


  She was grateful for his matter-of-factness; without it she was pretty sure she’d have fallen apart at this point, run screaming down Bourbon Street, and probably ended up being taken to DePaul’s by a couple of brother officers. A tidal wave of hysteria was starting to overwhelm her; she didn’t seem to be able to make a move without being persecuted. Steve’s voice, his touch as he put an arm around her, were keeping the wave at bay.


  She threw herself into the homely business of washing off the chicken blood (surely it was only chicken blood). “Could this be the work of the same person?” She was thinking out loud.


  “The person who slugged you and broke in? We don’t even know if the same person did those two things. But I think he did—or she did. I don’t know about this weird stuff, though. Do you know anybody in a cult or anything?”


  “No. I don’t know a thing about this stuff. But I think mostly black people practice voodoo.”


  “There aren’t any black people involved, are there?”


  “There may be.” She snapped her fingers. “You know what I need to do? Check something out. Would you mind taking a ride with me?”


  They went to LaBelle’s, where Skip pounded on the door, to no avail. She tried Calvin Hogue; he said LaBelle hadn’t been home.


  Later, in bed with Steve, the cognac coursing cozily through her veins, she felt safe. She wondered idly if LaBelle was really out of town at all; maybe she had taken refuge with her mother.


Daughters
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  HOW COULD YOU run an antique shop feeling so anxious and tired and out of control? You couldn’t, Tolliver thought, and yet, why not? You’ve done it before.


  This was worse, though. This was far and away the worst it had ever been. His hands were jerky, his shoulders twitchy; it was like having St. Vitus’s Dance.


  “How much is this?”


  How much was what? What in hell was the customer pointing to? “That—uh—little table? Three-fifty, I think.”


  Was the damn thing three-fifty or not? And where was his sales spiel? At this point he was supposed to explain what a fine table it was, and why. But he couldn’t remember. It was on the tip of his tongue, he just somehow couldn’t seem to wrap his brains around the relevant facts.


  “Is it American or European?”


  “American. Federal.”


  It wasn’t Federal, didn’t even resemble Federal; it probably wasn’t even American. He hoped this joker didn’t know antiques. The customer gave him a puzzled look and left. Tolliver couldn’t find it in himself to care. He wasn’t himself, and he knew it… he really must call that doctor on Monday.


  He had a lot on his mind today, including the fact that that organ wasn’t functioning very well. It was Marcelle who had done this to him. Her crazy, pathetic visit had brought on the attack and now she was haunting him, like a tiny saucer-eyed ghost.


  She may have been the most beautiful child he had ever seen—more beautiful than Henry, and Tolliver adored Henry like his own son. Marcelle had those amazing eyes, and she tried so hard to please. She did please—she succeeded in her little-girl ambition; she did something sweet or cute and you appreciated it, and that was that.


  He had heard Chauncey say to her, “Dollin’, you know why I wanted a daughter? Because I knew she’d always be there for me. No matter what happens, you’ll be Daddy’s girl, won’t you? You’ll never leave Daddy, will you?”


  Marcelle, sitting on his lap, had said, “‘Course I’ll be Daddy’s girl. I wouldn’t leave you, Daddy.” She spoke seriously, obviously wanting very much to be believed.


  “You’ll take care of me in my old age?”


  “’Course!”


  “Will you give me some sugar? Right now.”


  Marcelle threw her arms around him and covered him with kisses.


  She was always that way, wanting to do whatever you wanted, doing it, then quietly fading into the background. There was something sad about her, though, something that had come upon her, a heaviness, after Bitty lost the baby and fell apart. Tolliver was amazed at himself, only seeing it now for the first time. The simple fact was that he just didn’t think much about Marcelle.


  So much attention was focused on Henry, with his father always trying to make him into a carbon copy of himself. The kid acted out a lot, and he screwed up, though now that Tolliver thought about it, the order was probably reversed. He’d lose a chess game to Chauncey, say, and then pitch a fit, throwing the board across the room, scattering pawns and bishops. Chauncey thought it was because he was spoiled rotten. Something told Tolliver it wasn’t that. It was frustration and a feeling of impotence because he hadn’t performed brilliantly and pleased his father. Poor kid, in those days he idolized his father; he was probably scared to death. He beat Tolliver sometimes, and Tolliver could beat Chauncey. But Henry never could.


  Marcelle was already perfect and didn’t have to be made into something else. Except for occasionally eliciting from her those silly, extravagant protestations of eternal love, Chauncey more or less ignored her. We all did.


  He realized he didn’t have a single memory of Bitty with Marcelle. Not one. She and Henry were so tightly bound to one other he thought of them as a unit. He didn’t realize how hard it would have been for another child to penetrate it. When the baby had come, the second girl, Henry was at a rebellious stage; she might have had a chance, that girl, with Bitty’s pride and joy slightly distant from her. But Marcelle didn’t. It was simply a club they didn’t let her join. Why didn’t I see it? I really had no idea.


  As for Tolliver, he had put his own energy into helping Henry. He wanted to try to build his self-esteem … Face it, Tolliver, you tried to be the kid’s father.


  Well, Chauncey wasn’t doing it, somebody had to.


  He thought that someday, when Bitty left Chauncey, or Chauncey died, or Tolliver killed him, he would be Henry’s father. But it wasn’t just that—he loved Henry almost as much as Bitty did, in a way that a family friend or favorite uncle didn’t usually love a child. Or wasn’t supposed to anyway. He loved him with a kind of dark passion born out of despair. His own and Bitty’s and Henry’s own.


  Marcelle had remained outside that black circle—such a self-contained, happy little thing. Or so it had seemed at the time. But her visit had brought vividly into focus the fact that he didn’t even really know her. Marcelle interested in antiques? Asking for a job? Working? How preposterous all that seemed. She was a beautiful creature without a thought in her head and not a shred of ambition. Tolliver winced at his own stupidity.


  And now he’d killed her father, the one person who noticed her now and then. He never ever, for one second, thought he’d be sorry. He’d planned the murder so many times, in so many different ways, over the course of so many years.


  How many times had he imagined the pleasure of watching Chauncey the as he stood over him with one of his own guns? The look of surprise on his face as his best friend, the dear friend who had straightened out so much of the repeated shit in his life, relieved him at last of his worries. Bitty had told him Chauncey said Tolliver liked helping because his own life was so boring.


  For that, Chauncey, pain before you die. Maybe the kneecaps first, a little writhing before the coup de grâce.


  There were quieter ways as well. Chauncey had a penicillin allergy, something only a very close family friend would know. (Tolliver liked the irony of that.) Such a friend would also know when Chauncey was taking medication for some minor ill or other and could switch a pill—just one that Chauncey would come to in time. Maybe not the first day, maybe not the second—Tolliver would actually enjoy the suspense, be thrilled by the knowledge that Chauncey would die soon and Tolliver would be responsible.


  A fantasy he really loved—his favorite, probably—was the one of the cat burglar. While Bitty and the children were in Covington, Tolliver would turn off the St. Amant alarm (which he knew very well how to do, having many times taken care of the house when the family was away), break into the house, and stab Chauncey as he slept. Stab him in the heart. Always in this one Tolliver saw the hilt of an antique dagger protruding from Chauncey’s bloody chest. This one had so much power over him that twice he had done it—or almost done it. Once he had broken into the house when no one was home, groped his way into the bedroom, and pantomimed the murder. Another time—recently, very recently—he had gone in when Chauncey was there alone. He had actually walked over to the bed and listened to Chauncey breathe, longing to make him stop. But he hadn’t brought his dagger, had deliberately not brought it. He wasn’t ready yet.


  Even through the pain in his head, there was satisfaction in these thoughts, as always. He could not remember which weapon he had finally used until her wraith floated insouciantly into his mind’s eye when he was thinking of something else It was LaBelle. LaBelle herself was the weapon. She had come to his house, LaBelle, with her red, fiery, fierce beauty and her awful accent and that smell about her—he didn’t know much about women’s perfumes, but this was new, he was fairly sure of that, and reminded him of stories he had read, of Chinese concubines and Egyptian ladies of fashion who rubbed themselves with love unguents before bewitching their unsuspecting targets.


  Her violet fingernails clashed with her skin—or perhaps clash wasn’t the word, perhaps the effect she wanted was one of discord and danger. She was like a succubus with her siren scent and her deep red, angry energy re-channeled in the most ambitiously imaginative ways. He felt he was too old, too depressed, to fully appreciate her, though he could certainly marvel in admiration. In the end she had enthralled him after all, but she had done it with the tools of Scheherazade rather than with those of Lilith or Circe. In her gutter English she had told him the story that cost Chauncey his life. He hadn’t intended it to work this way. It was so far from the ways he’d imagined. It was so sad this way.


  He was too sad now to continue the charade of trying to work. He closed up his shop and went home.


  
2


  Yvonne had Saturdays off, and Bitty saw no reason she shouldn’t have this one as usual. She was delighted, in fact, to know no one would come to her house today, no human being for whom she had to pretend. She had a lovely bottle of scotch in her bedroom and so there was no need to make a show of getting up. Henry and Tolliver were working and wouldn’t be around. She could lie here all day and anesthetize herself to her heart’s content. Or she could have if Marcelle hadn’t shown up. Bitty had forgotten about her.


  Using her own key, Marcelle simply came in, made Bitty coffee and eggs and toast, and brought it up to her. “Mother? Good morning, Mother.” Bitty blinked as Marcelle opened the curtains.


  She sniffed the air and Bitty knew she was taking in the aroma from the scotch glass at her bedside, but knew also that she was far too polite to say anything.


  Bitty said only her name, unable to think of anything with which to follow it up. She had been thinking of her other daughter again. Marcelle was an intrusion.


  “Yes, of course, it’s me. And André’s downstairs, being a perfect little lamb, waiting to see his Mo.”


  “Oh, dear. I don’t feel well today.”


  “Eat something, Mother. Please.”


  She had sat down and stared at Bitty, who really didn’t think she could manage more than a bite or two. She tried a sip of coffee and found it strangely comforting. It seemed a long time that they stayed this way, a tableau almost, except that from time to time Bitty would do something with her fork, pretending to eat. She knew that Marcelle would not go away until she felt she had done her duty as a daughter. She must try to eat the toast at least.


  Bitty could defy her, of course. She could pull out her scotch bottle and know that Marcelle wouldn’t take it away. But she was too proud.


  “Mommy?” called André. “Can I see Mo now?”


  Marcelle smiled at her mother. “The cartoons must be over. Shall I have him come up?”


  “Oh, Marcelle. Please try to understand—I’m really not myself yet. I need to spend the morning in bed. Dr. Langdon said it’ll take me awhile to get my strength back. After the stress of everything.”


  “We’ll come back later. Shall we?”


  “Of course.” She managed a maternal smile. Later would be fine. Just so long as it wasn’t now.


  When Marcelle was gone she poured herself a couple of inches, neat. Relief washed over her as she sipped, leaning against the pillows.


  Sometimes Bitty thought she was the only one in the world who had given a damn about that little girl, the second one she had known so briefly. And yet, insult on top of injury, when she lost the baby, it was as if she lost her parents as well—not her real parents, but her adopted parents, the parents she hadn’t had till she was grownup. Chauncey’s parents, Ma-Mère and Pa-Père. Chauncey suggested the names when Henry was born, and Bitty had used them from that moment on; they sounded like parent names, and she liked that.


  But they blamed her for the baby’s death. They shunned her afterward. They would have nothing to do with her, except out of politeness, though they spent every summer with her and the children, all of them in the Covington house together. But it was all form and no content.


  They even tried to get Henry and Marcelle away from her, as if they thought it wasn’t safe for her to be around children. They had come to visit about a month after she lost the baby; Bitty was barely able to get up at all then, in the state she was in now more or less. Too many feelings that wouldn’t leave her alone, wouldn’t stay buried. Dr. Langdon’s prescriptions helped some, wine helped more. She was so depressed she could barely get her clothes on. But that was no reason to take her children away. She had plenty of household help—she could manage, her children were fine.


  She had been resting that night, hadn’t known Chauncey’s parents were there. Ma-Mère had wandered into her bedroom. “Bitty? How are you, dawalin’?” Bitty smiled, remembering how charmed she had been by the accent—Ma-Mère grew up in Chalmette.


  “Fine, Ma-Mère. I still get tired very quickly.”


  “Dawalin’, you’re so pale! You need some help, baby doll. We’ve been talking to Chauncey, and we want to do something for you.”


  Bitty’s stomach turned over, some instinct told her.


  “We thought we could take Marcelle and Henry for the summer while you recover.”


  “Marcelle? Henry?” Bitty’s lips were so dry she could barely speak. She knew what Ma-Mère was saying, but she couldn’t bear to let herself believe it. She had just lost a child. Not her others. No!


  “Over in Covington, dawalin’.”


  “But we’ll all go to Covington. Like always.”


  “Baby doll, you need your rest. You’ll come over with Chauncey on weekends, and we’ll all be together. And during the week you can work on getting your strength back.”


  Bitty fell back on the pillow and closed her eyes, knowing not to argue, that there was no arguing when Chauncey had made up his mind—that nothing she could do would stop him. That she was helpless.


  She had to visit her own children that summer, as if she were the grandmother, not Ma-Mère. They treated her like an outsider, Chauncey and his parents, like someone who didn’t belong in her own house with her own family.


  Once she was there without Chauncey and she asked to borrow Ma-Mère’s car to get some wine. “I’d rather you wouldn’t, baby doll,” Ma-Mère said. “I don’t let anyone drive it anymore.” As if she were some stranger off the street.


  Ma-Mère took over—simply overwhelmed Bitty, outvoted her, outmaneuvered her. Bitty would say, “Time for your bath, children,” and Ma-Mère would say, “I was just about to draw their water. Come on, dollies, come with Ma-Mère.”


  She would say to Bitty, “I know you’re not really up to coping; I want to make it as easy on you as possible.”


  Bitty went in to hear their prayers and Ma-Mère was there. She said, “Dawalin’, your breath—you don’t want them to know.” Bitty was not permitted to kiss her own children.


  The St. Amants thought the baby had died because of her, because of her body, because she was small, her genes weren’t good. They were strong, vigorous, earthy people. Bitty must have looked anemic at best to them. Her family, with its aristocratic inbreeding, must have seemed weak and pallid. That was why they decided to hate and ostracize her, because they thought she had killed their grandchild with her sheer inadequacy.


  Now she ached for them, the loving parents she had had so briefly before they deserted her. But she hated them that fall when they tried—really tried—to take the children. When summer ended they tried to keep them, tried to talk Chauncey into it. (Only Chauncey wasn’t about to be talked into it—how would it look to Haygood, after all? There would have been a rift and Haygood would have destroyed his whole world was what would have happened.) And so Bitty got to keep her children.


  But they said—Ma-Mère and Pa-Père—the argument they used was that she had harmed Marcelle. Bitty’s chest ached when she remembered, as if Ma-Mère were even now turning the knife in it. She couldn’t even imagine how such a story got started—or more accurately she couldn’t remember. She knew there was something. Something had happened. She knew because she had some vague memories it, and one very sharp one. The sharp one—she couldn’t get it out of her head—was of Marcelle’s terrified eyes.


  Bitty had been drunk and upset about the baby, the little girl whose growing up she would never see. She could remember that, and she could remember Marcelle on the floor, staring up at her with those eyes, and then herself sitting on the floor and Ma-Mère picking up a screaming Marcelle. The memories seemed damning, but the one of the missing the baby made her certain that, whatever had happened, she could not have hurt Marcelle. She of all people would never blame one child for not being another one. Certainly not Bitty, whose father had so much wanted a boy, had tried to make her behave like a boy, had given her boy toys, had made her kill a rabbit.


  She poured scotch and drank quickly. That she could remember. She had not hurt a child, but she had most assuredly killed a rabbit. Her gorge rose. She couldn’t even get down another swallow of scotch. It was the only thing either of them had shot that day, and it had been tiny. Tiny! You couldn’t eat a bony little thing like that, but her father was so proud of her, he made her bring it back to show Merrie Mac. Disgusted, Merrie Mac made them leave it on the back porch.


  Bitty went back that night, to say good-bye to it, and touched its brown body, meaning to stroke it, to console it or perhaps console herself. She’d expected a familiar animal softness, but it was stiff and alien. Not like a puppy or a kitten, not like a rabbit. Dead. This was what dead meant. She hadn’t known. When she had first shot it, it was still warm and supple, not like this, with its poor little legs sticking out. In shock she drew her hand away and screamed. Screamed and screamed. Couldn’t stop, even when Merrie Mac came out to find her.


  “Oh, Mother, it’s dead,” she screamed. “It’s so horrible. I killed it. I killed it.” She kept repeating the confession, begging for absolution. She wanted her mother to hold her, but she was afraid to ask her to.


  “Serves you right, Bitty. I told you to leave that revolting thing alone and you disobeyed me again. Serves you right. I hope it haunts you!” She yelled the last part, about the haunting, having to yell to be heard, because Bitty was screaming so loud. As she delivered the curse, the back of her hand connected with Bitty’s cheek. “Shut up and act your age. You’re neatly twelve years old.” She went back into the house, leaving Bitty alone with the rabbit, afraid to follow her. (When Merrie Mac told the story later, she said that poor Bitty had been hysterical, that she had to slap her to stop her screaming.)


  After the rabbit’s death, Bitty had cried for weeks lying under her bed. Even now she could remember the vast, yawning despair of touching the animal, knowing in that moment the difference between life and death, understanding the lonely inevitability of it.


  Her father had bought her stuffed rabbits and books about rabbits. He had made her sit on his lap, breathing fiery fumes at her, caressing her and holding her tight. “Who’s my dollin’ baby girl that’s just too soft-hearted to go huntin’?” And he would give her a big wet kiss on the ear. Jesus! When he wasn’t making her a boy, he was treating her like a girlfriend.


  One day he had come in smelling of booze and looking like the Cheshire cat, so smug and pleased with himself. “Look what I brought for my angel. You’re going to love Daddy for this, baby dollin’.”


  “What, Daddy?”


  “First, give Daddy a big ol’ kiss.”


  She kissed him. And he drew from a cardboard box a shivering baby bunny, a white one that looked like the ghost of the one she had killed. It wriggled in his big, rough hands, its pink eyes desperate. Before she could catch herself, Bitty screamed. But then she remembered herself, clapped a hand over her mouth and ran, knowing that if she screamed again her mother would come and slap her.
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  “Is Mo finished with her nap now?” André managed to get the words out between sobs. Marcelle had taken him to see a reissue of Bambi and now, for the second time in a week, could kick herself for exposing him to so much pain. She should have remembered how sad and brutal it was, should have had better sense than to take him to a movie that would make both of them cry. They had held on to each other, blubbering and miserable, but immobilized, unable to walk out of the theater.


  Afterward she had bought him frozen yogurt, which had momentarily cheered him—if not her—but now he seemed to be having a relapse. She was touched that he wanted to see his grandmother and hoped to hell Bitty was up to it. “We’ll go see her,” she said. “If she’s still lying down, maybe we could—I know! We’ll go for a surprise.”


  She knew what she wanted to do with André—how she wanted to surprise him—but she couldn’t bring herself to say it yet, couldn’t quite make the commitment either to herself or to him. She wanted to get him a kitten, something alive to give him hope now that he’d lost his Poppy; something soft and positive to remind him that love was still possible even in his grief, and to remind them both that each was not the only living being in the other’s life. But some hesitancy nagged at her—a dim fear that she would lose her nerve or that there would be no kittens at the pound, that somehow he’d be disappointed.


  To her relief they found Bitty sitting at the kitchen table eating chicken soup. “Oh, Mother. I would have made you some lunch.”


  “Yvonne left this for me. All I had to do was turn on the heat.”


  What, Marcelle wondered, had made her mother get up? She had expected to find her dead to the world and reeking.


  Bitty called André, who was shrinking back, waiting to be noticed. “There’s my big boy! André, come to Mo, darlin’.”


  André didn’t move, except for his hand, which wandered self-consciously to his mouth, but he smiled the shy smile that told Marcelle he had reached the pinnacle of happiness. If he’d been a puppy he’d have been wriggling, but he was André and not given to vulgar displays of delight.


  All of a sudden, apparently without having the least idea he was going to, he threw himself into Bitty’s arms and began sobbing as if Bambi were losing his mother again. “André?


  What is it, baby?” Bitty raised alarmed eyes to Marcelle, who realized intuitively what it must be.


  “He hasn’t been alone with you since Daddy died,” she said.


  Bitty nodded. “Shhh, child. I know you miss Poppy—”


  “It isn’t that,” said Marcelle, wondering how she knew. “He knows that you’re sad. He’s crying for you.”


  “We both miss Poppy,” said Bitty, not missing a beat. “We miss him together, don’t we?” In a little while, he hushed and let Marcelle find him a place for his nap.


  Marcelle marveled at what had happened—she had experienced nothing like it as a mother or as a daughter; it had been a rare, almost psychic moment among three generations, the tiny silver lining you get when it’s cloudy out, she thought.


  She returned to find her mother still sitting, not drinking, waiting for her. “Marcelle, I want to know if you remember something.”


  Her voice was uncharacteristically steely, making Marcelle wish for a drink herself.


  “Do you remember spending a summer with Ma-Mère and Pa-Père? Over in Covington?”


  “You mean without you?” The memory was vague, and gave her a funny, fluttery feeling, but Marcelle knew very well that was what she meant. She didn’t want to talk about it.


  “It was the summer you were three and a half—Henry must have been about eight.”


  Marcelle nodded. Why was she getting that funny, uncomfortable feeling?


  “You do remember?”


  Marcelle nodded again.


  “Marcelle, listen, this is hard for me. But I need to know something.”


  Marcelle knew what the feeling was now. It was fear.


  “Did something happen to you?”


  Yes.


  “Did I hurt you, Marcelle? Was there some kind of accident—something that frightened you? I’ve been trying so hard to remember. Could I have hurt my own child?”


  Yes. Yes again. Marcelle was amazed. That wasn’t what the fear feeling at the base of her spine was about—that had to do with Ma-Mère. But there was something else, something about Bitty that was creeping into her consciousness.


  She said, “Oh, Mother, of course not. Why on earth would you think that?”


  Her mother’s eyes brimmed. “It was a terrible summer—terrible things happened that summer.”


  You’re not kidding.


  She made Bitty a vanilla milkshake, thinking she needed something more substantial than the chicken soup, and watched her let it melt as she pretended to drink it. She seemed to fade after the odd interrogation, and to have trouble sitting. Marcelle knew what she really wanted, that she was too proud to say so, and she felt guilty keeping her mother from her only pleasure. When André whimpered in his sleep she made an excuse to wake him up and leave.


  Dear God, what had Bitty done? It was hard to imagine drunk, incompetent, uncaring Bitty even noticing Marcelle long enough to abuse her. But something violent had most certainly happened that summer. Marcelle had seen a not-so-instant replay—or bits of it—in Bitty’s kitchen. She had seen her mother lunging at her—holding an object, something large, terribly frightening—and hitting her. Marcelle had fallen, she could remember the blow, could almost feel it again, feel the wind knocked out of her. You couldn’t make that up, that feeling, Marcelle was sure of it. It must really have happened. But if her mother had hit her, then why? What had Marcelle done to provoke it? The hell of it was, she thought she knew, she just couldn’t bring it into focus.


  That night she woke up screaming, or thought she did. She checked André—he was still asleep. If she had actually made noise, she hadn’t waked him. He would probably be all right, he would probably escape. He was four now and hadn’t had night terrors—age three was when kids tended to get them.


  She had learned that when she was reading child-care books, preparing to be a mother, and had realized that she had had them that summer in Covington. Every night she woke up screaming and wailing, terrified, inconsolable.


  “What is it?” Ma-Mère would say, her eyes blazing, furious.


  Marcelle was too frightened to answer, probably didn’t know anyway, she thought now.


  “What is it, Marcelle? You’ll wake up Pa-Père and Henry.” Ma-Mère would shake her, perhaps trying to jar loose the answer.


  “What is it, chère?” Marcelle would flail about, probably, if she had done what the books said children did, and would cry all the harder.


  “Shut up! Shut up or I’ll give you something to cry about!” And she would. She would pull down Marcelle’s pajamas and spank her with a hairbrush.


  The books said children forgot abuses, and perhaps Marcelle had forgotten her share—what had happened with Bitty, for instance—but those memories of the hairbrush stung even now, like Bakelite on bare flesh.


  Pa-Père took Henry fishing every day and paid practically no attention to her. But she heard him telling Henry how to fish, she supposed—she didn’t know what they talked about— she heard him and he frightened her, just by the way he talked. Even now his voice frightened her. As an adult she had been able to put a few things together, and she could see that her grandparents were indeed very stern—much more so than her own parents—but then they had seemed frankly terrifying. The best thing about Pa-Père was that he turned his attention to Henry instead of to her.


  But being in Covington with them had seemed a prison sentence. Marcelle knew—she had always known—that she was sent there for a reason. It was because she had been bad, and had somehow hurt her mother. Henry had told her that. Now, trying to sleep after the nightmare, after learning Bitty had been angry enough to hit her and knock her down, she tried to dredge it out of the muck of nearly a quarter of a century.


  An image from the nightmare came back—a doll thrown against a wall, but splattering blood, not a doll at all, a real baby. Her mind ran the dream backward—it was the splattering that had awakened her. Now the mental camera panned back toward the person who had thrown the doll—Marcelle, laughing.


  That was it. It was the summer her sister was born. The dream was so vivid now. In it she hated the doll—loathed it. (Loathed her sister, surely.) And she was afraid of her. How could you hate and fear a baby so much? Wait, you were only a baby yourself. You were jealous.


  Marcelle hadn’t a single memory of the baby, had only those waves of hatred she could feel even now.
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  “What’s up?”


  Skip had hoped to slip out before Steve woke up, to avoid what was beginning to seem an eternal argument between them—the one in which he tried yet again to be her partner and she explained to him one more time that the fantasies of a lifetime of TV and movies didn’t make him a law enforcement officer.


  She said: “I have to go out for a while.”


  “This isn’t Saturday? I thought it was Saturday.”


  “I have to do something I should have done yesterday. Or Thursday maybe. Several things, to tell you the truth.”


  “And I can’t go with you, right?”


  The long and short of it was, she was so bowled over that he was finally getting the idea, she’d gone out to breakfast with him and made a date for that night. So it was midmorning by the time she got to the Desire Project, a nightmare of a neighborhood that most assuredly evoked desire—the desire to stay away from it; or to get away, she supposed, if you were someone like LaBelle Doucette.


  It was built of red brick, and that was a good thing, Skip thought, or it would have fallen down from neglect. The place was a mess. Garbage was strewn everywhere, windows were out, steps broken, glass from newly smashed light bulbs crunched underfoot. Here and there someone nodded out or slept, and young men gathered in tight knots around dealers, probably. Or maybe, she thought, I’ve just acquired the famous cop’s cynicism. At any rate, the project made Tremé look upscale—which, from here, it was.


  The reputation of the place was so rancid shed been tempted to wear her uniform, but, not wanting to frighten Mrs. Doucette, she contented herself with keeping her badge displayed and a bored look on her face as she ran the usual gamut of “Hey-Big-Mamas.”


  “Yes, ma’am?” Philomena Doucette looked about a hundred, but she was probably closer to eighty. She was so thin and small, brown skin taut over tiny bones, that every wrinkle looked deep as a ditch. She was slightly hunched and wore a blue cotton dress with a large white collar that was not only unmistakably homemade but made from a pattern that seemed to have been bought twenty or thirty years ago. It hadn’t ever been in style, really—it was simply generic dress. Like my skirts and blazers, Skip thought. I’ll look like this someday—a giant version of her, though.


  She introduced herself and said she’d come about LaBelle.


  “Oh, LaBelle. She ain’ been roun’ in three-fo’ year.”


  “She might be in trouble,” Skip said.


  Mrs. Doucette’s hair had been straightened and pinned back in a kind of bun. Her face jumped out at you, every emotion naked to the casual viewer. There was fear on it now, fear and some kind of deep, cosmic pain—something that had to do with more than LaBelle, Skip thought, something about the human condition as Mrs. Doucette knew it.


  A male voice said, “Lookin’ good” and Skip jumped as its owner grabbed a chunk of her behind. She wanted to rage at the man, maybe arrest him, but this wasn’t the time for it. Her own face must have been fairly transparent as well. Mrs. Doucette said, “Come in, child.”


  Skip was touched by that and felt silly about her internal debate regarding her uniform. She knew that with or without it, Mrs. Doucette would see her as a child to be protected.


  The apartment she entered was like an inn in the Himalayas—a warm spot in a vast and inhospitable wilderness. If Mrs. Doucette could make dresses, she could also make slipcovers. The light-green flowered ones on the sofa and two chairs were worn, clean, and covered with crocheted anmacassars. Antimacassars had also been pinned to both arms and the back of an old blue overstuffed rocking chair that was probably horsehair. Tables stood by each of the chairs and a coffee table sat in the middle, the surface of each covered with dime-store vases and china knickknacks, some so old they were probably now kitsch collectors’ items. The tables were cheap and twice as old as Skip, probably, but gleamed and smelled of lemon polish. A stripe of sun streamed through ruffled curtains, coming to rest on the coffee table, revealing not a speck of dust. Skip was sure one couldn’t be found in the place.


  “Iced tea?”


  “Thank you.” If you accepted a beverage, people didn’t really expect you to leave until you’d finished it. (Or so Skip’s theory went.)


  Mrs. Doucette brought the tea on a tray, in glasses that looked as if they had once held jelly and were at least as old as some of the china gewgaws. Lemon slices were rakishly attached to them. Skip’s hostess handed her her tea with a coaster that had a cat’s face on it.


  When Mrs. Doucette was comfortably seated in the rocker, tea held ladylike in her lap, she said, “LaBelle in jail again?”


  “No. Nothing like that. We need her for questioning in a case we’re working on. But I can’t find her. Frankly, I’m getting a little worried.”


  “She ain’ been home?”


  “No.”


  Mrs. Doucette’s lips set in a tight, straight line. “Tha’s LaBelle. The good Lord forgive me, sometime I be sorry I ever took her.”


  “Took her? She’s not your daughter?”


  “Oh, law, chile, LaBelle’s not but twenty-one. Do I look like I got a daughter that age? LaBelle’s my great-granddaughter. My daughter Verna Ruth passed away so long ago I cain’ ever hardly remember it; she didn’t have no husband, so I raise her daughter. Tha’s two generations of daughters and that was enough, I’m tellin’ you. By time LaBelle come along, I done be too old. The worl’ changed too much, I couldn’t do nothin’ for that chile by then.”


  “Did something happen to your granddaughter?”


  “Somethin’ good happen to her. She got a chance to go to college.” From the table nearest her, she picked up a framed photo of a moon-faced young woman. “See here? That’s my Jaree. She teach school now.”


  “You must be very proud of her.”


  “Sho’ am, honey. She’s my pride and joy. I feel real bad about LaBelle sometime.” Her face crumpled as the comparison came to mind, and she reached into a hidden pocket for a tissue. “That chile didn’t have no chance, with her looks and this kinda worl’ we got. Too pretty for her own good, that was LaBelle. Always boys, boys, boys, wasn’t nothin’ nobody could do about it. Men too. And they always had dope, boys and men either one. Only good thing ’bout these kinda’ days is they got birth control now. Shoo, honey! I had LaBelle takin’ them pills before she was leben. Just in time too. With all her misbehavin’, she never did get pregnant. Not so I knew about nohow.”


  “Mrs. Doucette, this may sound like a strange question, but what sort of person is LaBelle?”


  “Wild, honey! She a wil’ chile, pure and simple.”


  “I mean, her personality. Outgoing? Sullen? Sweet? Sour?”


  “I hear what you sayin’, I jus’ don’t quite know how to answer.” She thought a minute. “I don’ know if I’d call her mean, exactly—she grabby, though. She wants somepum, she takes.” She shook her head. “Baby, LaBelle ain’ got no conscience.”


  “Do you have any relatives named Villere? Or did LaBelle have a friend named Estelle Villere?”


  Mrs. Doucette rocked back in her chair, thinking. “No relatives. And I don’t think no friend girl either. Don’t b’leeve I know.”


  Skip sat down her iced tea glass, feeling the interview was drawing to a close. “How long has LaBelle been gone, Mrs. Doucette?”


  “Fo’ years, I b’leeve. Uh-huh, fo’. She lef when she was seventeen. Went to live with her mama was what she said. Didn’t, though. Just came ’roun now and then for money.”


  “Is she in contact with her mother now?”


  “Not that I know of.” Mrs. Doucette’s eyes looked into the distance. Skip thought perhaps she was tiring but was too polite to say so.


  She said, “I’d like to ask her if I could. Could you give me her name and address?”


  “Sho’, honey. Go see Jaree. She married now. Got a family of her own.”


  Which, thought Skip, doesn’t include Big Sis, product of a youthful indiscretion in a world Jaree had probably left far behind. She felt a momentary pang of sympathy for LaBelle.


  Jaree (aka Mrs. Purcell Campeau) lived in a neat house in Mid-City and was just leaving as Skip arrived. Or at any rate, someone was leaving, backing out of the driveway in a late model Toyota. Waving, so as to look friendly, Skip did the unforgivable and blocked the driveway.


  “Mrs. Campeau? Your grandmother sent me.” The woman in the car didn’t get out.


  Skip walked over and offered her hand, which the other woman disdained. “I’m Skip Langdon from the police department.”


  “Police! Oh, Jesus, not LaBelle again.” She was much lighter than her grandmother, slightly reddish, and she had thinned down. The former moon face, nicely made-up, peeked out from under a sleek hairdo.


  “I’m afraid so.”


  Her eyes flashed fury. “What, then?” She glanced ostentatiously at her watch. “I have to pick up my daughter in ten minutes and then I have exactly an hour to make groceries before I have to get my son from the gym, drop him off, get to the beauty parlor, and get ready for out-of-town guests at three-thirty.”


  “I’ll get out of your hair in thirty seconds.” The other woman visibly relaxed. “I just want to know if you’re in touch with LaBelle.”


  “We haven’t spoken in two years. Would you mind moving your car now?”


  Flustered, Skip said “Of course. Sorry to bother you,” and trotted quickly to her car, caught up in Campeau’s urgency.


  Feeling snubbed (and also ravenous), Skip went home, changed to jeans, picked up an oyster po’ boy to go and strolled to the Moon walk, impressed at how peaceful the river had been the night before, wanting to watch it as she mulled her case and munched her sandwich.


  Who in the hell was LaBelle Doucette (besides the daughter of Jaree and the great-granddaughter of Philomena), and why wouldn’t she turn up? She was almost certainly still a prostitute and probably something of a loner. If Jeweldean Sanders’s experience was any indication, she wasn’t the sort who had a lot of friends.


  It wasn’t fair! Skip thought childishly. She knew she had been put on the case because of her Uptown sources, but the answer obviously wasn’t Uptown. She didn’t see how her famous sources could possibly cover this material. Irritated, she threw a bit of her sandwich to a hovering gull. And as the gull caught the crust, her mind came free of its rut and she realized her best source was a member of her own family. Her egregious brother, Conrad, to her disgust, had once been terribly fond of mentioning self-importantly the visits his fraternity brothers paid to ladies of the night.


  Swallowing her pride, she phoned. He said, “Hello, Black Sheep.”


  “Hi, Pride of the Langdons. I need some help.”


  “On Saturday?”


  “I’m trying to find a woman—an upscale prostitute, black, probably specializing in white tricks.”


  “Well, you’ve certainly come to the right place. I happen to be in bed with her, but she can’t talk right now, her mouth being otherwise engaged.”


  “You are so disgusting!” She hated the sound of her voice, twelve years old and whiny; they had played out this scene dozens of times.


  “Hey. Did you call or what? Who asked the question?”


  “Not me, big brother. In case you didn’t notice, I did not say, ‘Do you, in your great world wisdom, happen to know her?’ I was going to say, have you heard anything?”


  “Uh-uh. Who was that guy you were with at Chauncey’s funeral?”


  “None of your business.” Jesus. She had almost said “beeswax.” “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. It was a filmmaker from California named Steve Steinman. Extremely nice man.”


  “But Jewish.”


  “Conrad, you fucking bastard—”


  But he was laughing. “You fall for it every time, stupido.”


  He was right. Skip was famous for stomping out of rooms when their father made racist or anti-Semitic remarks. Conrad was also heartless, but too sophisticated to admit to similar views. However, now and then he’d pretend to be a bigot just to make her mad.


  “Dammit, Conrad, why don’t you grow up?”


  “Why don’t you?”


  Hell. It was a standoff, as usual. “Conrad, I really need help. It could mean my whole career, no kidding.”


  “No shit. Gosh, your whole career. Now there’s a valuable commodity.”


  “I guess I shouldn’t have called.” She was feeling humiliated and hooked into all the old games that he always won.


  “Wait a minute. Maybe we can make a deal. I’ve gotten quite a few tickets lately.”


  “Parking tickets?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “How many?”


  “About a dozen.”


  “God!”


  “If you can’t help, say so.”


  “Well, maybe I could help the least little bit—”


  It ended up with her agreeing to fix five of the tickets and Conrad signing on to call around about LaBelle. She’d fix the tickets all right—by paying them herself; if he kept getting tickets, Conrad might even turn into a nice little source. She wondered if she could get snitch money to cover the fines.


  Truth to tell, she didn’t have much hope for the deal, but Conrad called back in two hours with a name. One thing she’d say for His Otherwise Worthlessness—to Mr. Young Making-It-In-The-Big-World, a deal was a deal. He’d simply stayed on the phone until he could deliver. What he delivered was this—an aging Deke named Hinky Hebert knew a call girl named LaBelle Doucette; he’d be at Tipitina’s that night.


  If there was a single person in New Orleans Skip thought more worthless than her brother, it was Hinky Hebert; and if she had to choose the single worst location in town to conduct an interview, it would have to be Tipitina’s.
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  Shit! It was his sister. Christ, and André too. Henry was feeling about as avuncular as a lamppost. And about as fraternal. He was feeling pretty awful, pretty much wrung out just keeping it together. He didn’t feel like coping with family right now. Earlier, Bitty had nearly done him in.


  The stair clomping stopped, and he opened the door. “Hi, Sissy.” She kissed him on the cheek.


  “Hi. Can André go in the bedroom and watch TV? I need to talk to you.”


  She needed to talk to him. He was taken aback. He couldn’t remember ever having a heart-to-heart with Marcelle.


  “Sure. Come on, Sport.” He took André’s hand and led him to the television.


  When he got back, Marcelle was drinking a glass of wine. Having sworn off alcohol, Henry hated her for it. “Help yourself,” he said.


  “Thanks.” She didn’t even notice the sarcasm. “Henry, I’ve remembered something. Remember the summer we spent at Covington without Mother? When she only came on weekends?” She was in worse shape than he was; he saw it now. Her voice was coming in little whispered bursts, and she was gulping the wine.


  He nodded, signifying that he remembered. (He was not likely to forget.)


  ”Mother attacked me.”


  “Marcelle, have you lost your tiny mind?”


  “She did. She even asked me about it yesterday. And then I remembered it.”


  “What did you remember, pray tell?”


  “She came at me with a weapon of some sort.”


  “A weapon? Bitty?” He was going extra-heavy on the sarcasm. “Our little ninety-nine-pound bundle of utter helplessness?”


  “Something big.”


  “An M-l carbine, maybe?”


  She chewed her lip. “Not a gun. She was only going to hit me, I think.”


  “Only going to hit you. As opposed to what? Murder you?”


  “I don’t… know.” There was a lot of time between the last two words, as if Marcelle really had to think it out.


  “You don’t know? Do you hear yourself, Marcelle? Excuse me, but did you just accuse your own mother of trying to kill you?”


  “I did not! You’re the one who brought up murder!” To his horror, she started to cry. She turned away from him, ashamed, he supposed. “Anyway, she had a good reason.” She wheeled back abruptly, going in for the dramatic, he thought. She said in a low, level voice, “I killed the baby, didn’t I?”


  “You what? You killed the baby? What baby, for Christ’s sake?”


  “Oh, Henry, please. Do you know how absurd you sound?” Brattily, she imitated him: “What baby?” Then she paused and spoke in an understated way he’d never heard before—quietly but with echoing undertones. “Look, I’ll be okay. I swear to you I’ll be okay. Just please quit trying to protect me, like everyone has all my fucking life.” He hadn’t thought she had so much passion in her.


  “I’m not trying to protect you. I just don’t know what you’re talking about, that’s all. What baby did you personally dispatch at age three and a half?”


  “Our sister, goddammit! And stop condescending to me!”


  “Our sister? You remember killing her?”


  “See! I did, didn’t I?”


  “You might have wanted to—”


  “Oh, God, I did. I did. That part I can remember perfectly. And I probably dumped her out of her crib or conveniently dropped her when it was my turn to hold her. Didn’t I? Please don’t protect me, Henry. I need to know what happened. Please?”


  “Marcelle, she never came home from the hospital. The baby never fucking made it home, okay? There’s no way you could have killed her.”


  “She didn’t?”


  He shook his head slowly, hoping the deliberateness of it would have a sobering effect on her. “Furthermore,” he said, “Bitty never attacked you.”


  “I remember it.”


  “You remember wrong.”


  “The baby never came home from the hospital?”


  “Definitely not.”


  “Then what did she die of?”


  Henry shrugged. “I don’t know. Do adults tell little kids?”


  “When they’re big kids.”


  “Well, they never told me, okay? I don’t know what she died of—she just… died, all right? God, Marcelle, you’re unbelievable. In case you haven’t noticed, there actually has been a murder in our family. Like this week, cookie.”


  Her saucer eyes blazed at him. “You’ve got a hell of a nerve to bring up Chauncey. You never gave a shit about him. You hated him!”


  “So goddamn what, Marcelle? He was my father. Don’t you think I feel anything? But listen, who am I anyway? Just the worthless faggot-actor brother—forget about me.” He wheeled on her, trying her own tactic. ”But what about Bitty! What about your mother? How do you think she feels right now? And you’ve got to invent your own little imaginary drama in the midst of a real tragedy. That’s right, Marcelle—this is real. Your daddy’s dead and your mother’s suffering, all right? Would it be okay if just this once you didn’t grab all the attention for yourself?”


  “You self-righteous asshole.” Marcelle spoke contemptuously but in a normal tone of voice, not yelling. She let a beat go by, and he saw an unmistakable glint of cunning in her eyes. “I arrived at our suffering mother’s house early this morning and made her breakfast, which I practically had to spoon-feed her. At her request I left so she could take what she called ‘a nap,’ and I returned after taking André to the movies. When I arrived, she began asking me about that summer. She brought it up, I didn’t.” She paused again, maddeningly. “Where were you all day, brother dear?” She said it with a bitch smile.


  Maybe she was the one who should go into acting. He said, “I was working.”


  “And after that?” Still the smile—it was unbelievable what a bitch she could be.


  After that, he had dropped by; Bitty had been stinking drunk and incoherent. Too depressed to stay, he had left and found a trick to spend the day with. And now he hated himself. For leaving his mother, for being unable to help her, for having meaningless sex, for betraying Tolliver—he shook his head in mid-thought, surprised to see that he felt quite that way about Tolliver.


  But what was he to do now that he had given up drugs and alcohol? Sex was all he had.


  He said, “I saw Bitty. While you were at the movies, I guess. She was asleep.”


  “That’s easy enough to say, isn’t it?” Still that goddamn superior smile.


  “Marcelle, get out of here. Just get out. And take your brat with you.”


  “Believe me, I wouldn’t leave André with you for two minutes.”


  He swung at her. She stumbled out of the way and fell backwards, landing on the floor.


  He didn’t help her up. He stood there shaking while she scrambled to her feet, watching warily to see if he would try again, and scuttled off to find André. He was unable to move or speak, his mind and body occupied with the almost impossible task of taking in the fact that he would have hit her if she hadn’t got out of the way.


  His door slammed and he heard her running, obviously carrying André, not willing to risk staying on the premises even as long as it would take to walk a toddler down the stairs. As he realized the implications of her fear, his heart beat faster and faster.


  He understood that something large and uncontrollable, something that took odd, hair-raising twists, had been set in motion by their father’s death. Very glad he wasn’t drunk or stoned, he let himself see that it was something much more terrible than he had first thought, with wider-reaching consequences. He wished to God Marcelle hadn’t started this pyrotechnical remembering of hers.


  Partners


  “SO WHAT SHALL we do tonight?”


  Steve had on jeans and a sweatshirt, a signal, Skip imagined, that he didn’t want to do much of anything. She had on jeans herself, and the sweater Jimmy Dee had supplied for their first-almost-date two days ago. Slipping into the recycled outfit, she had felt her head with surprise, realizing it hardly hurt now, and something else had occurred to her, something that never had before. She had got it into her mind to try to please Steve, to be as nice to him as he had been to her for the last few days—to trust him enough to allow herself to do that.


  “Everything,” she answered. “That is, if you wouldn’t mind accompanying me on a little police business.”


  “Not at all.” She thought he was only pretending not to be surprised.


  “But let’s eat first.”


  They went to Liuzza’s, with Steve preinstructed to call it Lye-oosa’s, not Leeootza’s, like some Yankee from California. Still, he shook his head over the menu, grumbling that a place with such a name, however mispronounced, ought to have more pride than to list “wop salad” for your dining pleasure. They ordered it anyway, along with garlic bread, fried dill pickles, overstuffed eggplant, pasta full of shrimp and oysters, and giant schooners of beer. When she picked up the tab, she thought he was going to fall on the floor. “Skip, you can’t afford this.”


  He didn’t know the whole works had come to only eighteen dollars. “Of course I can, once in a blue moon. Anyway, I wanted to thank you for the last few days. For your kindness.” It was hard to say the word.


  “You’d have done the same for me.” He shrugged.


  But she wouldn’t have; she would never have gone so far out of her way for someone she hardly knew, would never have had the patience or imagination to dream up the elaborate “purification”—in a word, would never have been that kind.


  “Let’s check something, okay?”


  They checked LaBelle’s apartment, finding it dark as always, but Steve’s appetite was only whetted. “Let’s go look in the windows.”


  “I’ve already done that.”


  “But I haven’t. What harm can it do?”


  None. And I dedicated this evening to Steve, didn’t I? Even if he doesn’t know it.


  “Okay,” she said.


  Steve parked on Governor Nicholls Street around the corner from the building. Skip led him to the side of LaBelle’s building where she had peeked through the hole in the rice paper. She turned her flashlight on the hole so Steve could see, but took a peek herself first, to make sure the sweater was still lying on the bed as it had been before. The place had been trashed.


  “Oh, shit!”


  Obviously unable to be polite a second longer, Steve snatched the flashlight. He took one quick look, tried the window and moved on to the bathroom window, still holding the light. “Was this window open before?”


  He stood aside, letting her see that it was now. “No. Jesus.”


  “I’m going in.”


  “You can’t do that.”


  But he had hoisted himself up to the sill. Too late to call Calvin Hogue, to call police headquarters, to do anything except arrest him—or follow. Without wasting a second she followed, finding footing on the toilet, from which Steve was just stepping. They came out of the bathroom into a hall, Steve first, the light in his hand. A sudden, surprised movement caught Skip’s eye. Quickly, Steve turned the light toward it and a figure dressed in dark clothing turned, ran a few steps, paused to unlock the front door, and fled. Steve ran after it, getting in her way.


  “Halt!” she said firmly. “Police!” As she ran through the door, she paused to close it—ever the good citizen—and cost herself seconds.


  The running figure—man or woman, Skip couldn’t tell—was nearly a block away, Steve’s bearlike form trailing by a good half block. She made a poor third.


  “Halt!” she shouted again. The figure didn’t even consider halting. It rounded the corner of Governor Nicholls and turned right. Good. She would let Steve pursue on foot while she got the car and closed in. That way the figure couldn’t duck into the shadows while she was busy starting the car. She was getting comfortable with the idea when an unpleasant thought came to her.


  That won’t work. It’s Steve’s car.


  But Steve, apparently of the same mind, stopped and began fumbling for his keys. As Skip passed, he said, “You continue on foot. I’ll catch up.” It was a good plan and she knew she ought to applaud his quick thinking and the fact that he hadn’t given her some crap about looking out, but she was furious. A civilian had just given her orders on what was undeniably police business, and it didn’t matter what civilian; she was furious. But she pounded after the intruder, beginning to reach for her gun. He rounded the corner of Tremé Street and by the time she had caught up, he had disappeared. Looking right and left, now holding her gun, she felt like a fool. Where the hell could he be?


  She heard a car behind her now, Steve’s almost certainly. Her eyes still swept the street as Steve’s car rounded the corner, and now she felt an almost unbearable embarrassment. She, the policewoman, had let the burglar get away in front of an amateur Dirty Harry.


  “Skip, get in.”


  She waved Steve away, not taking her eyes off the street, determined somehow to psyche out the person’s presence.


  “Get in!” His voice was urgent. “There he is!”


  A car was pulling out of a place no more than a few yards ahead, burning rubber. She knew in an instant what had probably happened. He had rolled under his car to the street side and crouched to open the door, which he’d fixed not to trigger an inside light. She had simply been looking away when he slid carefully into the driver’s seat.


  Skip jumped into Steve’s car, now so furious (at herself more than Steve), so full of adrenaline, and so caught up in her mission that the consequences of a high-speed chase in a private car didn’t even occur to her.


  Shitfire, he was fast. He led them around absurd twists and turns that got him only as far as North Rampart before he was stopped by a light. He turned left and then right onto Elysian Fields. Here in the Marigny was a good place to force him off the road. Steve tried, but the guy was nervy and fast enough, he apparently thought, to lose them in the labyrinth of small twisty streets here. He turned right onto Burgundy and then the wrong way on Frenchmen Street. They nearly hit a car at Washington Square Park.


  Skip held her breath until they were on Esplanade again, going toward City Park, a straight shot. She knew their quarry wouldn’t keep going straight for long, but she hoped he would until they could catch him at a light. She had a feeling lights were going to be his Waterloo. He was stopped at one now.


  Undaunted, he went back across Rampart into Tremé and turned right onto North Claiborne, obviously meaning to get on the expressway. And if he made it they were dead. Damn! He did make it, with a U-turn on Touro. The ramp here went on forever, and tilted; the way Steve was driving Skip felt as if she was on a carnival ride, sweaty palms and all.


  “What the hell,” said Steve, “are we going to do if we catch him?”


  “Radio for help?” She let a beat pass. “Oops, forgot—wrong car.”


  Steve’s face was set, and he didn’t answer. She was glad she had been flip. There was something about this long ramp that was helping her recover her equilibrium, both within herself and in her relationship with Steve. In this situation he had to know who was boss—it could save both their lives.


  She said in a softer voice, “We may be able to force him off the road—it was good that you tried that on Elysian Fields. Frankly, it’s probably our best shot.”


  “I’m glad you know what you’re doing.” She saw that perspiration was running down his nose. His adrenaline rush was wearing off.


  “Are you okay?” she said.


  “Fine.”


  But she wasn’t sure he was. To calm him, she continued to talk. “What kind of car do you think that is?”


  “Top-of-the-line Toyota—I forget what they call it. About an ’85, I think.” His voice was coming back stronger now that they were in an area where be felt competent.


  She said, “You didn’t get a glimpse of the license plate, did you?”


  He shook his head, apparently reluctant to continue, wanting only to concentrate on his driving. He was beginning to feel like a weight to Skip—she supposed this was some version of “smelling fear.” But she knew it would do no good to try to persuade him to abandon the chase, and he wasn’t yet so frightened he would make bad decisions.


  They flew past the LSU Medical Center, past the Superdome, and onto South Claiborne. Suddenly the Toyota turned onto Washington and they were going through the projects. It seemed so quiet here, so desolate somehow. Skip shivered, suspecting she had a touch of white paranoia, something that hadn’t even touched her in Tremé. She wondered if the driver ahead was experiencing it too—or if he was even white. Steve floored the accelerator, but still the Toyota kept well ahead. They were on Washington for miles, it seemed, and then the Toyota hit a light. In keeping with his strategy, the driver turned left, onto St. Charles.


  Skip couldn’t stand it. “This is absurd!” she screamed.


  “What’s absurd?” Steve spoke softly, as if trying to calm a hysteric.


  Oh, great. Now he seemed back in control, and the way he’d gotten there was to imagine he had to be masculine and take care of a woman who was losing it. “Don’t be so condescending,” she said. “I’m not losing it. I’m just frustrated. Don’t you see what we’re doing? We’re going back downtown.”


  “So?”


  “We just went Uptown!” She guessed only a New Orleanian could understand the stupid circle they were making and on second thought, she guessed stupid didn’t enter into it—the guy was just trying to lose them whatever way he could. Clearly he had no plan—he was just driving aimlessly. Now that she thought about it, she realized this was in their favor. If only the damn Toyota wasn’t so fast.


  Calming down, she rubbed Steve’s thigh and turned to him. “How’re you doing?”


  Briefly, he too turned and smiled at her. “I’m having the time of my life, to tell you the truth.”


  Oh great, again. He wasn’t taking seriously the fact that they were in hot pursuit of a criminal. Or maybe he was just trying to reassure her. She wished she knew, and wished desperately that she hadn’t gotten involved in this. On the other hand, if it turned out right she might be arresting Chauncey’s murderer sometime in the next few minutes.


  At Lee Circle the driver of the Toyota took the little jog at Howard that gets you onto Camp. From Camp he turned onto Canal, which curves as it gets close to the river, and the curve fetches up at—too late, Skip realized the driver did have a plan—the curve ends at the Canal Street Ferry. As they arrived, the Toyota was driving aboard.


  Skip glanced quickly at the traffic light. Green. There was still time. She said, “I don’t believe this,” and Steve, instantly grasping the situation, drove triumphantly down the ramp.


  They stared at each other, grinning, unable to contain their mutual delight.


  “Trapped!” said Skip, banging her leg with her hand.


  Steve said, “Like the rat he is.”


  “Or she is.”


  Skip was out of the car, gun stuck in her waistband, almost before Steve had turned off the ignition. This time she didn’t want him in front of her, messing her up. As she slammed the door, she said firmly, “You stay here. I mean it,” knowing it would do no good.


  The driver had parked forward on the ferry and had hunkered down, probably aware now that he had been almost unbelievably stupid to have panicked and driven onto the boat. But the rat metaphor held—trapped animals were violent, and he might have a gun.


  Skip held up her badge and bellowed, “Police. Get back, please. Get back.”


  A few lollygaggers got back, Steve along with them, she was happy to see.


  Standing behind the Toyota, she spoke to it. “Let me see your hands. Sit up and put your hands on your head. Now.”


  Nothing happened. What to do? She could give the driver a count of five, hoping he’d lose his nerve, or she could rush the car. She needed another officer. She wished she could ask Steve to open the door so she could be quicker with her gun, but she couldn’t endanger his life any further.


  Forget the count of five. I’m too nervous.


  She pulled the door open on the passenger side. No one was in the front seat. Roughly she pulled the seat back forward, but by now she knew what she would find—nothing.


  She kicked the car, hollered loudly, “Shit!” and made for the stairs up to the passenger deck, steps pounding behind her—Steve’s, she was sure. Behind her someone said, “Language!” and the group of men laughed.


  As she reached the upper deck, the ferry started to pull away. “Shit” she said again, sure now what had happened. She had been outsmarted by a rat. The Toyota driver had simply climbed upstairs and walked off the ferry. “Double shit!”


  Steve put a hand on her shoulder, but she shook it off. She wasn’t in any mood to be comforted.


  Only one person was riding on this deck, a black man, snoozing. Sticking the gun back in her waistband, she touched his shoulder. “Excuse me, sir.” He came awake with a jolt. “Did you see someone walk off the ferry a minute or two ago?”


  He shook his head and closed his eyes again. Briefly, she wondered if this was the man who had been driving the Toyota, but she thought he was the wrong build—too stocky by far. And his shirt was yellow, whereas the burglar had worn something dark.


  Steve said, “What do we do now?”


  “We go to Algiers,” she said. “Look, there’s a chance he’s still on the boat. I’m going to look around. Can I trust you to stay here?”


  “He’s not on the boat.”


  Her belly, getting one of its twinges, told her it was true. “I’ve got to look anyhow.”


  She walked away, not glancing at him again, pretending to herself that she was confident he’d follow orders.


  There was only one other woman on the boat and she was too old, too heavy, and too short to have been the person they were chasing. Among the men there were one or two candidates, but none looked exactly right—either their clothing or body types seemed slightly off.


  Skip went back to the Toyota, thinking to search it, and found Steve there standing guard (for which she was grateful). No point, she thought, worrying about prints on the door handle since she had probably spoiled any such opportunity. She opened the car and saw, as she hadn’t before, that there was a woman’s stocking lying in the front—or rather half of a pair of panty hose that she surmised had been used as a mask—and a pair of plastic gloves. There was nothing in the glove compartment but maps, and nothing else in the car, not even keys.


  At Algiers, everyone got off except Steve and Skip. No one claimed the car. Skip hunted up the captain for help on a thorough search of the boat. But there were no stowaways.


  On the ride back they went up to the passenger deck, able to relax for the first time in an hour or more. Even now, in winter, Skip could feel the heaviness of the river. It was cold, and Steve tried to draw her to him, but she pulled away.


  On land she made a quick call to get the Toyota towed and handled with care, and to have its license number run through the computer. It was registered to a Horton Charbonnet, a name she didn’t know. But her mind wasn’t on the car—it was on getting back to LaBelle’s, where she’d be met by people from the crime lab and homicide. She and Steve said almost nothing on the drive over. Skip was worried about what she had to tell him.


  But he had guessed. As he parked he asked, “Do I have to wait outside?”


  “I’m sorry. It’s a crime scene.”


  “Should I just leave?”


  “Not if you want to go to Tipitina’s.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding. You want to go dancing? After this?”


  “Not exactly. I have to interview someone there. Want to come with me?”


  He shrugged. “Sure.”


  “When the others get here, I’ll come get you. You were a witness, and we’ll have to interview you too. Just do me a favor—make it clear I couldn’t stop you from going through the damned window.”


  She gave him a kiss on the cheek and went back into the apartment. The place was a mess. There was dust and a dead plant, indicating the owner hadn’t been around lately, and there were the signs of a systematic search—things not destroyed, but moved fast and thrown to the floor. Surveying the house, she saw that the searcher had not quickly found what he was looking for, every room had been torn apart, every picture pulled from the wall as if to find a safe—a preposterous idea, thought Skip, in such a building. Having no gloves, she plucked one of LaBelle’s tissues to use as a handkerchief.


  There were few papers—only records of bills LaBelle had paid, but no tax records, and no books. In the living room, though, there was a good collection of records, mostly jazz and other music by black artists, each record pulled from its jacket, some of the jackets torn apart. On the coffee table, open facedown as if it had been shaken, was a dime-store scrapbook, ivory-colored and held picturesquely together with cord rather than bound. Using her tissue, she turned it over.


  It was a scrapbook of newspaper clips, stories about the St. Amants, particularly about Chauncey. But each time Bitty or Marcelle went to a luncheon and got a mention in the society column, the entire column had been clipped and the relevant item underlined in plain blue ink, the lines sometimes shakily drawn. Every time Chauncey moved, practically, he got his name in the papers—for political contributions, for serving on boards, for being president of a bank that did a lot of business in the city. There were only two clips on Henry—one saying a play was about to open in which he was one of the actors, and then a review of the play.


  It was a meticulously kept record of more than a year in the life of the St. Amants—fourteen months, to be exact. It went back no further than that.


  One other item caught Skip’s attention—a framed painting of a New Orleans street scene, a picture inexpertly but lovingly painted by an obvious amateur—Philomena Doucette was Skip’s guess, in some senior-center art class. It had been tossed facedown on the floor and she thought she saw tape marks on the back, as if something had been torn from it. She was staring at it, wondering what it meant, when her homicide contact arrived—Sylvia Cappello, young, bright, and all business.


  A man from the crime lab came and busied himself while she filled Cappello in on the case and the burglary, then showed her the scrapbook and the painting with the tape marks. Cappello seemed dubious about the painting, but at least she was polite about it. She was a little brusque—maybe insecure—but definitely someone Skip could work with. She’d gladly have traded O’Rourke for her.


  Cappello interviewed Steve politely and efficiently, except for a little impatience when he got to the part about breaking into LaBelle’s. He claimed now that he’d heard a noise, though Skip hadn’t heard it and he hadn’t mentioned it before.


  Cappello pointed a pencil at him. “You were with a police officer. Why didn’t you report the noise to her?”


  “I didn’t think. I was excited.”


  “When one civilian enters another’s home, it’s called breaking and entering.”


  Steve didn’t answer.


  Cappello said, “I think Officer Langdon would have already put you under arrest if she felt that was in order, but I’m sure she gave you a stern warning; I’m going to give you one too.” She had very black eyebrows, and the way she bunched them was its own warning.


  “I understand. I’m sorry,” Steve spoke very quietly, barely above a whisper, and Skip almost believed he meant it.


  It was shortly after eleven-thirty when they left for Tipitina’s—early yet. Her original thought had been to go there alone—Hinky Hebert wouldn’t even turn up till most decent people were already home from their Saturday night dates, snuggling down for a long winter’s night. She could easily have begged off spending the night with Steve and gone out again after a full evening, with Steve none the wiser. She had decided to take him in that moment, pulling on her sweater, when she made up her mind to give him the evening.


  “This is your Uptown joint?” asked Steve as they approached what anyone could have seen was a joint, and a crowded one at that, a frat rat type of clientele spilling onto the sidewalk.


  “Uptown is a state of mind but also a place,” Skip said. “And we are most undeniably Uptown, aren’t we? Besides, look at that crowd.”


  “How the hell can you tell one kid in a Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt from another?”


  “You have to look at their tennies,” she said. “Reeboks mean the same thing here as anywhere.”


  The inside was a dark barn with corrugated metal walls, bar, stage, and a bunch of kids drinking Dixies. Skip clenched her teeth as they elbowed their way to the bar, thinking Hinky Hebert was a little old for this scene.


  Yet, looking around her, she remembered her own days here. Then, as now, the students felt it was their own special purview, but nonetheless, even then the crowd had been sprinkled with kids of all ages. There had always been a few just-over-the-hills, like Steve and herself, in casual clothes; bohemian-looking types of any age at all wearing God knows what; and much older people, the forty-to-sixty crew, dressed for a gala evening—sometimes, especially during Carnival, in evening clothes. Tipitina’s was a very “in” joint and therefore often scorned by the jaded, older (meaning mid-twenties) natives such as herself, who would just as soon leave it to the kids and the Hinky Heberts. But every time she was dragged there, kicking and screaming all the way, she remembered what its charm was—the music was absolutely unbeatable.


  Tonight the headliner was Charmaine Neville, and now the stage was dominated by a big mama named Marvella Brown. She had the usual girth, the Mae West kind of moves and jokes, and cynical songs that put her men in a bad light. And she had the usual three female backup singers, two in the usual seductive outfits, the other in a black skirt and plain jacket, prompting Skip to wonder if she’d rushed straight from the airport without even a moment to change. Steve said no, she probably belonged to some Christian sect or other, a notion hard to reconcile with some of Marvella’s material.


  Hinky Hebert’s skinny shoulders were nowhere in sight. Skip kept scanning the crowd, every now and then recognizing younger brothers or sisters of her peers, none of whom recognized her. Too stoned, too drunk, or, in more than one case, too stupid, she surmised.


  Marvella was throwing her several hundred pounds into her finale when Skip spotted the white shirt and khaki pants of Hinky Hebert’s best friend since grade school, Bobby Alexander. Aha, where Bobby was, Hinky couldn’t be far behind. Bobby had his arm around a female who looked to Skip too small to be his wife, but couldn’t be anyone else—Tjpitina’s on a Saturday night wasn’t a sneaking-around kind of place. Sure enough, Hinky was approaching now, carrying three Dixies. Bobby let the woman go and took one; as the woman leaned forward for hers, Skip broke out in a sudden apprehensive sweat. Oh, God, the woman had seen her. She was waving. The others turned round and waved. The woman was Mary Earle O’Rourke, wife of Frank the Oppressor.


  By the time the break had begun, and she and Steve had purchased fresh Dixies, her heart had stopped pounding. She was saved from having to search through the crowd by her quarry himself—or by the rest of his crowd at any rate, which amounted only to Bobby and Mary Earle. (Like Tolliver, Hinky never had a date, although no one seriously imagined him a homosexual. They assumed he was usually far too drunk to be interested in anything other than music.)


  When Skip had introduced Steve, Mary Earle said, “I hear you and Bobby know each other.”


  “Have since kindergarten. But I didn’t know you two did.” She let her eyes travel from Mary Earle’s face to Bobby’s.


  “Meet my new fianceé,” said Bobby.


  Skip stared back at Mary Earle, bewildered. “He’s not kiddin’, honey,” she said. “I left Frank six months ago—or hadn’t you heard?”


  “I hadn’t.”


  “We’re living together,” said Bobby. “It’s been kind of hard on Jo Ann—”


  “I think it’s been hard on Frank too. And believe me, I’m in a position to know. I’ve been working with him.”


  Mary Earle said, “I hear he’s a bear lately. Somebody told me even Joe can’t stand him anymore.”


  “You wouldn’t consider going back to him, would you?”


  Bobby grimaced. “Do we have to talk about Frank?”


  “Can I get you a beer, Bob?” asked Steve, perfectly able to see Bobby already had one, and Skip loved him for it. She used the interruption, as she knew he meant her to, to get away.


  Hinky Hebert was leaning against the stage, both arms around the waist of an Italian-looking beauty of eighteen or so. “Hi, Romeo.”


  “Hello, Skippy darlin’.” His speech was only a little slurred. He released the girl and threw his arms around Skip. “How’s that brother of yours?”


  “You should know. You talked to him today, didn’t you?” Over his shoulder, Skip watched the young beauty slink away. Hinky released her.


  “Talked to him?”


  “He didn’t phone to tell you I’d meet you here?”


  “Is this a fix-up?” Hinky roared, apparently finding the idea the funniest he’d heard lately.


  “Sort of. Police business, baby. You sure Conrad didn’t talk to you?”


  “Positive.”


  “So how’d he know you’d be here?”


  He roared again. “Darlin’, I’m here every night of the week. Everybody knows that. And if I’m not here, I’m at Jimmy’s and if I’m not at Jimmy’s I’m at the Maple Leaf and if I’m not at the Maple Leaf—”


  “I get the idea, Hinky.”


  Skip didn’t like it when she caught herself thinking in stereotypes, but Hinky made her think of white bread. Despite his French surname (and possibly Catholic faith, Skip didn’t know about that) he seemed to her as bland and pallid as any WASP who ever sprang from the imagination of Woody Allen. Not the gorgeous rich kid of regattas and ski resorts, but the cousin from out of town who drank so much and acted so weird he quickly became the fraternity mascot.


  No wonder he never had a date, Skip thought—he was a joke, with his narrow shoulders, pasty skin, spectacles, thinning brownish hair, khaki trousers just like Bobby’s, and utterly blank expression. You looked, you thought, Nobody home, and you were about to move on when he said something either stupid, offensive, downright mean, or simply eccentric, depending on how drunk he was. And sometimes you stayed to talk, fascinated by his smallness.


  “Listen,” she said, “What’s with Bobby and Mary Earle?”


  “Haven’t you heard? Alison Gaillard must not have been living up to her reputation.”


  “Alison and I aren’t close,” she said, uncomfortable that this was true and that, in spite of it, she’d used Alison for information.


  “Darlin’, this is prime.” The glasses were very thick, but Skip thought that she could see a malicious glint behind them. “Somebody broke into Bobby and Jo Ann’s and attacked Jo Ann. Mary Earle—” his voice wart up on the name— “was the officer assigned to the case.”


  “Oh, my God.”


  Hinky held up his right hand, as if being sworn in as a witness. “It’s true.”


  Skip wondered if she was turning green. “How do you mean ‘attacked’? Raped?”


  “Mary Earle says not. Mary Earle says the medical evidence showed nothing of the sort. And guess what? The so-called rapist stole JoAnn’s engagement ring. Remember it? The one Bobby had made out of three rings of his grandmother’s—about fifty carats, all told? Tackiest thing you ever saw?”


  Skip nodded. No one who’d ever seen the ring was likely to forget it.


  “Well, Bobby found it about a week later when he just happened to be rooting through Jo Ann’s lingerie drawer. And once he found it, it suddenly occurred to him that the case needed further discussion with Sergeant O’Rourke. And furthermore, it occurred to him not to mention to JoAnn that he’d found it—after all, a stolen item couldn’t be stolen, could it?”


  Skip was awed. “So she couldn’t report it again.”


  “Brilliant, wasn’t he?”


  “But what was JoAnn up to?”


  “Well…” he pronounced the word campily, wringing every bit of drama out of it. “… according to Alison Gaillard, JoAnn has been seeing Jo Jo Lawrence—”


  “Hasn’t everybody?”


  Hinky gave her an evil look. “You too, darlin’? I wouldn’t have thought—”


  “Of course not, you idiot. I meant everybody else.” Damn! She’d gotten sucked into his game.


  “Well, anyway, JoAnn thought she was pregnant and Bobby’s tight as a tick, you know, which meant she couldn’t even get an abortion without him finding out about it. So she pawned the ring to pay the doctor and staged the so-called rape. But the next day she got her period, and redeemed the little bauble. Ingenious, don’t you think?”


  “Oh, Hinky, for heaven’s sake—why didn’t she just borrow the money? Or get it from Jo Jo?”


  “You’re missing the beauty of it, darlin’. This way she never had to wear that fuckin’ ugly thing again.”


  Skip laughed. “All that from Alison?”


  “Well, actually”—Hinky came as close to blushing as she’d ever seen him—“one night early on in the romance, when Bobby was out with Mary Earle, JoAnn and I—”


  “Don’t tell me, I can’t stand it.” Skip put her hands over her ears, but she needn’t have bothered; Charmaine Neville had begun her set, tossing her wonderful wild hair to a salsa beat. Hinky had turned back toward the stage. Holding his beer in one hand, he was beating the other against his thigh.


  Skip leaned over and yelled in his ear. “Hinky! I need to talk to you.”


  He looked at her in surprise. “Weren’t we talking?”


  She felt an arm snake around her waist. Without turning around, she snuggled against the barrel-shaped chest she knew must be Steve’s. She raised one hand to touch his cheek. It was a show for Hinky, to distract him with the promise of fresh gossip, but it didn’t work. Seeing she was occupied, he went back to the music. Quickly she whispered to Steve that this was the man she had come to see and once again she yelled in Hinky’s ear. “Come outside for a second. Please?”


  He stared at Steve. “Darlin’, there’s not a thing I could do for you that guy couldn’t do a lot better.”


  “Oh, Hinky, can it. This is about a murder case.” She was shouting so loud she was getting hoarse.


  The bland eyes flickered behind the glasses. “Chauncey?”


  She nodded.


  “Later,” he shouted. “Charmaine’s my favorite.”


  “Skip,” yelled Steve. “I really need to get home.”


  “Go ahead. I’ll get a ride with somebody.”


  “I’m not leaving you.”


  “Go. I’ll be okay.”


  They were yelling so loud people were starting to stare.


  “No. I’m not leaving without you.”


  “For heaven’s sake, leave. I’m fine.”


  Hinky turned back toward her with a disgusted look. “Okay!” he shouted. “We’ll go now. That way at least I can catch the second half of the set.”


  Skip turned to Steve, who gave her a quick wink. She winked back and mouthed “Thanks.” Aloud she said (or rather shouted), “I’ll just be a minute.”


  But Hinky pulled at her sleeve. “Uh-uh, I want to meet this guy. I’ve been hearing about him.”


  They filed out behind him, Skip marveling once again at the small-town quality of the place. She had been dating Steve for less than a week and already everyone knew about it. But she reminded herself that it was her own fault—they had been rather obviously together at Chauncey’s funeral.


  The night air was slightly chilly. She shivered, taking a long pull at her Dixie (now in a go-cup) to repair her scratchy vocal cords. While she drank, the men introduced themselves. Hinky said, “I heard our Skippy finally met a guy big enough for her.”


  Steve laughed. “I’m not big enough to call her Skippy, though. She’s made that pretty clear.”


  “Tell me,” said Hinky, “is it true you screwed Simi and Susie Barclay over at Cookie Lamoreaux’s house the Monday before Mardi Gras?”


  Skip gulped.


  “Not true at all,” said Steve. “That was a fellow named Joe Paul Carter. Ol’ boy down from Winona, Mississippi. Looks a lot like me.”


  Skip had to work to keep her jaw from flapping open. “Ol’ boy”? Could this be Steve Steinman speaking?


  Hinky said, “Shee-it. I thought it was you.”


  “Hinky,” said Skip, wanting finally to get down to it, “I hear you can tell me about a woman named LaBelle Doucette.”


  “Well, that’s kind of a personal question, officer.”


  “Excuse me, but did you just ask my friend here what he did with whom on a particular day? And what he did with whom else?”


  Hinky emitted his roar. “I guess I have to answer, huh?”


  “I guess you do.”


  “Well, LaBelle’s a black call girl. Best-lookin’ little piece o’ ass in Orleans Parish. Whooo!”


  “Go on.”


  “Want to know what positions she likes?”


  “She doesn’t like any of them, baby. Prostitutes lie about that sort of thing.”


  “Now don’t go feminist on me, officer.”


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake, call me Skippy.” She turned to Steve. “You didn’t hear that.”


  “Did you say this has something to do with Chauncey’s murder?”


  “It might.” She felt a funny twinge in her belly, the beginnings of regret that she’d mentioned Chauncey.


  Hinky was chewing on a nail. “Something sounds right about that. I wonder if he was the ‘important New Orleanian.’ “


  “Maybe you should start from the beginning.”


  “Well, LaBelle’s been getting around quite a bit lately. She’s cut quite a swath through the old crowd; I forget who discovered her—Jack Kincaid, maybe—but everybody knows her now.”


  Skip was shocked—not at the notion of call girls. You lived with that in a place where the madonna-whore separation was so much the recognized norm that plenty of Uptown women—lots of them not even Catholics—claimed they’d made love with their husbands only when their children were conceived.


  What shocked her was that the “old crowd” had apparently managed to blot the AIDS danger out of their consciousness. In a mood to make trouble, she said, “I heard she’s a junkie.”


  Hinky shrugged. “Could be, darlin’, but she carries her own rubbers. Likes to say, ‘no glo-o-o-ove, no 1-o-o-ove,’ in this real sultry voice. And if you happen to bring your own (the supersensitive kind) she’ll make you leave ’em in your pocket. It’s latex or nothin’ with that young lady. So everybody feels safe with her. I mean, it’s not like anybody wants to kiss her.”


  “What about the ‘important New Orleanian’?”


  “Miss LaBelle has some very high-falutin’ fantasies about herself—or else pretending she does is part of her routine. Moi, I think she’s nuts. The gist of it is that she claims she’s the illegitimate daughter of some bigwig.”


  “White or black?”


  “Who asks? No, wait—white. I know because that is part of the routine. She tries to make you think it’s your own dad—says things like, ‘I could be your sister,’ and asks you what you’ve always really deep down wanted to do with your sister and like that. Didn’t go over too well with me—I’ve always wanted to strangle the little bitch. So I made LaBelle quit doing it and she switched to some pirate and slave girl number. She probably has a million of them.”


  “Did she ever say anything to make you think there might be a grain of truth in the story?”


  Hinky kept quiet for a minute, as if he was thinking, an exercise with which Skip wasn’t sure he was familiar. Finally he said, “No. I can’t honestly say she did.”


  “Okay, one more thing, on another subject. Did you ever know a woman named Estelle Villere? Worked for Chauncey St. Amant?”


  “I’ve heard of her, but I never actually saw the lady.”


  “When you want to see LaBelle, how do you get in touch with her?”


  “First of all, you have to book weeks in advance—she goes out of town a lot. And it has to be at your place or a hotel—she only does out-calls. If I give you her number, can I go back and catch the end of Charmaine?”


  Steve was all for going back with him, but Skip pleaded exhaustion. When they were in the car he said, “I really appreciate your letting me hear that. I feel like maybe you trust me.”


  She liked his California style of saying so if you were pleased with your lover. But at the moment she wasn’t particularly pleased with herself. She said, “I didn’t have any choice, remember? Hinky had an important question for you.”


  He ignored her. “What do you think? Is Chauncey ‘the important New Orleanian’?”


  The truth was that Skip was as eager to talk about the case as he was, and after what he had heard, discretion seemed absurd. She told him about the scrapbook. “But that doesn’t mean she really is his daughter. Maybe she has a relative who is or met someone who is, and that’s where she got the idea.”


  “Could you be a little clearer on that one?”


  “Sorry. I was just thinking aloud. Chauncey had a long affair with a black woman named Estelle Villere. She was his secretary, and she quit very suddenly. If she had a baby, I think it would have been younger than LaBelle. But LaBelle could have met the child somehow and picked up the idea for that story she told. Baby-sitting, maybe.”


  Steve laughed. “Before she figured out an easier way to make a living. Anyway, suppose she is Chauncey’s kid. Does that give her a murder motive?”


  “Yeah, I’d say she had a motive. You should see where she grew up. If that place turned her as mean as it would have turned me, she could have killed him just for leaving her and her mom there. But somehow I can’t see it—she was probably making a pretty good living as a call girl…”


  “Good living my ass. Haven’t you noticed that hellhole she lives in now?”


  Skip didn’t answer.


  Steve said, “Okay, how about this scenario. Whoever Mom is—”


  “She’s a woman named Jaree Campeau. I’ve spoken to her.”


  “Okay,” said Steve. “Jaree gets drunk or angry or something and tells LaBelle who her dad is—I presume there would have been hush money…”


  “Yes. LaBelle’s great-grandmother said something good happened to Jaree—that she got to go to college. Maybe Chauncey paid for it and Jaree sacrificed the kid by letting her grow up in the project.


  “But say LaBelle came back. Come to think of it, Jaree and Mrs. Doucette said she did. And suppose she asked for money. And Jaree didn’t have any or got tired of buying drugs or maybe still had a lot of hidden anger toward Chauncey—anyway, in a moment of pique or something, she says, ‘Get it from your father if you can,’ and spills the beans.”


  “Exactly what I was thinking,” said Steve. “So LaBelle gets up this whole fantasy about herself and how she ought to be taken care of by her dad and she invites him to support her. But he won’t, so she kills him.”


  “Of course that doesn’t explain where she is, or who tore her place up.” Skip yawned.


  “Tired?” He started the car.


  “Really beat.” And tomorrow she had to try to track down Horton Charbonnet, Toyota owner, if Cappello hadn’t found him; and she still hadn’t found Estelle Villere. Suddenly she felt panicked. Overwhelmed. She had vowed to give Steve the evening and she had. That was as far as she could go. “Would you mind if we didn’t spend the night together? I’ve got a full day tomorrow.”


  “Of course not.” A muscle in his cheek twitched, and she knew he did mind. She minded herself. They had met at the wrong time.


  Her apartment felt strange to her and there was a draft—Jimmy Dee hadn’t yet had her window fixed, and she had had to tape paper over the hole. She hadn’t slept here alone since the burglary. She felt oddly forlorn.


  Reluctantly, she admitted to herself that she was afraid. Not really afraid—I’m a cop, for Christ’s sake. But spooked. Definitely spooked. She had some cognac left from the other night. A couple of quick belts and she was out.


  She wasn’t sure what woke her—some sort of bump, she thought later, but when her eyes flew open she saw the figure in the half-light: LaBelle’s burglar, the Toyota driver. It was still dark and the person was still only a shape wearing a stocking mask.


  The shape was standing over her, holding something, as if he planned to hit her with it. She rolled quickly to the other side of the bed, feeling for her gun, but unable, in her fog, to remember where she had put it. The figure ran out the front door.


  Skip felt groggy and her head hurt, probably from the brandy. It took every ounce of her strength to get out of bed, locate the gun, and run down the stairs, but this asshole had broken into her home twice, this time obviously meaning to harm her. It was not something she could let go.


  She turned onto Bourbon heading Uptown, not sure what else to do; a block ahead she saw a running figure. “Halt!” she yelled, knowing he couldn’t possibly hear her. The last of the Saturday night carousers were beginning to stagger their way home. He would blend easily into the crowd. But what about herf? A six-foot wild-haired, barefoot woman in a nightgown and brandishing a gun? Common sense told her to go back home immediately, but she could not. The feeling of violation was too great. Her head was clear now; she was furious.


  “Halt, Goddammit!” she yelled as she passed a knot of revelers in their early twenties.


  “Help! Herbie, help!” squeaked one of the girls.


  Someone answered, “Careful! She’s got a gun!”


  What if they called the police?


  The notion of being handcuffed by officers who didn’t know her and were under the impression she was a madwoman was too much. The burglar would get away—there was no question of that—and Skip would end up in a nightmare if she didn’t go home now. She stopped running and crossed the street so as not to pass Herbie and his friends again. She looked straight ahead, trying to look sane, but knew in her heart it was hopeless. Herbie’s group, shrinking against the buildings, was going quietly into one of the still-open bars, to call the police, she knew. Well, then, the hell with looking sane—the thing to do was to get off the street before they got there. She jogged home, rather enjoying the sensation of running barefoot in the cold.


  The burglar had come through the already-broken window—damn Jimmy Dee for not having it fixed before he left for the weekend. On closer inspection she could see that not only had he used the same window, he had once again used Jimmy Dee’s ladder, which Jimmy Dee had simply returned to his still-unlocked storeroom. Damn him again!


  Pulling on a sweatshirt and jeans and pinning up her hair, to look as different as possible from the lunatic the cops would be stalking, Skip went around to the back and dragged the ladder into her own building, leaving it downstairs in the entryway. As she worked, she heard a siren and was shocked to find herself frightened by it. If she had been spooked before, that was nothing.


  The break in the window was small—just large enough for someone to ram a hand through and unlock the window. She had taped the paper on it at Jimmy Dee’s request rather than board it up and leave nasty nail holes. Should she board it up now?


  No. She couldn’t handle spending that much time here. She would call a glazier as soon as it was late enough and send the bill to Dee-Dee, damn him again.


  For now, she had to get out. Even as she locked her door and headed to her car, she wasn’t sure where she would go.
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  “ANDRÉ, CAN YOU play in your room, darlin’? Mustn’t wake Skip, baby.”


  “Will you come with me, Mommy?”


  Marcelle definitely didn’t want to play four-year-old games before she had had her coffee, but it wasn’t fair to André to shut him up alone while Skip was sleeping on the sofa. And she couldn’t wake Skip after what she’d been through. What to do?


  Make a deal, as usual: “Honey, Mommy needs her coffee right now. Could you play alone for a while? And we’ll go to the park later.”


  “Okay.”


  He padded off like the little gentleman he was, and Marcelle marveled at her good luck. It had to be that—dumb luck—because much better mothers than she had perfectly awful children.


  She made coffee for herself and Skip, not knowing if Skip would even wake up before it cooled but wanting compulsively to do something for her. After the initial fear attached to having her doorbell rung by a police officer at dawn, she was childishly grateful to Skip for coming to her. This must truly mean they were friends—and surely no friend would destroy her and what was left of her family. Surely as long as Skip slept on her couch the St. Amants were safe.


  She wondered if there were any eggs.


  “Marcelle? What time is it? Is it afternoon or anything?”


  Skip padded in, barefoot as André, wearing the T-shirt Marcelle had given her to sleep in.


  What fabulous thighs she has. If I had that much weight on me, I’d ripple like Jell-O in a hurricane.


  “It’s only about ten. Would you like some coffee?”


  “I’d love it.” She sat down at the kitchen table. “Marcelle, I’ve been trying really hard to find the woman you told me about.”


  “Oh, Skip. You don’t think she’s the one who broke in, do you?”


  “No, because that person also broke into her house.”


  “You know where she lives.”


  “Uh-huh, and her name and everything. I just can’t find her, that’s all. She’s LaBelle Doucette—does that mean anything?”


  Marcelle chewed a cuticle. “I don’t think so.”


  Skip looked up at her, compassion in her green eyes, and sadness, Marcelle thought. “You know that old saying about omelets and eggs?” Skip said. “I hate to mention it, but I think you and I need to have a serious talk.”


  Marcelle pulled warm, lovely French bread from the toaster and gave it to Skip. Her own throat was closing. Skip buttered her toast lustily, apparently oblivious to the fact that Marcelle was shaking as she sat down to join her.


  “Is it going to be awful, Skippy?”


  “Only a little. Can you stand finding out some things about your father that you never wanted to know?”


  Marcelle couldn’t find her voice. She shook her head, wanting the whole conversation to disappear.


  Skip spoke reasonably, calming a child: “It’s important, Marcelle. I think we need to do this to find out who killed him.”


  It was not bad enough her father was dead. Now he couldn’t even be her father anymore, the Chauncey who had held her and made her feel as if not having a mother wasn’t really the worst thing in the world.


  Skip didn’t wait for an answer, but kept talking. “Let’s talk about the day of the murder first.” Quickly, she corrected the faux pas. “I mean, about Mardi Gras.”


  Marcelle managed a small smile. “It’s okay. You can say the ‘m’ word.”


  “Can you remember more or less what happened that morning—who came and went when?”


  “Oh, Skippy!” Before she could turn away, giant tears were running down her face. “Oh, Skippy, it’s so humiliating.”


  “You can tell me.”


  “I wasn’t even there, hardly. I mean, I was, but not so’s you’d notice.”


  Skip waited.


  “Promise you won’t tell this.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “I know you will. I’m so ashamed.” She composed herself, biting a hunk out of her lower lip to keep it from trembling. “I was upstairs screwin’ Jo Jo Lawrence.”


  “In the Boston Club?”


  Skip sounded so shocked Marcelle felt a chuckle rise in the back of her throat. Something about the italics seemed so innocent she felt suddenly like a sorority girl exchanging confidences. “They have this ‘sleeping room’ upstairs, I guess in case somebody gets too drunk to go home.”


  “Oh, sure.”


  “No, really—I mean, it’s definitely not for screwing. There’s not even a lock on the door.”


  Skip’s eyes twinkled. “Anyone peek in?”


  “I don’t know. I was facing the wrong way.”


  They both collapsed in giggles. But Skip was not distracted. When she had wiped the tears from her eyes, she said, “I need to ask you something about Stelly Villere.”


  “You already asked why she left. I don’t know.”


  “Did you know your father had a pretty well-known affair with her?”


  No. It can’t be true. Stelly taught me how to French-braid my hair. She didn’t answer.


  “I’m really sorry, Marcelle, but she could be involved in all this.”


  “Stelly could? She wasn’t the woman I saw.”


  “I’m still wondering if that woman could be a relative of Stelly’s, though. Or a friend.”


  Marcelle couldn’t make sense of this. “I don’t see how Stelly fits into it.”


  “I don’t know that she does. But she left her job very suddenly, and no one seems to know why.”


  “But that was years ago.”


  “You must have been no more than a teenager.”


  “I was nineteen, and Stelly must have been in her early thirties. I couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing her again.” She shrugged. “But I guess I must have fallen in love or something—or maybe I lost my nerve because she was black. I don’t remember what happened. Anyway, I never called her.”


  “You had her phone number?”


  Marcelle nodded. “I remember getting it out of Daddy’s Rolodex.” She shrugged. “I probably still have it.”


  “No kidding! Could you give it to me?”


  “Sure.” She searched in her own file. “Oh, look here—two numbers. One in New Orleans and one in Harvey. The one in Harvey’s marked, ‘after Nov. 1.’ I copied it down.”


  Skip hugged her. “I don’t believe it. You’re a wonder.”


  “It may be outdated.”


  “It’s the best I’ve gotten so far.” Writing down the number must have reminded her of something. She grinned and said, apropos of nothing, “Did you know Bobby Alexander moved out on Jo Ann?”


  “Oh, sure. Moved in with that cop—there was a rumor it was you for a while. But I told Alison Gaillard no way would you look at that wimp. Which reminds me—how about the filmmaker guy you brought to the funeral?”


  Her heroine, the female new centurion, blushed like a seventh grader. “He’s nice.” She shrugged, looking entirely uncomfortable. “I like him.”


  “Seeing him every day?”


  Skip didn’t answer. “Listen, I hate to say it, but the hard part isn’t over yet. I want you to think very carefully about this. I’ve had a tip about LaBelle, the black woman. It might not be true, but I have to check it out.”


  Frightened again and once more unable to speak, Marcelle only nodded.


  “Have you ever heard of a woman named Jaree Campeau? Or, wait—her maiden name was probably Jaree Doucette.”


  “No.”


  “Your father never spoke of her?”


  “Who is she?” Marcelle croaked.


  “LaBelle’s mother. I think there’s a chance Chauncey was her father.”


  “He couldn’t have been.” Her throat was opening, her voice getting strong again. “My father wasn’t like that.”


  Skip was silent, looking into her cup.


  “I mean, maybe he fucked around a little. Do you know about alcoholics? I do, there’s no way I couldn’t know, is there? I’ve read quite a bit of stuff on it. What happens is that the ‘chemical-free partner,’ as they call it, stops respecting the alcoholic and loses interest in sex. Can you blame him?”


  “It’s an awful situation.”


  Damn! Why did she have to be so coolly diplomatic and noncommittal?


  “How would you like to go to bed with someone who smelled like booze was coming out of his pores like sweat? Well, my mother smells that way. Of course Daddy had to have sex with someone else. I can’t blame him for that, can you?”


  “I guess nobody could,” Skip said carefully.


  “Okay, so maybe he screwed around, but he would never, never in a million years have abandoned a child. He just didn’t have it in him.”


  “What would he have done? Brought her home to live with you and Henry and Bitty?”


  Marcelle was taken aback. What would he have done? “He would have taken care of her—”


  “I think he tried to. I think he gave Jaree some money.”


  “He wouldn’t have treated any daughter of his like he treated that woman. I saw it! No way in hell he would have ordered her away and slammed the door on her—he just wouldn’t have.”


  Again, Skip didn’t speak.


  “You think I’m idealizing him, don’t you? Okay, look, I guess that’s only normal under the circumstances. But listen to this—Chauncey heard Henry say ‘bastard’ once, when he was about twelve, I think—I must have been seven or eight. He forbade him ever to say it again. He said the word was not acceptable in our house, that no one should ever by judged by the accident of birth but by their achievements, that we were all created equal and what was important about a person was not who their parents were but what they did with their lives.”


  “I see why you loved him.”


  Marcelle felt the all too familiar tears starting up again. “Of course neither Henry nor I did a damn thing with our lives.”


  “How can you say that? You have a darling son and Henry’s an actor.”


  “Daddy didn’t really consider anything an achievement unless it paid off. He didn’t look at Henry’s acting in aesthetic terms.”


  “Which is odd, since he was such a supporter of the arts.”


  “I guess it’s different when it’s your own family. You want them to be like you.” She shrugged. “Anyway, he did consider André a magnificent achievement. I guess you could safely say he operated on the double standard.”


  “It’s a funny town. If I did nothing, my dad would be happier than he is with what I am doing.”


  “Oh, but you’ve really done something.”


  “Not to hear Don Langdon tell it. He wouldn’t be happy till he heard I was picking up some man’s dirty underwear—some rich, socially prominent man’s.”


  “Of course then you’d have a maid and wouldn’t have to.” They laughed. Marcelle would inherit money now, and she could have a maid herself. It wasn’t what she wanted.


  She said, “Daddy was a wonderful man, Skip. Really he was. He did believe in the arts; he tried like hell to help all those poor musicians and never held it against them even if they were junkies. He said it was a crime the way this country treats its artists. And he felt that way about poor people too, which is why he worked so hard in politics. He really cared, Skippy. And he tried to give Henry and me a sense of—I don’t know, social responsibility or something. As well as ambition. He wanted us to work as hard as he had to, not just to be little rich kids who didn’t know how to do anything.” She made a face. “Like me.”


  “You know how to be a mama.”


  “It isn’t enough.” As she spoke, she put it all together for the first time—her need to do something, to have something of her own—with Chauncey’s values. She felt momentarily strengthened, as if her father were still with her, as he had been at her first piano recital, whispering, “You can do it, baby.”


  Skip said, “I’d better go. Could you think real hard about one last thing?”


  “Okay.” Why not? She felt strong now, with Chauncey’s ghost whispering.


  “Was LaBelle in the house the night you saw her? Or might she have been at some other time?”


  Marcelle closed her eyes. Could Chauncey have let her in and then made her leave when things turned nasty? Not very likely, but—


  “Maybe,” she said. “Why do you ask?”


  “I think there’s a chance your father was shot with a gun from his own collection.”


  “No!”


  “I’m not sure. Do you know if he had a pair of Colt 44.40s?”


  “No. Are those guns?”


  “They’re the ones we found at Tolliver’s.”


  “They didn’t look familiar,” she said doubtfully, “but I’ve never paid the least attention to the damned collection. If you like, I could look and see if anything’s missing—I mean, if there’s a piece of shelf that isn’t dusty or something. Would that help?”


  “A written record of what he had would be better.”


  “Okay, I’ll go through his desk.”


  “I’d appreciate it.”


  When she was gone Marcelle fell in a heap on her bed, unable even to make André’s breakfast. Staring at the ceiling fan, she wondered if she had known her father at all. Speaking to Skip, she had felt perfectly confident that her father couldn’t have had an illegitimate child, couldn’t have kept such a thing from his family. But he had had a secret love affair with his secretary, who had treated Marcelle like a younger sister.


  She thought of the scene she had seen Chauncey enact with LaBelle. Bad enough if she were his mistress, but intolerable if she were his daughter. And if Marcelle found it intolerable, how about the larger community? She had worried that her father’s affirmative action work would be endangered. What if he had had a daughter with a black woman—this Jaree—and then shunned her? He would end up not merely a laughingstock but an object of hatred.
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  In the bright light of midmorning, Skip’s post-midnight panic returned. The day was getting away from her. She called Homicide. Cappello had gone as far as it was possible to go on the Toyota owner for the moment, but the news was frustrating. It seemed Horton Charbonnet worked for an oil company and lived near Carrollton. One Jeanette Nelms, a UNO student whom he had hired to take care of his dog and three cats, told Cappello that to the best of her knowledge Charbonnet was where he said he was—visiting friends in Houston—and would be there until Wednesday. He hadn’t left a phone number and hadn’t said a word about a car. She had gotten the house-sitting job through an ad, didn’t know him, and didn’t have the slightest idea whom he might have lent his car to.


  Damn! Charbonnet could be the key to the whole thing—unless he’d simply parked his car on the street for a few days and somebody’d stolen it.


  She called Steve, just to touch base, soothe any hurt feelings he might have from the night before.


  He said, “I missed you last night. I wish I’d been with you.”


  “I missed you too.”


  “You did?”


  “I certainly did. Especially when LaBelle’s burglar came in my back window.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “I wish I were. I can’t talk about it now, though—I’ve got to get on the road.”


  “Can you come over tonight? Cookie’s cooking. He says he’s going to get a date and everything.”


  “I think so. I’ll call you later.”


  She tried the second number she had for Stelly Villere, the one in Harvey, figuring the first had long since been disconnected. A teenage boy answered “Hello?”


  “I’m calling Estelle Villere.”


  “Who?” He sounded outraged, as if she’d invaded his home and asked for Jabba the Hut.


  “Estelle.”


  “Oh, Stelly.” Very superior. “Stelly back in New Orlean. Huh husband work there now.”


  “Do you have her phone number?”


  “No.”


  “Does your mother?”


  “She ain’here.”


  He hung up, leaving Skip to curse everyone under twenty, an age she hadn’t left so long ago herself. She called back again. “Listen, what’s Stelly’s husband’s name?”


  “Peeler.”


  “What’s his first name?”


  “Peeler.”


  “Okay, what’s his last name?”


  “Johnson.”


  “Thanks for your kindness and cooperation on this beautiful Sunday morning.”


  There were half a dozen P. Johnsons in the phone book, all of whom Skip called while a man repaired her window, and four of whom knew no Estelle Villere, the other two not being reachable.


  She went over to LaBelle’s, told Calvin Hogue about the burglar, and asked him again to phone her if LaBelle turned up. Then she grabbed a sandwich and drove out to see Jaree Campeau.


  Jaree was napping, but her husband, a light-skinned man with kind crinkly eyes, said it was about time she got up anyway. Skip sat uncomfortably in the living room, where a girl of twelve was watching TV, while Jaree got dressed.


  Jaree entered wearing jeans and crewneck sweater, still patting her hair into place. Not greeting Skip, she snapped, “Turn that thing off, Shirley Ann. It’s a beautiful day outside. Go get some exercise.”


  Skip stood and told Jaree her name, sure she would have forgotten.


  “I remember you, officer,” said her hostess. “I was hoping you wouldn’t be back. Hoping I’d heard the last of Miss LaBelle Doucette.”


  Skip hated her coldness. LaBelle might be a disappointment, but she was the woman’s daughter. Unable to control herself, she said, “A child is a lifetime commitment.”


  “Tell me about it. I can honestly say I wish I’d never seen or heard of that girl.”


  I can honestly say people like you don’t deserve children. May Shirley Ann marry a white man and decide she’s too good for you.


  Skip’s feelings must have shown in her eyes. Jaree said more mildly, “Sit down, officer. I know I sound hard, but if you knew that girl and what she’s put me through and my grandmama through and my husband and chirren through…”


  “I’m sorry to tell you this, but I’m afraid she may be involved in a serious crime.”


  “Whoo! Serious crime. She’s already been involved in every kind of crime you can name.”


  “This is murder, Mrs. Campeau.”


  Jaree didn’t move a muscle, didn’t flick an eyelash. “I’m not surprised. Nothing that girl does would surprise me.”


  “I’m still trying to find her.”


  “Well, I still haven’t heard from her. Believe me, if I did, you’d be the first to know.”


  “I was wondering if she might be with her father.”


  “No chance of that, honey. She doesn’t have the least idea who her father is.”


  “I heard she tells stories about him—she says he’s a white man, a prominent New Orleanian.”


  Jaree smiled a cold, smug smile, the kind, Skip thought, an executioner who really loved his work might permit himself as he delivered the coup de grâce. “He probably is, officer. But LaBelle doesn’t know who he is, and neither do I.”


  Skip tried not to let her jaw drop as she tried to imagine the prim Jaree in the role of LaBelle’s predecessor as sweetheart of the regiment.


  “Like mother like daughter you’re thinking,” Jaree said. “But you’re thinking wrong. It is a pure delight to tell you that LaBelle is not my natural child. I adopted her when I was seventeen, and I wish to God I’d stayed working as a maid instead.”


  Skip waited, sure there was more. Jaree sounded as if she was starting to enjoy herself. “That’s what I was doing at the time,” she said. “Trying to earn enough money to get myself through college. And suddenly this offer came, out of the blue. The family I was working for offered me $25,000 to raise a child that needed a home. Lord, if I’d known what I know now! My grandmama really wanted that baby—I thought they’d make each other happy and I’d get a college education out of it. Well, I should have got a job as a waitress—like you say, being a mother’s a lifetime commitment and I wasn’t ready for it, and I sure wasn’t ready for a daughter like LaBelle.”


  “Tell me, was it a legal adoption?”


  “Are you kidding?”


  “No, I guess it wasn’t. Do you mind telling me the name of that family? The people you worked for?” Skip spoke carefully, trying to conceal how much she needed the answer.


  “Not at all. It was Harmeyer. Arthur and Judith Harmeyer.”


  She knew the Harmeyers well, had last seen them at Chauncey’s funeral. Judith Harmeyer was Tolliver Albert’s sister.


Sunday Kinds of Love
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  BITTY LOOKED AT the mirror, at her petite self in her black suit, her blond hair as shiny as ever, unable to believe it was really she. They had all fussed over her at church, said how good she looked. She thought it was true and she was looking at herself soberly, not having had a drink yet today. She couldn’t understand it—she was dying inside.


  Yet she looked like a young widow who was coming beautifully through tragedy. She must have one of those pickled livers that keep working against all odds. Her father had one—why not she?


  She tore at her clothes; they oppressed her. Pearl buttons flew off her cream silk blouse.


  Where was Henry? Working, of course. They would go out to dinner that night, if she lived so long. At the moment she wondered, seriously wondered for the first time, what it would be like to kill herself quickly, as opposed to the slow way she’d been working on for two decades.


  She was so lonely. She didn’t understand why Tolliver hadn’t called, either last night or this morning. She’d thought he loved her.


  Perhaps that was what had her so upset—not hearing from Tolliver. Still in her slip and bare feet, she phoned him.


  Not home. And not in church. Her father had taken her to church, had called late last night and offered to do it, and Bitty had been so surprised she had said yes and then had been too proud not to be ready when he arrived. Her father did not do things for other people; it was not his style. It was Tolliver’s.


  She changed into a peacock-colored running suit and looked in the mirror again. She could be in her early thirties. She looked wonderful. She could probably find a new man if Tolliver didn’t want her. But surely he did if the rumors weren’t true, but how could they be? She knew him better than anyone.


  She lay down on her bed for a moment, knowing that she would go down and make herself a mimosa in a moment or two, but prolonging the pleasure, the anticipation.


  Ah! I’m not dying. I do want a mimosa.


  Was it possible to live? She tried to imagine a life without Chauncey, a real life, not the waking sleep the last twenty years had been. A life in which she was married to Tolliver.


  He would probably make love to me.


  The thought came with a jolt. It must have been seven years or more since she and Chauncey had made love, and probably another year or two since the time before that.


  Tolliver would make love to her, and he would love her. Chauncey did not love her, had never loved her, had married her for what her father could do for him, and she had adored him. Or at least she had at first. For years she’d hated the bastard. She smiled to herself, remembering how much he hated that word, and went downstairs to get her drink.


  Could she have married Tolliver? She had come halfway to accept over the years the general wisdom that he was a homosexual, and so maybe he wouldn’t have married her after all. But he had made love to her once. It was rushed and painful, and he had kept saying her name. When she thought of it now, she flushed, not with pleasure but embarrassment. She had hated his saying her name, hadn’t known how to answer. She knew that something was happening to him that she wasn’t able to share.


  It was her first experience with sex, and it was no experience at all. She had closed her eyes and watched Tolliver and herself from someplace in the air above their two bodies, merely an observer. She was pouring orange juice when the odd spectacle came back to her—the picture she’d seen with her eyes closed so long ago. She hadn’t thought of it in thirty years.


  She hadn’t wanted to do it again and had put Tolliver off by saying she was too afraid, and it was only two weeks later that she met Chauncey, whose first touch, as they shook hands, stimulated nerve endings all over her body.


  She never thought of Tolliver in a sexual context again. By the time she was settled with Chauncey, the first flush having faded, she noticed that Tolliver was there, that he had always been there. She must have assumed he always would be. She had wondered about his personal life hardly at all, had considered him an adjunct of herself and Chauncey, had not needed to know anything else. He was just there, that was all. And now that she needed him, he wasn’t at home.
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  Henry found her snoring on the living-room sofa, the carpet beside her reeking from a spilled drink. He had arrived several hours early for their dinner date, thinking to coax her out of the house and to distract her from becoming stinko, for once.


  He cleaned up the mess, embarrassed for her, and let her sleep another hour before he shook her gently. “Bitty. Bitty, darling, it’s your baby.”


  His heart turned to jelly as she touched his face and smiled. She must have made this gesture a thousand times. He literally didn’t think he could get along without her, would probably die without her in his life.


  He was a fool not to have moved back in for the week, at least, maybe a few weeks until she was on her feet a little better. He was shocked that it hadn’t occurred to him that he could do that, had still thought of this house as his father’s house, a house in which he wasn’t welcome.


  “Henry? Baby, is that you?”


  “Rise and shine, Mother.”


  “Did I oversleep?”


  “No. I came a little early. I thought we might take a drive or something.”


  “What a nice idea, baby. Help me up the stairs, will you?”


  By the time they had reached the top of the stairs, it was obvious she wasn’t going anywhere but back to bed. He tucked her under a satin comforter and went downstairs to watch television.


  He couldn’t watch; he was too worried. What would happen to her now? He had asked her to dinner tonight to give her something to look forward to and it hadn’t worked. Since he had to work that day, and Tolliver hadn’t returned his call, he had arranged with Geegaw, of whom he was half terrified, to take her to church, thinking he’d come over soon after. But he saw that he hadn’t been quick enough, that she must simply wait every day until she was alone and then head straight for oblivion.


  He needed to move in; that was obvious. He would do it tomorrow.


  He heard her stirring, running a bath, at about five-thirty. She was wonderful—never missed an engagement, apparently possessing an inner clock capable of rousing her even from a stupor.


  When she came down she was beautiful in midnight-blue silk. In response to his compliment, she said, “I must get some more black clothes. I only have the suit.”


  “I’ll take you. Tomorrow if you like.”


  She answered vaguely, and he knew she would end up pleading a headache.


  At the restaurant she pushed her salad around her plate, not eating and trying to hide it. But as she drank her wine, a pink glow colored her cheeks and she chatted quite cheerfully.


  “Do you remember when you and Marcelle were little, when the three of us went out together every afternoon?”


  Every afternoon it had taken hours to get Marcelle ready, and then they could only go to places where babies could go and Bitty had to watch Marcelle every second. Henry had to play by himself most of the time, but when he could get Marcelle alone, he threw dirt in her face.


  “Remember how much fun we had together?”


  “I always thought Marcelle was kind of a drag.”


  “Oh, darling, you know you love your sister. You were so cute with her at that age, so worried something might happen to her.”


  “Was I?”


  “Oh, heavens, especially that time she had strep throat. Remember that? She was in the hospital overnight, and you came to my room the next morning to ask if she’d died.”


  He hadn’t the least recollection of it.


  “I was thinking of those days last night. This week is so hard, Henry.”


  “I know, Mother. You need someone with you. I’d like to come stay with you awhile.”


  “I’m fine alone. Really. I was thinking last night that everything’s all right, that I can make peace with myself.”


  The waiter took away her barely touched salad and brought their entrées.


  “I was thinking about those days—just the three of us together—and realizing that I was genuinely happy then. How many people can say that?” He smiled, saying nothing, inviting her to continue. “Your life has meant something—it hasn’t been wasted—if you’ve had something so perfect, just once.”


  “Mother, of course your life hasn’t been wasted. What would I do without you?”


  “You don’t really need me. But it doesn’t matter, you see? That’s what I’m trying to tell you—I’ve had a happy and satisfying life already. I don’t need anything else.”


  Fear wrenched at his gut. Surely she wasn’t suicidal. Not after all that had happened this past week. He couldn’t take it. He said, “You aren’t depressed, are you, Mother?”


  “Of course not, dear. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. You’re not to worry about me, and you’re not to consider moving in. You have your own life to lead, and I don’t want to be a drag on you.”


  “Come over tomorrow night. I’ll cook for you.”


  “Don’t be silly. You can’t spend every night with your mother.”


  “I would if I could.” He gave her a flirtatious smile.


  She leaned over her plate to take his hand, a fold of her dress flowing into the sauce meunière. Her hands felt as cold and bony as a chicken’s claw. “I know you would, darlin’.” She smiled bravely and squeezed.


  The smile stopped, but the squeeze continued. A tear ran down her cheek, but she made no effort to brush it away. She simply kept staring at him, squeezing his hand.


  He should do something to help her now. He tried to think what to do. She said, “You’re not a bit like Chauncey, are you?”


  He didn’t know what the answer was, whether she wanted him to assure her that he was indeed exactly like Chauncey, that she still had that to hang on to, or whether he was supposed to agree with her. Paralyzed, he missed his cue.


  She began to sniffle and had to let go of his hand to pull out a tissue. “You wouldn’t do what Chauncey did.”


  “Mother, you can depend on me for anything you need. You know that.”


  “Oh, Henry, what am I going to do? Tolliver didn’t call me today.”


  Tolliver?


  “We’ll get through this,” he said.


  “I’m so miserable. I have no one in the world anymore.”


  “No one? What about me?” How could she say this to her only son, who would happily devote his whole life to her? “How about Geegaw and Marcelle and André and—I don’t know—Yvonne and Mommoo and Poppoo—”


  “You don’t understand. I’m completely alone now.” She was sobbing.


  “Mother, I think we should go.” He realized now that the sudden somersault into despond was simply another manifestation of drunkenness, just as her earlier mood had been. All of New Orleans would understand that too, and would know about it by morning. It was too late to avoid that, but he felt an overwhelming need to get her someplace safe, where people couldn’t stare, as quickly as possible. He signaled for the check.


  “I’ll be all right. I’ll be good.” She poured herself other glass of wine and sipped, her tears wiped away, a strange childishness, a pathetic need to please, overcoming her melancholy.


  He hated this. “Oh, Mother.”


  “I’m sorry, Henry. I didn’t mean to disgrace you.” She said “dishgrashe.”


  “Mother, please, you don’t disgrace me. I just want to help you and I feel so helpless.” He took a deep breath and a big chance. “Let me take you to the Betty Ford Center. Please. You need a boost. You know you do.”


  “You don’t think there’s any hope for me, do you?”


  “Of course I do. That’s what I’m saying.”


  She dipped her napkin in water and dabbed at the dress, having now seen the stain she’d acquired. “I feel so awful.”


  “I’ll help you. I’ll take care of you.”


  “I could never go that far from home.”


  “Someplace here, then. Or no place—just AA.”


  “I couldn’t go to AA. Chotsie Carruth goes. She says everybody smokes.”


  “Mother, you’re killing yourself.”


  “I want to die.”


  She looked suddenly seventy years old. Beautiful Bitty, an ancient tragedy mask. He couldn’t stand it. He had to do something to get her out of this.


  “I need you, Mother.” He threw his napkin on the table for emphasis. “I need to know you’re there. I need you to be strong for me.”


  She dabbed at her eyes again, trying to force a smile and ending up with a grimace. “No, you don’t, son.” Her voice came out in a whisper.


  “Mother, pay attention to me. I need you. You know what I’m talking about.”


  “No, Henry.”


  “I’m talking about Skip Langdon.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, I’m probably going to be arrested.”


  She screamed. Not a particularly loud scream, a muffled one, but unquestionably a scream. Three waiters hovered instantly, shielding their table from the other diners. “Is there a problem, monsieur?”


  “My mother is ill. Help me, will you?”


  The waiters moved with startling efficiency, two attending to coat-getting and door-opening, one helping him support Bitty, the other acting as escort, trying to hide them and not succeeding while Bitty blubbered and tried to walk on rubbery legs, though really they had to half-drag, half-carry her.
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  Could Skip get Cookie a date? She simply did not believe the message on her machine. Was Steve Steinman out of his mind? No woman in New Orleans would go out with Cookie Lamoreaux, and with good reason. Everyone had already done it once, and no one was dumb enough to do it again. Though nearly thirty, Cookie was the original teenage gross-out king—arriving drunk, puking in the daisies, groping women, insulting elder statespersons, having to be driven home and poured out of his car—these were a few of his endearing little trademarks.


  The message not only asked her to get him a date, but specifically mentioned Marcelle. Marcelle! Aphrodite reborn as a mortal. Not bloody likely, Steinman. The alternative, however, was spending an evening with Steve and Cookie alone. Cookie would tell endless tales of drunken ribaldry, and she and Steve would end up playing audience to him. Skip thought hard. Maybe there was a female cop who hadn’t met him yet.


  In the middle of her reverie Marcelle called to see how she was and if she wanted to go out for a bite, and Skip was desperate enough to pop the question. Amazingly, she was willing to do it—seemed eager, even, but couldn’t because of André. Even more amazingly, Cookie, confronted with the situation, invited André.


  Due to sartorial indecision ending in a promise to herself to go shopping soon, Skip arrived to find the others well into the cocktail hour. As advertised, Cookie was cooking, leaving Marcelle and Steve to huddle together on the living room sofa. Skip had finally broken out an almost-new red sweater with which to top her jeans; Marcelle’s own jeans were tight, her shirt long and sexy, magenta with leopard spots. Skip felt an urgent need to go and stake out LaBelle’s and realized with horror that this was serious jealousy. She was hooked on Steve Steinman.


  He got up to give her a hug worthy of Mighty Joe Young. Guilt, she thought. “Ouch,” she said, and rather testily.


  “Sorry. You looked so pretty, that’s all. I just want to—” He bit her ear.


  “Not here, King Kong.”


  Marcelle got up to deliver her own hug. “About time you got here. Can you imagine how hard on the ego it is to try to talk to a guy who keeps checking his watch and glancing toward the doorway?”


  Could she be serious? Skip decided not to think about it, to be grateful they were both polite, at least. Steve followed her when she went to say hello to Cookie. “Marcelle’s nice. I like her.”


  “What guy wouldn’t?”


  “Weird taste in clothes, though.”


  From his post over a hot stove Cookie hollered, “Kojak! Who loves ya, baby?”


  Skip gave him the requisite sisterly kiss, noting that he looked unusually spruced-up. “What’s the occasion?”


  He shrugged. “I thought we should all be friends.” Skip thought he probably had a long-term crush on Marcelle. She’d never seen him quite so civilized.


  “So, Kojak, tell us about the big case.” Deftly, he turned the fluffy-looking shrimp he was frying.


  “No shop talk, okay?”


  “Not okay. Why do you think I invited you?”


  Marcelle drifted in. “Cookie, please.” She looked as if she were about to cry.


  “Oh. Gosh, sorry, Marcelle. I must be crazy.” His face glowed like a tequila sunrise, and Skip didn’t think it was just from the heat. “Women out of the kitchen. You’re making me nervous. Steve, you can help me.”


  The women took their drinks into the living room. Except for the exercise bike by the front window, it looked not only presentable but actually nice. Cookie had swept, dusted, vacuumed the furniture, and stuck some daffodils into a green pitcher.


  “Cookie’s…” Both spoke at once.


  “Go first,” said Skip.


  “… different. Changed.”


  “You’re not kidding. In the last few hours apparently.”


  “Really? You mean it hasn’t happened over the years?”


  “You haven’t seen him lately?”


  “I guess not.” The saucer eyes were wistful. “We used to date. A long time ago.”


  “You’ve gone out with everybody in town.”


  She lowered her head and when she raised it, she was blinking away tears. “Skippy, I never thought you, of all people…”


  “What is it? What did I say?” But, too late, she knew. She remembered O’Rourke’s “whore of Babylon” remark.


  “You know what you said.”


  Weirdly, she felt almost as much of a pang as when Steve got angry with her. She had hurt Marcelle, and Marcelle was someone she was coming to care about. The thought astounded her. Marcelle St. Amant, girl airhead, my best friend. Well, she might really be an airhead, Skip wasn’t sure yet, but she was a warm and generous soul. If she wasn’t a murderer.


  “I’m sorry. I just meant you’re so pretty and popular … I didn’t know you and Cookie were an item.”


  She smiled, apparently mollified. “Well, we were fourteen at the time.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “He dumped me. My first broken heart.”


  “Cookie dumped you?”


  “I’ve never gotten over him. We didn’t speak for years. In fact—till now.”


  The plot certainly thickened. Who would imagine the gross-out king and the bruised magnolia as star-crossed lovers?


  The men arrived with the shrimp, heralded as Cookie’s Famous Cajun Tempura, which their host was serving as an hors d’oeuvre and which proved to be, logically enough, shrimp tempura spiced Cajun style. Cookie had even made some without the spices for André, who withdrew temporarily from a TV upstairs to stuff his tiny face.


  There was a salad course after the tempura, and then the best paella Skip had ever tasted. Cookie said, “Shucks, honey, it’s nothin’ but jambalaya with a funny spelling.” But Marcelle’s stream of compliments continued to flow.


  “You should open a restaurant, Cookie, really you should. This is the best stuff I ever put in my mouth.”


  “What this town needs—another restaurant.”


  Skip shrugged. “There were a million restaurants when K-Paul’s opened.”


  “Which reminds me,” said Cookie. “Did anyone ever hear of blackened anything before it did?”


  No one had.


  “You see. Even Prudhomme had a gimmick.” His voice had an edge to it.


  “Wait a minute,” said Skip. “I think I just detected something.”


  “I’ll drink to that.” Cookie raised his glass. “Kojak has detected something.”


  They all drank, and all accepted refills.


  “What have you detected, Kojak?”


  “You’ve thought it out about restaurants. You really do want to open one.”


  “Ah—not really.”


  But she could tell he did.


  Marcelle said, ”If you could do anything you wanted with your life, what would it be?”


  He stared at her. Skip expected one of his cracks, but he looked down at his lap. Finally, he said, “Cook, I guess.” She thought it probably cost him to say something serious, even three words.


  Marcelle said, “You’re so lucky.”


  He stared as if she were the Pythian Sibyl, about to dispense wisdom such as he had never heard before. “You have something you love.” She let a beat pass. “To do.”


  No one spoke.


  “You all have it,” she said. “You don’t know what a gift that is.”


  “You have André,” said Cookie, whose disdain for children was famous among the women he’d dated.


  Skip had to stop herself from slapping at her ear to make sure it was really working right. Next these two would climb up on the table and sing a duet.


  “I love him to distraction,” said Marcelle. “But it’s not the same as having something to do.” Her voice rose to something that was almost a whine.


  Thank God. Back to normal.


  “Steve, you’re the luckiest of all.”


  “Me?”


  “Because you’re an artist. What it must feel like to make something! To start with nothing and make something that’s really yours.”


  “Cooking is like that.” Cookie spoke a little huffily, but Steve was still preening.


  “You know, not many people understand that. They don’t think about it. They only think, ‘film, wow, glamorous’ or ‘dance; gee, talented.’ They don’t think about the process, about what it’s like to live with the thing inside you trying to get out.”


  Cookie said, “Maybe we can get you a cheap abortion,” but no one so much as glanced at him.


  Skip was thinking guiltily that indeed she hadn’t stopped to think about it, about what Steve really did, and what it meant to him.


  Marcelle was rapt. “I’ve thought about it a lot. I think about it every time I look at a picture I love or a statue or even a beautiful piece of furniture. I think of the woodworker, planing his wood, and touching it and rubbing it and applying oil to it. When I see Henry act, I can’t believe it’s my brother who can do that. I’d give anything if it were me. It makes me want to cry.” She teared up.


  Cookie said, “What? What makes you want to cry?”


  Skip thought she would talk some more about how deprived she was, poor little Southern kid who couldn’t do anything, she was jus’ so helpless, but Marcelle flushed and spoke in a whisper. “Beauty,” she said. “Art.”


  An embarrassed silence fell. Skip thought, No one says things like that. They think them, but they don’t say them. And she realized how very much she felt like that herself. Or used to. She had let that part of herself die in recent years. But now she remembered a one-woman show she had seen in college, how she couldn’t stop staring, how she had felt a lump in the back of her throat. She was stoned at the time and thought it was that. But the feeling had been back, it came up at least once every time she set foot in a museum; sometimes she felt it looking at certain blocks in the Quarter. She ignored it; she pretended it wasn’t there.


  The name of the artist from the college show flashed into her mind and she knew she’d seen it in the paper recently. She wanted one of the paintings on her wall—something by that artist, something that gave her that feeling. She saw her dump of an apartment suddenly covered with beautiful paintings, not heavy metal posters at all, and she smiled, picking up her glass to invite a toast.


  “To art,” she said.


  “Hear, hear.”


  “To artists,” said Marcelle, so obviously including Cookie that he stopped pouting and served dessert.


  Among many half-drunken assurances that it was a work of art, a masterpiece, a chef d’oeuvre and competition for the Mona Lisa, they washed down a multilayered chocolate cake with champagne, and Skip felt an unaccustomed mellowness that had nothing to do with drink spread through her body.


  She wondered if they were all actually growing up, putting away old resentments, old prejudices, and becoming different people—people, she thought with a jolt, who would actually like to know one another—be friends, as Cookie had suggested. Was she ready for that?


Tolliver


  1


  SHE WOKE UP early and kissed Steve awake. They had spent the night at Cookie’s. “I gotta go, D.W. Griffith.”


  He pulled the pillow over his head. “Oh, my aching head. I can’t believe we really had that conversation.”


  “In vino Veritas, Roger Corman. I’m taking you a lot more seriously from now on.”


  “How about just taking me?” He pulled the sheet off to show her his erection.


  God, it was beautiful; she could almost taste it already. She started to slide down his body, hormones suddenly activated to full throttle.


  But there isn’t time; it’s Monday morning and you’re a cop. Remember?


  She sat up. “Oh, shit. I can’t. I’ve got to go home before I go to work.”


  “Damn.” He rolled over.


  “Yeah.”


  She was probably scheduled for the stakeout at LaBelle’s today, as she had been for days, but she needed to check her machine.


  Jimmy Dee’s voice trilled at her first: “Good morning, my tiny true love. I suppose there’ll be nothing left of you but a bone and a hank of hair if you’re out rutting with that elephantine friend of yours. Give scrawny old Dee-Dee a call if you’ve still got a mouth left.”


  And then Duby’s flat, emotionless voice: “Skip, I hope you haven’t left for your stakeout. We’ve closed out the St. Amant case. Report to your usual district this morning.”


  Closed out the St. Amant case?


  Her finger shook as she dialed. “Lieutenant. I must have been in the shower. What’s going on?”


  “Have you heard about Tolliver Albert? It’s all over the radio.”


  She was silent, trying to take it in.


  “I’m sorry if he was a friend of yours. He’s dead. Took pills, probably Saturday.”


  “No!”


  “You knew him well?”


  “It isn’t that—”


  “His neighbor found him. He was supposed to have dinner last night with her and her husband. He’d asked if he could bring Mrs. St. Amant, so she wouldn’t be alone, but Mrs. S. says he never even phoned her about it. When he didn’t show, the neighbor investigated. Found the door unlocked, the body lying on the bed, fully clothed, hands folded on chest.”


  Skip’s heart was pounding. She sat on the floor, trying to ground herself, to keep her mind from racing. Hoping she sounded normal, she said, “Did he leave a note?”


  “Oh, yes, he left a note. In which he confessed to the murder of his best friend, Chauncey St. Amant.”


  “But why? Did the note say why?”


  “He was in love with Chauncey’s wife.”


  “Bitty? But—”


  “But what?”


  She had been about to say, “but she drinks,” and then realized how stupid that sounded, how blind she’d been to the obvious. She said, “Go on.”


  “It seems that Mrs. St. Amant rejected him for his trouble and, overcome with remorse and heartbreak, he decided to do himself.”


  “I don’t believe it.”


  The lieutenant spoke very gently. “I know it’s a shock, Skip. But believe me. He’s dead.”


  “It sounds so fishy.”


  “The note’s definitely in his handwriting. And there was something else—a holographic will.”


  “My God. Leaving everything to Bitty?”


  “No. We don’t know yet if this will supersedes another. It didn’t mention everything, only his business, the antique store. He left it to Marcelle Gaudet.”


  “I didn’t even know they were close.”


  “Who knows? Anyhow, we’re mopping up the case—thanks for helping out on it.”


  “Oh, God, I feel awful.”


  “I know you do, Skip. I’m really sorry.”


  “I mean physically sick. This has never happened before—”


  “You’ve had a shock. Why don’t you lie down for a while? Come in an hour or so late.”


  In an hour, Skip called her sergeant at V.C., her old district, and pleaded serious female trouble, probably an ovarian cyst, she’d had them before and they could—


  Eager to avoid the grisly details, he cut her off with a gruff, “Okay.” Not even, See you tomorrow. Just Get off the phone, lady. She’d thought he’d feel that way.


  She couldn’t stop now. Too many cans of worms had been opened, the biggest one named LaBelle. If Tolliver had killed Chauncey for love of Bitty, why had he burglarized LaBelle’s apartment? Why had he killed himself after less than a week? Surely he hadn’t fallen for Bitty, whom he’d known all his life, any time recently. It must have been years ago. So maybe it took him some time to get up his nerve to kill Chauncey—or to go nuts enough to do it—but after waiting years for her, why give up after less than a week? Logically, he would have expected her to go through a period of mourning and then he would have begun a formal courtship. It was too early for any of that to have happened.


  Skip knew that the theory about going nuts would technically cover those objections, but nothing she knew or could imagine covered LaBelle.


  She put on her gray suit—she had a sympathy call to make—and then she looked up the two P. Johnsons she hadn’t yet reached. If she was going to talk to Stelly, it had to be this morning, before Stelly heard about Tolliver. The body had been discovered too late to make the morning paper, but already she could have heard it on the radio. The first address was out in New Orleans East, and a woman answered.


  “Mrs. Johnson?”


  “Yes?”


  “Is this the Peeler Johnson residence?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “I’m with the gas company. Our meter reader’s having trouble finding your meter. I was wondering—are you going to be home for a while?”


  “Another hour probably.”


  She thought at first she had the wrong house. The kid sitting on the steps was unmistakably white. But the address was right. “Do the Johnsons live here?”


  “Uh-huh. My mom’s inside.” He sounded like he had a cold.


  The house was a small red brick one, an Ozzie and Harriet-style dwelling with a nice lawn and a bicycle on the front walk. She heard the kid’s mother before she saw her.


  “Mark? Mark Anthony, who told you you could go outside?” She opened the door and stepped out, in jeans and an old black sweatshirt, faded more or less to charcoal. Her hair was caught up with combs into a sort of fluffed-out ponytail. “You get back in this house this minute, you hear me?” She sounded like a common cold and even in the faded sweatshirt looked as if she belonged on the cover of Vogue. Skip figured her waist measured about the same as one of her own upper thighs.


  “Mrs. Johnson?” she called.


  But the woman was occupied with opening the screen door for the boy. She cuffed him as he went in. “You feel good enough to sit on the porch, you’re not sick enough to stay home. Tomorrow, you’re going to school, I don’t care if you got pneumonia.”


  “Mrs. Johnson?”


  “Can I help you?”


  Skip identified herself. “I’d like to talk to you about Chauncey St. Amant.”


  “Chauncey! I haven’t thought about Chauncey in years. Until he got murdered, I mean.”


  “I wanted to ask about an acquaintance of his.”


  “Would you like to come in?” Good. She probably hadn’t heard about Tolliver.


  “I think we should talk out here. You may not want your son overhearing—”


  “My son!” Her eyes flashed anger as she caught on that her privacy was going to be invaded. “What are we going to talk about, officer? What is this anyway? I haven’t even seen the man in ten years or more. What are you doing coming into my home talking about Chauncey St. Amant?”


  “Mrs. Johnson, I—”


  “I’ll tell you anything you want to know about Chauncey St. Amant if you’ve got a strong enough stomach.” She had transferred her fury, but she hadn’t tempered it. Skip half expected lightning bolts to sizzle out of her eyes, which had turned as dark and threatening as the river.


  “Aren’t you afraid your son—”


  “My son’s got nothing to do with Chauncey St. Amant.”


  Skip realized she’d been assuming, because of the boy’s Caucasian hair and features, that he was Chauncey’s son, that in just these few moments she’d made up a whole story about Stelly’s leaving her job because she was pregnant. But now that she thought of it, Mark Anthony had blue eyes, not Chauncey’s brown ones.


  “Why’d you come here asking me questions?”


  “I want to know if you know a woman named LaBelle Doucette.”


  Johnson stepped down and began to walk Skip away from the house, having apparently decided on prudence where the boy was concerned.


  “Never heard of her. Who is she? Chauncey’s latest ‘secretary’?”


  “I think she might be involved in his murder.”


  “Mmmph.” It was a strangled sound, as if she had had to swallow a lot and was ready to cough it back up. “I imagine she might be if he treated her anything like he treated me. I’ve thought a woman must have killed him. I’ve thought it many times. And I’ve cheered her on, too. Somebody should have killed that bastard a long time ago.” She spoke loud and angrily, apparently not caring about the neighbors now that Mark Anthony’s ears were out of the picture.


  “He must have done something terrible to you.”


  “Terrible? Terrible? You know what that bastard did to me? Shouldn’t happen to a dog, shouldn’t happen to an animal!” Tears of rage flowed down her cheeks. “We were lovers, you know about that?”


  Skip nodded.


  “Everybody in town knew. But I was dating Peeler—my husband—at the same time. He knew about Chauncey, but Chauncey didn’t know about him. Peeler wanted me to marry him, but I couldn’t make up my mind to do it. I was so high and mighty, having this fancy white dude sugar daddy I just couldn’t settle down. My mother’d say, ‘Stelly, you ridin’ for a fall,’ and she wasn’t kidding either.


  “Well, I got pregnant. Didn’t know who the daddy was, didn’t care. All I cared about was that baby. The minute the doctor told me, I was so happy. I wondered what I’d been waiting for. So I told Peeler I’d marry him and told Chauncey I was getting married and Chauncey said, ‘You pregnant?’ Just like that. Just ’cause I’d gained five or six pounds and got sick every time I smelled coffee or cigarette smoke, I guess he figured it out. I said, ‘Yes, are you happy for me?’ He said, ‘Stelly, what if it’s mine?’ I said, ‘I’m not gon’ bother you about it. Not gon’ ask you for a penny. I’m leaving here and getting married.’


  “Well, he said I couldn’t do that. Can you imagine?”


  “I guess he didn’t want to lose you.”


  “It wasn’t that. Wasn’t even close. He didn’t want me having the baby. Said what if it looked like him—what if Peeler left me and I couldn’t support it, what if I decided to sue him, what if I asked for money. I said, ‘Don’t worry about it. Nothing’s going to happen.’ So you know what he did then? He offered me money to have an abortion. Cash money—$10,000—to abort my child. You ever hear of anything like that?”


  Skip shook her head.


  “Well, I said no, of course. He said he’d like to give me some money anyway—for a wedding present, and he asked if he could come over for a drink—to say good-bye. He made me have one with him. I just had fruit juice, because I was looking out for the baby, but next thing I knew I was waking up in some doctor’s office. I tried to find out where I was and somebody gave me a shot. When I woke up again I was home, stuffed up to my chin with bloody gauze. And I wasn’t pregnant anymore.” She turned her thunderbolt eyes on Skip. “Now what do you think of your Mr. Chauncey St. Amant, civic leader, friend of the downtrodden, and of black people most particularly, and King of Carnival?”


  The question, thought Skip, is what do I think of this story. She said, “Are you telling me he drugged you and somehow got you a forced abortion?”


  “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”


  “But no doctor would do that.” She wished she believed it.


  “Oh, no? Not for Mr. Chauncey St. Amant, civic leader? You don’t think so? Baby, wadn’t no lawyer or Indian chief put that gauze in my twat.” For the first time she lapsed into black dialect. “You realize what he did? It was illegal what he did. What would you call it, officer? Assault? Hah! Murder’s more like it. You can’t do that to people.”


  Skip made herself ask the question. “Do you know who the doctor was?”


  “I didn’t care about that. I just wanted my baby back.” When Skip didn’t reply, Johnson turned to her, and mischief had replaced the storm in her eyes. “Funny thing was, I got pregnant right away again, and ended up with a whiter-looking baby than I probably ever would have had with Chauncey. Peeler’s my color except with blue eyes. I guess Mark’s the color of one of his great-granddaddies—but I knew I couldn’t sue Chauncey, claim it was his baby after all, when I saw those eyes.”


  Skip wished she had never heard of Estelle Johnson, wished she could take back the whole damn morning and her stupid lie about her ovary, wished she were walking her beat, chatting up old ladies and giving teenage punks threatening looks. She turned her brain inside out but couldn’t think of a reason on earth for Johnson to lie about such a thing. Her gut told her she hadn’t. The tears and the thunderbolts were entirely too real.


  The hell of it was, she knew Chauncey could do it. Maybe plenty of cops wouldn’t think he could get away with it, would really believe what she had said—that no doctor would do such a thing—but Skip knew the St. Amant family doctor and, maybe more to the point, the Mayhew family doctor, all too well. She could see just how it could happen. Chauncey would mention that he needed to get out of a possible jam with his father-in-law. Or maybe he’d taken the problem to old Haygood Mayhew first, said he was afraid of getting into trouble with Bitty, thereby defusing him, making him a co-conspirator against the scourge of the Southern male, the Southern female. And then Haygood had taken it to the family doctor, who referred him, at least, may even have done it himself.


  She wondered what her father had gotten out of it. Even Haygood Mayhew couldn’t get an upstart like him into the Boston Club. Maybe the Louisiana Club, something like that. Something. Skip was sure of it. Her father would happily sell his soul, but he wouldn’t be stupid enough to give it away.


  Angrily, she drove to police headquarters, wondering why she was so mad. She should be sad—for Stelly, for her aborted child, for her own aborted child. For being born into such a poison garden of corruption. And maybe she was, underneath. On top she was mad, probably at Skip Langdon, investigator extraordinaire, for unearthing this garbage, exposing her own nostrils to the stink of it.


  Thanking her stars that Tarantino and O’Rourke weren’t in the office, she went up to Homicide and typed the written request she’d need on her next errand. Then she headed for the state office building, which housed the Bureau of Vital Records.


  There she had a clerk check for birth certificates under five names—LaBelle Albert, LaBelle St. Amant, LaBelle Doucette, LaBelle Villere, and LaBelle Campeau. For mother’s maiden name, she tried Caroline Mayhew (aka “Bitty”), Jaree Campeau, and Estelle Villere. Date of birth was a problem, but the computer program could make checks within five years of an approximate date.


  None of the combinations yielded a birth record. That made two dead ends in one morning.


  She was still so shaky from talking to Stelly that she did something she rarely did—had a beer with lunch. Then she bought some breath mints and drove to the Harmeyers’ house in the Garden District.


  A graceful old iron fence enclosed the yard, as if for children, but Judith and Arthur hadn’t had any. And no wonder, in Skip’s opinion, as she couldn’t imagine either of them mating with anyone. Arthur was a small, stoop-shouldered man with wispy hair and a great number of broken veins on his face. Tolliver’s sister was the personification of “battle ax.”


  She had iron-gray hair, permed into quiescent waves away from her face and sprayed so stiff a hurricane couldn’t dislodge them. Her makeup was peachy-pink and inches thick, as if exposing the skin on one’s face was tantamount to public nudity. Her bosom was deep as quicksand (and probably similarly textured once you removed the armor), her hips a mighty fortress—the whole, neck to knee, was corseted so tightly that bumping into her would bruise. She couldn’t have been more than sixty, and probably not that, but she seemed frozen in time, an old trout from the Eisenhower era. Probably, Skip thought, Judith had simply turned into her own mother.


  A uniformed maid assigned to door duty led Skip into “the front parlor,” where the clan was gathered, along with various friends. To her horror, Skip saw that her parents were there. Well, it would be only half awkward. Since her father wouldn’t talk to her, there was only her mother to fend off, and fend her off she must—if mixing boyfriends with police work was difficult, how much worse was having your entire family around to supervise?


  Bitty and Henry were here, but not Marcelle. And not Bitty’s father—he had probably been over earlier. Not John Hall Pigott either; he probably hadn’t known Tolliver, but with a twinge of disappointment, Skip realized she’d been hoping to see him. Bitty was seated in a wing chair, just as she’d been at her own house a few days ago, and this time Henry stood behind her instead of Tolliver. It seemed odd to have Tolliver missing.


  Skip felt a surge of sympathy for Bitty, for her having lost two men she loved in less than a week. And yet if you read between the lines of the note, you could make an argument that she had been the cause of both deaths. If Tolliver’s death was what it seemed, she must have given him cause to believe she was in love with him.


  Skip’s mother had made her way over. They hugged mechanically—Skip found it hard to feel warm toward someone who nearly always greeted her with disapproval. Today’s hello was, “Oh, Skippy! Not that old suit again.”


  It was on the tip of her tongue to say, “It’s all I have,” but she knew what that would start. She said, “Hello, Mother. How’s Daddy?”


  “He’s sitting right over there.”


  “He looks fine.”


  “Why don’t you go over and speak to him?”


  “I don’t think so.” In a different mood she might have. But after what she’d learned this morning, she was glad to have an excuse for avoiding him. She stared for a moment, though, trying to decide if he looked like a criminal. What he had done—if it had been he—was something like rape. She thought you could also make the case, as Stelly had said, that it was something like murder as well, but as a pro-choice woman, Skip figured she wasn’t the one to try. It certainly was an invasion of a woman’s body it made her sick to think about. It implied a heartlessness, a being out of touch with others, with their feelings, and with your own, that was almost unfathomable. Did her father look heartless?


  No. Not to her. Old Haygood Mayhew looked as if he had long since made the Faustian bargain, and probably hid cloven hooves under his custom-made shoes. Her father looked so completely like what he was that her heart went out to him—he looked like a man trying to keep up appearances. But not merely the superficial sort of appearances that obsessed him. He looked as if he was trying to hide from himself the central fact of his life—that he had thrown it away, that he knew nothing more of himself than he did the day he was born. He had somehow failed to notice when he reached his limit, to realize that, even though he was a poor boy from Winona, Mississippi, who could become an intimate of the rich and well-born, he could not control the universe. But she knew—his face showed his struggle—that he could control his own feelings in a halfway sort of way simply by refusing to acknowledge their petty existence. And by God, he would do that if it took all the bluster bred into him by a family that traced itself back to the Confederate army and had been perfecting macho posturing for at least the last hundred and fifty years. When blustering didn’t work, he simply withdrew. If a piece of the universe—say, the piece named Skip—refused to be commanded, it didn’t exist.


  For Skip he was the perfect paradigm of the Southern male—a wimp of the first water thinly coated with what she thought of as Naugahyde machismo, so phony it wouldn’t fool a five-year-old.


  Wait a minute here! I thought I was going to put all that behind me—be friends with Cookie Lamoreaux and everything.


  But Cookie hadn’t performed any abortions on unconscious women that she knew of. Her father’s wimp factor had turned nasty.


  You don’t know that.


  She didn’t, but she couldn’t figure a way to find out as long as her dad wasn’t speaking to her. And working that one out wasn’t going to happen today.


  Her mother whispered, “Did you know you have a run in your stocking?”


  “Damn! Do I?” Her attention drifted below her knee just long enough to make sure it was true. “How are the Harmeyers?”


  “Doing very well. It must be hard—”


  “I have to speak to them. Excuse me.” She extricated herself abruptly, perhaps rudely, she thought, but she mustn’t get involved in more than small talk with her mother or the afternoon was shot. If Skip’s father wouldn’t speak to her, her mother made up for it. She could hold forth for hours on the one subject in which she had any interest—how thoroughly embarrassed she was by her daughter’s very existence. Skip suspected she wasn’t the only one who had to listen either. Her father was probably becoming so deeply sick of the subject he’d no doubt joined two or three new civic clubs or committees, filling his nights with meetings, blessedly away from home.


  Bitty was done now, looking inexpressibly sad and too small for the black dress that billowed around her. Arthur Harmeyer was approaching, taking her hand….


  Skip said, “I’m so terribly sorry about Tolliver; I know how much he meant to both of you.”


  Bitty gave her a strange, hurt look, as if she wanted to cry but couldn’t because her face was sprayed on. Neither one answered. Skip felt herself flush as she realized what they must be thinking—that she, alone of all the guests, could know what was in the note. Because of course the content wouldn’t be publicly released.


  She turned away, confused, with the odd sensation of having her cover blown. Across the room, Henry was huddled with Judith. Both of them turned and looked at her. Then Judith walked toward her. “Hello, Skippy. How are you, dear?” She gave Skip her hand.


  “Mrs. Harmeyer, I’m so sorry—”


  “I know you are, dear. Let’s walk out to the foyer, shall we?”


  Skip allowed herself to be propelled, not sure what was going on. As they reached the door, Judith said, “Thank you for dropping by, dear. I know it must have been hard under the circumstances.”


  She means I shouldn’t have come.


  She said, “Not at all. I was raised to—”


  “Of course, dear. And we do appreciate it.” Pointedly elbowing the maid aside, Judith opened the door herself.


  “Mrs. Harmeyer, I feel as if I’m being given the bum’s rush.”


  “Of course not, dear. Your mother and father are very welcome here. But it is rather inappropriate—really, I know they’d feel more comfortable—”


  Skip felt rage rise up her spine like the Kundalini fire they talked about in San Francisco. She stood her ground, noticing that someone else was coming up the walk. “Do you remember Jaree Doucette?”


  Judith didn’t react at all, simply smiled more broadly, showing a perfect set of upper teeth and rather crooked bottom ones. “So nice of you to come, Skippy.” She turned to the new arrivals, an elderly couple, and before Skip’s eyes, let tears slide down her cheeks as if she had turned on a faucet. She buried her face in the man’s shoulder and sobbed, “Oh, Jonathan, I jus’ don’t know how I’m gon’ make it through this.”


  You could make it through the Hundred Years’ War without even getting wrinkled, you bitch.


  She clattered down the front steps in the horrid brown shoes, walked fast till she was out of sight, then ran to her car and kicked it. She felt like pounding it as well, but someone might see. Instead, she got in and took deep breaths.


  Well, it had to happen sometime. New Orleans was simply not going to put up with a police spy in its midst. But it wouldn’t have happened today without the intervention of asshole Henry St. Amant.


  Damn the little twit!


  She kicked out again and bruised her instep on the brake.


  
2


  Marcelle was folding laundry in her bedroom. André had a case of the stomach flu—poor baby, it wasn’t surprising, considering the stress he’d been under lately—and he was watching TV in the living room. She had had two hours of TV already and couldn’t hack it any longer. Besides, she needed some time to mourn Tolliver.


  Since she couldn’t get out today, she couldn’t do that with her mother and Henry; she certainly couldn’t do it with André. She didn’t even want him to know yet about Tolliver’s death. One death was almost too much to bear at his age; she didn’t know how he could handle another. She would have to think of a way to tell him, would have to choose the time and place carefully. One of the other day-care mothers was a child psychologist—maybe she’d get some advice from her.


  Here, alone in her room, she could cry as long as she did it silently. And so, as she balled up socks and smoothed T-shirts, she was letting the tears go, snuffling into a tissue, using it to gag herself when the sobs came. What a mysterious, strange, dear man was Tolliver. The revelation of his being in love with Bitty didn’t surprise her in the least. She’d never considered it before, but now that she thought of it, it explained everything.


  It was so obvious now why he’d never married, why he stayed so close to the St. Amants, why he never seemed interested in women. Had Bitty had a years-long affair with him, she wondered? Her mother? God, it seemed unlikely, and not because Marcelle thought Bitty was any saint either. She just didn’t seem to have a lot of sexual energy.


  Something must have happened to Tolliver, though, to flip him over into violence—into killing her father. Marcelle knew she was still crying for her father, partly, and she hoped some of her tears were those of forgiveness for Tolliver, but she also felt a genuine grief and compassion for him. For her father’s murderer. It was so peculiar how things turned out sometimes.


  Now she could track perfectly their odd transaction on Saturday. When she had come in and asked for a job, he must already have been planning his own death—must have known he wouldn’t live out the day. And then, seeing her, he had remembered, or maybe realized for the first time, how much she loved her father, and he had been overcome with guilt on her behalf. And so at the last minute he had left her the store.


  Marcelle didn’t know how to respond to that, and thought she better not try to sort it out. It was a dream fulfilled, pure and simple. But at what a cost! And with emotional strings that could work themselves handily into a noose if she weren’t careful.


  The other thing was, it had come so suddenly. She didn’t know if she was really ready for it—not for the details of running a shop. (She didn’t know a thing about that, but she could learn.) For getting what she wanted. It felt so odd and unfamiliar. She didn’t feel she deserved it.


  She couldn’t think about that now. It was too much, just as two deaths were too much for André. For right now she was just going to feel crummy and cry as much as she wanted, and the hell with trying to make sense out of anything.


  “Mommy, someone’s at the door.”


  “Okay, say I’ll be just a second.”


  She looked in the mirror to see what repairs were needed but was instantly distracted by the sound of the front door opening. Damn! She’d meant him to speak through it.


  “Hi, Skippy. She said just a minute.”


  “Hi, André. How’s my boy, huh? How’s my big, gorgeous André?”


  She heard the sounds of a small boy being scooped into the arms of a doting auntie. She called, “Watch out, Skip. He’s got the flu.” As she rubbed a little concealer under her eyes, she felt some of the gloom lift. Of all people she could think of (except maybe her mother), Skip was the one she most wanted to see right now. Her anger from yesterday morning had faded as the day wore on—that was why she’d phoned her about dinner the night before. To make peace, cement the friendship she felt they could have.


  She’d wanted it but had doubts it was really possible while Skip was still probing her family and friends. But now all that was over. Surely Skip had come here out of friendship.


  From the look on Skip’s face she knew the makeup hadn’t worked, that it was obvious she’d been crying. She said, “André, darlin’, aren’t you glad it was Skippy? What if you’d opened that door and it was somebody who wasn’t invited?”


  He looked at her gravely. “Was Skippy invited, Mommy?”


  “That’s not the point, young man. The point is, you know you’re not supposed to open that door without knowing who it is. Skippy, I hope you didn’t get too close. Did you hear me call? He’s got the stomach flu.”


  Skip held her stomach and bent over. “Waaak!” she squawked and staggered over to the sofa, where she pretended to die, ending with eyes crossed and tongue hanging out. For the first time that day—in days, when Marcelle thought of it—André laughed. Fell down and laughed and rolled, wrapping his blanket around him, rolling and unrolling, like some kind of small contented animal.


  I don’t play with him enough. I mother him too much.


  To Skip she said, “I think you’ve cured him.”


  She turned off the TV and sent him off to his room to play by himself. Skip said, “It’s amazing he’ll do that.”


  “People tell me I’m very fortunate. They tell me how awful their kids are, and I just thank my stars.”


  “There are no bad kids—only bad parents.”


  Did Skip really believe that or was she just being flattering? “You’d be a good one,” she said. “André loves you.”


  “It’s because I never grew up. Listen, I’m really sorry—”


  Marcelle waved her into a chair. “It’s awful, isn’t it? I’m still trying to assimilate it. My daddy’s best friend killed him because he was in love with my mother. And then on top of that, my favorite almost-uncle killed himself. And they’re the same person. Is that what happened?”


  Skip spread her palms-up hands. “That’s what my lieutenant says.”


  “It doesn’t seem possible.”


  “I didn’t think so. It doesn’t to you either?”


  “My mother and Tolliver—they just didn’t seem … I don’t know, maybe the daughter’s the last to notice something like that.”


  “Didn’t seem what? In love?”


  Marcelle whispered, “No.”


  “She did have a key to his apartment.”


  “The flowers … but of course she’d have to have an excuse. She was always going over to Tolliver’s; I guess it made a perfect cover. It just seems like—”


  Skip waited, not saying anything.


  “I mean, don’t you think you’d notice if your father’s best friend was in love with your mother?”


  “Have you asked Bitty about it?”


  “Are you kidding? She’s been in a coma, just about, for the last week, and today she’s even worse, with those damn pills the doctor gives her… oh!” She remembered who the doctor was.


  “It’s okay. Listen, your mother’s not perfect, neither’s my dad.” Her smile of dismissal looked genuine.


  “Sorry. Well, anyway, that’s Bitty. You know what it’s like living with an alcoholic? Have you read much about it? The whole family participates in a conspiracy not to talk about it—only in our case, we didn’t do that. We could talk about it with each other, just not with Mother.” She stopped to ponder. “I just thought of something.”


  “Um-hmm?”


  “Tolliver. We didn’t talk about it with him. The taboo extended to him too.”


  “Why?”


  “That’s what I’m wondering. If you read about this stuff, you’ll see it follows a pattern. Nobody knows how the taboo gets there. It just is. It’s almost like ESP. You just know— psychically or somehow—what the rules are. I think you know”—she was formulating it for the first time as she went along—“you have an exaggerated sensitivity to other people’s feelings. So you know what will hurt and what won’t. Daddy could talk about Mother”—she spoke wonderingly, putting it together—“but Uncle Tolliver couldn’t. I guess that should have been a clue. But you know what doesn’t make sense? Daddy fell out of love with her—why didn’t Tolliver? He saw her at her worst, just like we all did. Look, she’s gorgeous, all right?”


  Skip nodded.


  “And no amount of boozing it up ever seems to change that. And she can be sweet—so sweet—you should see her with Henry sometimes. She must have been a real knockout as a young woman—I mean, she still is, but when she had her faculties, it had to be a boost, don’t you think?”


  They laughed, the tension of the tragedy starting to dissipate a little.


  “Then when she started drinking … after Hélène died—”


  “Hélène?”


  “My baby sister. The one I told you about. You know the story, I know you do. ‘After she died, Bitty was never the same.’ Meaning she never drew another sober breath.”


  “The baby’s name was Hélène?”


  “Yes, after Helen of Troy, because she was so beautiful, Mother always said.” Marcelle had always been wildly jealous of that description.


  “What did she look like?”


  “Look like?”


  “You don’t remember?”


  “I never saw her.” But I did. I must have.


  “You’re sure?”


  “Sure? Skip, I was only three years old. How can I be sure of anything? I don’t remember her, okay? Anyway, I couldn’t. She never came home from the hospital.”


  “Oh?”


  “What do you mean ‘oh’? Do you believe me or not? Listen, I was just three. I know she didn’t come home because Henry told me. Recently.”


  “What did she die of?”


  “I don’t know. We didn’t talk about her. I guess that was another of the family taboos.” - But why was it taboo? She wondered if she could talk to Skip about it.


  “What year was she born in?”


  “What?”


  “When was she born?”


  It wasn’t that Marcelle hadn’t heard the question, it was that it seemed so off-the-wall she doubted her ears. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m twenty-four, and I was three when she was born—she’d be twenty-one, I guess.”


  “Maybe 1968?”


  “I guess.”


  Skip made a show of looking at her watch and stood up quickly. “Oh my God, I’ve got to go report in before I can go home today.” She leaned forward awkwardly to kiss Marcelle on the cheek. “Listen, I know how tough this is. Let me know it there’s anything I can do.”


  She was gone almost before Marcelle realized she meant to leave. Marcelle felt oddly cheated. She’d hoped Skip was settling in for a long, leisurely visit.


  She’d wanted to talk to her about the black woman, at least. Obviously she wasn’t the murderer, but she wondered what Skip had learned about her.


  She made herself a cup of tea, trying to distract herself with thoughts of the woman scorned, but Skip had triggered something and she couldn’t run away from it. She knew, deep down, that she didn’t really believe Henry. The baby had been brought home. How else could she have had such strong feelings of loathing for her? She had them still. The jealousy was almost unbearable, and the more strongly she felt it, the more frightened she became, the more her mind churned, able only to reach the same conclusion, again and again, no matter how hard she tried to wriggle out of the net. She had killed her own sister.


  Surely it was the only explanation. Like Tolliver’s suicide, it would explain so much. It would explain what she considered the great mystery of her childhood—why she had always been an outsider in her own family, ignored by her mother, despised by her brother. Her father had done what he could, but it must have been hard for him, trying to be compassionate toward the little girl who’d killed his daughter.


  How had she done it? she wondered. Had she smothered the baby? Dropped her? She had absolutely no memory of it.


  But a strange thing happened. As she sat, trying to harden herself, to make herself flinty enough to face her crime, she was engulfed by waves of sadness, not for herself but for the baby. For a tiny innocent child not more than a few days old with so much danger in her life. Marcelle began to cry again, but the feelings only intensified and turned to panic, the panic directed full force toward Andrè. He was only four, and there was danger in his world too.


  When she had stopped sniffling and felt she was calm enough not to frighten him, she went into his room. Toys littered the floor like a lumpy rug. In the center was André, butt on his feet in a variation of the crawling position, coloring and singing to himself. He could amuse himself for hours this way, and she liked to think it showed artistic or musical talent, maybe both—certainly an incipient interest in the arts.


  “André? Hi, darlin’, what are you coloring?”


  “Ti-Baby.” The page showed a puppy playing with a ball, but André was making circles with a gold crayon, seemingly not even trying to stay within the lines.


  “Ti-Baby? I thought you were Ti-Baby. Ma-Mère calls you that, doesn’t she?”


  “Umm-hmm.”


  “Well, the doggie can’t be Ti-Baby, can he?”


  “Uh-huh. He is. That’s his name.”


  “But you’re Ti-Baby.”


  “Puppy’s Ti-Baby.”


  Oh, God, this poor child. He’s gotten so little attention lately, he thinks he has to give some to himself. He’s given the dog his own name so he can color it and pretend he’s getting nurturing.


  “André, darlin’, you know who thinks you’re Ti-Baby? Mommy does. You’re Mommy’s Ti-Baby, aren’t you, sweetheart?”


  “Um-hmm.”


  He didn’t look up, just selected another crayon and made more scribbles. To her horror, it was a purple crayon. She had heard somewhere that children who colored with purple were depressed.


  “Darlin’, are you feeling sad about Poppy?”


  “Uh-uh.”


  “But, baby, it’s only natural to feel sad about something like that.”


  “I’m not sad when I color, Mommy.”


  “Oh, I know, baby. We all do things to make us forget other things. Mommy does all the time. André, darlin’?”


  “Umm.”


  “Mommy’s feeling sad. Could you give Mommy a hug?”


  “Okay.”


  He looked up, walked on his knees the few inches over to her, and offered his tiny embrace. Marcelle held him tight. “Oh, darlin’, that feels so good.” He started to pull away, as if preoccupied, eager to get back to his coloring. But Marcelle didn’t think it was that—she thought he was smashing down his feelings the way she did; what a horrid thing to learn at such an early age.


  I won’t let that happen to my child.


  “Now Mommy’ll give you a hug.” She tried to pull him back, but he resisted.


  “No!”


  “No? André needs a hug just like anybody else.”


  “No!” He was fighting her now. She hung on to his wrist, but he had begun to flail, sending crayons about the already cluttered little room.


  “Why not, baby? How ’bout just a little hug? A little hug for André?”


  “No!” He was crying now, and struggling as if for his life. “Leave me alone!”


  Why had he gotten so upset at the simple prospect of a hug from his mother? Perhaps he had been given unwelcome ones, caresses that terrified him. Fear turned her belly to ice. “André André, darlin’, did someone give you a hug you didn’t want? Did someone hurt you, André?”


  “No! No! No! Nooooo! Nooooo! Nooooo!” He kept wailing the word over and over. She let him go and watched him roll about the floor, beating on it in his misery. She knew he would beat her too if she got in his way.


  As she watched him cry and flail, knowing there was nothing she could do, that the tantrum would have to run its course, her mind slipped back to the place it had been trying to get to for the past hour, the blackest, darkest pit there was, the one she had been trying to pretend didn’t exist.


  If she had killed her sister, and didn’t remember it, why not her father as well?


  But that was impossible—she had been making love with Jo Jo Lawrence while Tolliver killed him.


  Tolliver didn’t do it. Tolliver couldn’t have. Skip was right. Marcelle would have noticed if he was in love with Bitty. He could have seen Marcelle slip out of the Boston Club, and slip back in; he could have taken the rap for her, to protect the family.


  Could she have slipped out and then back in? No! She couldn’t have. She had been with Jo Jo. And yet, despite what she had told Skip, she could only remember going upstairs with him, and later, leaving him sleeping. Perhaps they had been too drunk to make love, had both fallen asleep. Perhaps that was why Jo Jo had made that odd remark about nothing happening.
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  Skip glanced again at her watch. Twenty minutes of four, and after four there was no counter service at the Bureau of Vital Records. She could scribble out a request in the office if she could just get there on time. She would die of frustration, at the very least bust a gut (to quote Jimmy Dee) if she didn’t make it.


  She could barely keep her mind on her driving, her head was spinning so far out of control. No one had told her the name of the baby before. Marcelle had given it the French pronunciation—“Ay-Lynn.”


  A variation of “Lynn,” “something like Lynn,” Sheree Izaguirre had said.


  Now she saw things in a way she never had before. Bitty must have borne the child—you couldn’t fool a whole hospital. (Of course there was the outside chance she’d never gone to a hospital, merely said she did, but Skip could see no point in that.) So if Hélène were Bitty’s child, she must have had a lover other than Tolliver. A black one. Of course the thing would be hushed up, the baby never brought home.


  Skip thought she could see the fine hand of old Haygood Mayhew himself on this one—people had probably been paid off, the nurses in money, the doctors in special favors. (At least her father, not being an obstetrician, probably wasn’t involved.)


  And then Tolliver, best friend of the family, would have been sent to find the baby a home, and he would have inquired among his friends and relatives as to whether anyone knew a smart, reliable young black woman who needed money. And the deal would have been struck, the baby condemned to the frightening world of the project.


  Skip got to the bureau with five minutes to spare and noted with relief that the clerk was the same one who’d helped her before. “Hi, remember me—all those LaBelles we looked up?”


  The clerk looked dubious.


  Skip produced her I.D.: “Officer Langdon. Listen, I really had to rush to get here and didn’t have time to type out a request. Could you give me some paper and let me write one out real quick?”


  “Sorry. It has to be on police-department letterhead.”


  “Shit!” she shouted, not caring whom she offended. With a quick glance at the clock, she raced for the elevator, hoping the state registrar would be in his office. She found the more lowly the bureaucrat the more trouble he gave you, and she always went to the top if she could.


  The man was there, and cooperative. Curious as well, once she told him what she wanted. In seven minutes she had what she needed: Hélène St. Amant was born to Bitty and (ostensibly) Chauncey St. Amant in 1968. No death certificate had been filed for her, not in 1968 or any other year.


  Elated, congratulating herself on her fine detective work, she nearly lived up to her name and skipped back to her car. She could imagine the scenario exactly as she was sure it had happened. Bitty had grown up with a harsh patriarch, a controlling old buzzard whom she longed to escape. In hopes of leaving all that behind, she married the seemingly sweet and gentle Chauncey, who was ever so eager to win the fair maiden. But Chauncey had ambition—to become a younger version of Haygood Mayhew. As his true, repellent self surfaced, Bitty rebelled in as thorough a way as she knew how. Her lover had probably been a gardener or … no, not a servant. Bitty was one of the few women in her circle who knew black men socially. Her lover would almost certainly have been one of Chauncey’s musical protegés, or perhaps not a protegé, maybe an equal. A man whom her husband admired, who could be waved tauntingly under his nose. Maybe John Hall Pigott himself.


  But she hadn’t counted on getting pregnant—or maybe that was part of the revenge, only Haygood and Chauncey wouldn’t stand still for it. Once they saw the baby, they weren’t about to live the rest of their days with Bitty’s scandal. And so the patriarchy had triumphed after all and Bitty, her spirit completely broken, had turned to the socially acceptable pleasures of alcohol. It was okay to be a drunk in New Orleans, it was even admired, Skip sometimes felt, and anyway, there wasn’t a damn thing either Chauncey or Haygood could do about it.


  But poor, sacrificed little Hélène had grown up in the noxious environment that had turned her into a prostitute and a blackmailer who reappeared to bleed Chauncey in his moment of glory.


  It was a gorgeous theory. Skip had the whole thing worked out in intricate detail, by the time she got to her car. But as she headed home, she addressed herself to the questions it brought up.


  How the hell did LaBelle find out her true identity? Even Jaree didn’t know, if she hadn’t lied.


  Why had Tolliver picked this particular time—the moment of Hélène’s reappearance—to kill Chauncey?


  Where had LaBelle gone? Had someone paid her off after all, her part of the deal being to get out of town by sundown? If so, who had? Chauncey? Tolliver? Haygood? The disappearing act seemed too big a coincidence.


  And if LaBelle was gone, truly gone, who had been harassing Skip? She thought she knew.


  She parked and didn’t even go in to change out of the damned brown shoes. She walked fast, almost running, toward the river side of the Quarter. And as she walked, it occurred to her to wonder for the first time why Marcelle had gotten so testy when she asked about Hélène.
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  He was reconsidering moving in with Bitty. If he did it, he’d at least have to keep the apartment so he’d have a refuge. He’d stayed with her last night and most of today, finally dropping her off for one of her “naps” before their dinner tonight. He’d found himself unbearably oppressed by the house and, face it, nearly at the end of his rope.


  Today had been the worst by far. He found that he literally couldn’t imagine life without Tolliver, knew now that his fantasy of living with Bitty had included Tolliver, had always included him, he just hadn’t realized it. He was smoking a joint as if it was a cigarette, puffing nervously, just wanting to get as stoned as he could as fast as he could.


  He thought when this was all over—if it ever was—he would go to AA. Knowing better, much better, he had fallen off the wagon once already with disastrous results. He knew better right now; he shouldn’t be letting down his guard like this. But he couldn’t help it. Honest to God he couldn’t live another moment in the melancholy and misery the day had brought. He supposed that was the definition of an addiction, but he couldn’t worry about it now. For today, he was getting stoned.


  He was just starting to relax, to think he could face getting ready for Bitty, when someone pounded on his door. “Open up, Henry. I know you’re in there.”


  Tubs Langdon. How the hell did she get in the downstairs door? A friendly neighbor must have arrived at the same time she had and helpfully let her in. But she was lying. She couldn’t possibly know he was in there.


  “Come on, Henry! The pot smoke’s so thick out here half the neighborhood’s getting stoned.”


  She was probably telling the truth—you probably could smell smoke from out there. Still, if he kept quiet—


  “Goddammit, don’t you think I learned how to kick in a door at the police academy? You really want me to do that?”


  He put out the joint, quickly flung up the windows, and opened the door. “All right, officer. You don’t have to squeal and go ‘oink.’ A simple huff and puff, and I’m sure you could blow my house down.”


  She grabbed his shirt and backed him into the apartment, throwing him roughly onto the sofa. “Don’t get me any madder than I already am.”


  Jesus. It was true what you saw on TV—cops really did assault you if they felt like it. And there were no witnesses. He could report what she’d done and she’d just deny it. The injustice of it infuriated him, reminded him of the time he’d mouthed off at a traffic cop, who’d threatened a few charges besides running a red light. And he’d known he had to shut up, that the First Amendment got temporarily suspended when you were nose to nose with an officer of the law.


  He sat up, trying to recover a modicum of lost dignity, and gave his head a shake. “I’d ask you what I could do for you but my brains are too scrambled right now.”


  “You broke into my house, you little asshole. Twice! You ransacked it and you mugged me and you smeared that stupid blood on my front door and you slugged my boyfriend. Have you any idea how mad that makes me?” She moved closer to him, threatening, a dowdy harpy in a shapeless suit and hopeless shoes.


  “Would you like to sit down?” he said.


  “Talk, Henry.”


  “You’re making me nervous.”


  “Gosh, I wouldn’t want to do that.” She sat.


  Jesus, it felt good to have her out of his space. “I didn’t slug your damn boyfriend,” he said. “I didn’t even know you had one.”


  “Steve Steinman. Big guy with a beard and film of the murder—the one you hit on Mardi Gras night. You listened in when Marcelle phoned me, and found out he was coming to my house.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Okay, let’s talk about the other stuff.”


  “It’s obvious, isn’t it? I was trying to get you to butt out.”


  “Sure you weren’t trying to kill me? Like you killed your father?”


  “I didn’t kill my father. Tolliver killed my father.” Even to his own ears, he sounded whiny.


  “It strikes me there’s something slightly wrong with that theory, Henry boy. If Tolliver killed your father, what were you doing, oh, tearing up my apartment, for openers?”


  “I told you. I did it to scare you.”


  She leaned toward him and hissed, “What were you looking for?” God, she was an ugly bitch.


  “Would you mind giving me a little space? I talk better that way.” An odd but beautiful thing was happening. The marijuana had done its work and taken the fear away. As long as she kept out of his immediate vicinity, he was okay. Not only okay, but calm. Clear-headed, able to see possible results and consequences without panicking. And then of course, there wasn’t that much to lose anymore.


  When she had leaned back, he said, “I wasn’t looking for anything. I just wanted to spook you. The same with the gris-gris.”


  The tap on the head was another matter. He really had hoped to take her out of the case—not to kill her, just to put her on her ass for a few days. (But probably he shouldn’t mention that part if she brought it up again.)


  “What for, Henry? If you didn’t kill your father, why’d you give a damn?”


  “Because I guessed, that’s why.” He said it with all the frustration of having held it in for a long time. “I knew Tolliver did it.” He spoke sadly, resignedly, and leaned back spent against the cushions. “Things had come to a head, you see.”


  “Go on.”


  “Look, what is this? Is this you and me having a private conversation, or what? Am I going to have to sign some kind of a statement?”


  “You’ve already confessed to half a dozen crimes. I’d say I’m the one with the bargaining power, wouldn’t you?”


  “Not at all.” He really couldn’t believe how calm he felt. “I don’t remember confessing to anything. That must have been your imagination, officer.”


  “Okay, for now it’s just you and me talking. Whether you’ll have to repeat it depends on what you say. Tell me about things coming to a head.”


  “Tolliver wasn’t in love with my mother. He was my lover.”


  Skip blinked but didn’t speak.


  “My dad didn’t care much for homosexual perverts. Did I ever mention that?” His voice was measured, not too bitter, he thought; rather more civilized than he really felt.


  “You may have.”


  “He’d known for years that I was a homosexual and you’d think he’d have known Tolliver was—God knows everyone else did—but he always ‘defended’ him.” He gave a short rueful snort. “That was his word—’defended.’ Whenever the subject came up, Daddy ‘defended’ him. So I guess it was quite a shock when I told him Tolliver and I were planning to move in together.” He didn’t even care if his expression showed he had savored his father’s reaction.


  Skip said only, “How did he react?”


  “Threw a fit, of course. Threatened everything he could threaten—to have me locked up, never to speak to either of us again, to disinherit me. The usual stuff.”


  “If it was the usual stuff, how had things come to a head?”


  “He made threats about Mother. To have her locked up. And he might have been able to pull it off. It scared me. And I don’t scare easy either. I told Tolliver we should put off moving in together.


  “And then Tolliver threw a fit. I’ve never seen him so mad. I’ve known Tolliver all my life. You know that, don’t you?” A funny little memory popped out of nowhere, of Tolliver picking him up and swinging him around. He must have been about four at the time. Grief seized his throat and he was embarrassed to find that, before he could stop himself, he had gasped and moaned in front of Skip, temporarily losing the wonderful drug-induced cool.


  “Are you all right?”


  He swallowed until his throat opened again. “I was just remembering him, that’s all. What I was going to say is that all our lives, my mother’s and mine, Tolliver was there, to be the father and I guess in some ways, the husband that Chauncey couldn’t be bothered being. You think I fell in love with a father figure? Okay. I admit it. Sometimes I think he’s the only reason I’m still alive.”


  “Did your father abuse you? Or your mother?”


  “He didn’t beat us, if that’s what you mean. Or he didn’t beat her anyway. He worked out on me a couple of times. The main thing was, he just—” Henry searched for the right words, didn’t find them. “He wasn’t a father, that’s all. Wasn’t there. He never cared who I was or wanted me. I was just some potential ornament in the crown of the mighty King of Carnival. Only I never obliged him by turning into a miniature Chauncey. Therefore he had no use for me.”


  To his surprise, Skip said, “I can relate to that.”


  “And Bitty. Bitty was just a means to an end with him. He never wanted her, he wanted Haygood Mayhew for a father-in-law. The bastard.” He kicked a small footstool across the room. “That bastard!” This time he yelled it.


  “Tolliver knew all that—he lived through it. And, as if he hadn’t, the poor man had to listen to the whole thing again, ad infinitum and ad nauseam. I can be rather tedious on the subject, you see.”


  “Oh?”


  Condescending bitch. He hated her. “Anyway, to make a long story short, when Tolliver threw the temper tantrum, he threatened to kill Chauncey. I’m not kidding when I say I’ve never seen him so mad, but that’s not the whole story. A weird thing was going on. He was having these really bad headaches and popping all these pills—I was really worried about him.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “Let me finish, please. I don’t know what was going on— or if anything was—but it wasn’t like him to have a temper tantrum. And other things were strange. He’d get depressed for days, seemingly over nothing. He’d get mad at the slightest little thing. He’d forget things. I don’t know if it was the drugs or what—”


  “But in short he wasn’t himself.” She said it as if she’d been expecting this from him, of course he’d pull out that old saw.


  “No, Miss Superior Attitude, he wasn’t. But before you get too know-it-all about it, maybe you should remember he did kill my father and himself.”


  “I didn’t mean anything. I was just asking.”


  “Look, I went to Tolliver. I confronted him.”


  “With killing your dad?”


  “Yes.” He spoke almost in a whisper, and tried to repeat it in a normal tone, but this time the words came out in a shout. “Yes! Yes, God help me I did, and I swear I’d die myself if I could just take it back. I killed him, do you realize that? I killed Tolliver!” To his surprise, tears poured out; he was crying for the first time.


  “He didn’t commit suicide, then?”


  “Of course he did, stupid. Can’t you hear what I’m telling you? I broke off the relationship—he killed my father, goddammit! How were we supposed to live happily ever after with that one between us?” He was blubbering.


  “Do you think that’s what I wanted? Any of it? Beginning with my dad … do you think I wanted that? Do you think I wanted you digging around in the muck? For a while after my dad died I couldn’t feel anything. It was easier to be mad at you than at Tolliver, to admit to myself that he really did it. And I got kind of obsessive. All I wanted was for you to go away and leave us all in peace.” He looked at her fat ugly face, now dark with pretended sympathy. He could feel the tears abating, his voice becoming clearer, close to normal. “That’s why I tried to scare you. That was all I wanted.”


  “I see.”


  He didn’t answer and for a while she said nothing else, just sat there doing what probably passed for thinking in that pachyderm brain of hers. “That was all you wanted?”


  “Do you blame me?”


  “Then why did you break into LaBelle’s apartment?”


  “LaBelle? The black woman you asked about? Who the hell is she, anyway?”


  “Hélène,” said Skip. “Your sister.”


  “Hélène? Hélène’s dead. Marcelle…”


  “Hélène is not dead. Hélène is a prostitute known as LaBelle Doucette, and she was seen at your father’s house a few weeks before his death.”


  “You’re crazy.” He got up and started to pace, to range aimlessly about, the tension finally turning into body energy.


  “You borrowed a car—or maybe stole it, I don’t know—and you ransacked her apartment, looking for something. But you didn’t find it because I interrupted you. So you later broke into my house looking for it—not very smart, Henry.”


  “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I don’t know any LaBelle and—”


  “Are you going to deny it? I saw you, Henry. Twice.”


  “Shit, yes, I’m going to deny it.” He stopped pacing and turned on her. “You didn’t see me, Miss Bitch, because I wasn’t there. I don’t know what the fuck you’re trying to pull, but my sister has been dead for twenty-one years, have you got that? If you want proof, just look at my poor wreck of a mother. Hélène is dead, and her death tore our family apart. Who the hell do you think you are, trying to stick your nose into old wounds and open them up again?”


  “I’m sorry.” For once she looked daunted. “But tell me something—what were you going to say about Marcelle?”


  “Marcelle! I thought we were talking about Hélène. Which is it, goddammit?” He moved closer to her, threatening for real now, his voice probably carrying out to the Moonwalk.


  “You said, ‘Hélène is dead,’ and then you said Marcelle’s name. What were you going to tell me?”


  “Shit, you idiot, I was just upset, that’s all. I wasn’t going to say a goddamn thing and you know it—you just won’t let well enough alone, will you? You’ve got to twist the knife once it’s in. It’s true what they say, you know that? Cops are sadists, especially fat, ugly women cops with ankles that belong in a zoo.”


  She stood up. “You little darling, you.”


  “I’ve lost my father and my lover. Can’t you leave me alone?”


  “With pleasure. The same pleasure I get from leaving maggots alone.”


  “Bitch.”


  “Next time I come I’ll bring insecticide.”


  As she took her hippo-bodymus heavily down the stairs, Henry quickly found the joint he’d put out and sucked as if it was oxygen. Why the hell had he mentioned Marcelle? Maybe a combination of the pot and the conversation he had had with her about Hélène. Fuck. Despite his early cool, he felt as if he’d blown it after all. He wanted nothing so much as a drink, followed by another three or four or eight. But he simply couldn’t let down his guard again. The pot was bad enough. Booze just wasn’t going to get it. He’d nearly blown it, breaking into her apartment Sunday morning. He couldn’t afford to get that far out of control again. And anyway, he had to cook for his mother that night.


  Bitty


  SHE WAS SITTING still, not a muscle moving, in her wing chair, still wearing the black dress she had worn to the Harmeyers’. The low hum of the TV came from the back of the house, confirming André’s small, comforting, if somewhat zoned-out presence. TV seemed to put him in a sort of waking coma, but Marcelle wanted him away from her, saying he had been sick earlier but now was well enough to go out—she just worried he was still contagious. Bitty thought he still looked too sick to go out. Marcelle had brought him over because she didn’t want her mother to be alone. (She hadn’t been informed that Bitty was soon due at Henry’s, of course, but she might have guessed, might have known Henry wouldn’t leave her alone.)


  No one would leave her alone. Everybody was so afraid for poor Bitty and her terrible addiction. Who was Marcelle to get high and mighty? The television dulled her child’s senses every bit as much as Bitty’s booze dulled hers. The pill was wearing off and Marcelle had gone to get her another one—anything to keep sober, even if it had to be drugs.


  Marcelle had no way of knowing that Bitty had her own reasons for staying sober today. She could do it when she wanted to, no one seemed to understand that, and today she had to, even though it was the worst day of her life, even though she would have loved nothing better than to spend it in an alcoholic coma, preferably with an IV hooked up to drip the merciful liquid into her arm. She liked that phrase—“merciful liquid.”


  That Tolliver was dead was nearly unbearable. That she had to stay sober—and the reason for it—was salt in the wound. She couldn’t drink today—and maybe not for many days to come. She couldn’t go out of control in any way, she’d have to stay alert as long as Henry was talking about jail. He’d pulled it out of his hat with no warning—and rather cruelly, she thought, though she understood what he was trying to do, and why, but it certainly hadn’t had the effect he wanted. Except for the temporary one of keeping her sober, and sober she would stay because she must not let that happen, no matter how much it hurt.


  Did she want to die? The question kept coming up. No, she didn’t want to die. She knew that because she didn’t dare. Because if she died there would be no one to help Henry, and Henry was still desperately important to her. Therefore she didn’t want to die.


  Marcelle brought the pill and sat down silently, in the other wing chair, apparently unable to think of anything to say. For now, Bitty could only be grateful. But she wanted to say something to Marcelle—she would, as soon as the drug took effect and she felt she could talk. Her face was unbearably tight. It would probably crack if she tried to speak now. She must look awful, sitting there like that, back straight, tears running down her face. She hated being so pathetic in front of her daughter.


  She was seeing Tolliver and Henry holding hands, Henry about two and a half feet tall, headed out to find an ice-cream cone, or maybe just taking a walk around the block. They played catch sometimes, and inside the house, they played Go Fish and crazy eights and checkers and later on, chess. The two people she loved most in the world—good pals, hitting it off. Thank God for Tolliver in those years, or Henry would have had no daddy at all. Tolliver had seen that and had stepped in to do what he could. For her. For Bitty. And because he was a wonderful person. And because he loved Henry. She thought he had probably felt cheated out of having a son himself. But the thing had backfired or something; she wasn’t really sure what you’d call it. She could see now that Henry must have been in love with Tolliver almost all his life.


  The pill was working now. She took a deep breath, savoring the sensation of hardly feeling suicidal at all. Marcelle looked so miserable sitting across from her, like a mother outside a hospital room waiting for her child to come out of its coma. She was such a good girl. And she hadn’t had it easy either. Chauncey had been erratic with her. At least Henry always knew where he stood with him. Sometimes, when he was tense, he yelled at Marcelle for no reason, just as he did at Henry.


  And then there was the indisputable fact that he was—she hated to say it—he was seductive with her. Well, anyway, to her it seemed indisputable, but Chauncey called her sick when she brought it up. Bitty’s own father had sometimes treated her like his girlfriend. She knew how bewildering it was and she had tried to tell Chauncey, but he called her crazy, as if he was an expert on the raising of children, when he hadn’t read a line on the subject. Not a word, and she had read every book in the library. Chauncey just took it for granted that he knew everything there was to know, and his way of expressing that was simply to dispute her.


  “Chauncey, that can be confusing for a little girl.”


  “Oh, Bitty,” in a tone of utter condescension and deepest sarcasm.


  “I know. It happened to me.”


  “She’s not confused, Bitty.” Angrily. “Are you crazy?”


  “Chauncey, you don’t know.”


  At this point he would laugh, a little condescending chuckle as if at himself, for getting into this web of irrationality in the first place. “It isn’t confusing.”


  Just like that. As if it was received knowledge, like the Ten Commandments; and absolutely as sure of himself as Moses could ever have been. Setting himself up as some twentieth-century prophet of childhood. Maybe he thought that “Saint” in his name really meant something.


  Still, it had to be something more than Chauncey’s occasional flirtatiousness that had made Marcelle, in the end, so unhappy, so unsure of herself. What had happened to the little girl who could do anything? Bitty didn’t know. She didn’t understand Marcelle. To her, Marcelle seemed the picture of competence—a single mother with a lovely child. But Marcelle tried to talk to her sometimes. Bitty hated it, was made hugely uncomfortable by it—but she told her how she felt inside, how unable she was to decide things, even to know what there was to decide. Bitty didn’t want to hear about it. This wasn’t the Marcelle she knew.


  But it must be true. If Marcelle said she was unhappy, she must be. Bitty wanted to do something for her, and she realized that right now she could. The drug was working and she could talk. She could tell her what had really happened in Covington, that she wouldn’t have hurt poor Marcelle for anything.


  She wondered if Marcelle would enjoy running an antique store or if she would sell Tolliver’s. And she really couldn’t help wondering why Tolliver had left his shop to her. To ask her about it seemed churlish, but somehow Bitty hadn’t known they were that close. She and Henry were the ones who were close to him—Henry in love with him and Tolliver in love with her. Just like always. She knew that it was true because the note said so. There was no doubt, no question now. Despite the pill, thinking too much about that made her shaky.


  Yes, Tolliver had loved her, but she had loved Chauncey. For so many, many years. With surprise, she realized she was actually ashamed of that now. Of loving her own husband and the father of her children. But she had, and who had Chauncey loved? No one, she thought bitterly. Himself. No one else.


  He had given her baby away. Even now, she couldn’t think of it without surprise. Given her baby away, her own flesh and blood, condemned her child to a life of poverty and misery, just to further his own political career. If she thought it monstrous to contemplate, that was nothing compared to seeing the reality of it. When she found out what Hélène had become, she wanted desperately to help her, would have done anything to undo what Chauncey had done—but Hélène didn’t want help. She lived in another world, beyond help, beyond anything her mother could do for her. Bitty closed her eyes and squeezed to erase the memory of her grown-up daughter rejecting her.


  “Mother, are you all right?”


  “My eyes hurt, that’s all.” She opened them.


  “Crying,” said Marcelle. “It’s overrated. Burns the eyes and turns them red.” She rummaged in her purse for a plastic vial of eye drops.


  When Bitty handed it back to her, she said, “Marcelle, I want to tell you something. About that summer in Covington.”


  Was that fear in her eyes? Bitty tried to reassure her. “You know I wouldn’t hurt you. Don’t you?”


  Marcelle stared at her lap. “Of course, Mother.”


  “I was so depressed that summer. I don’t think I’ve ever been that depressed. Except now.” She left unspoken the loss of her baby. “Marcelle, I guess I should say that I was drinking a lot that summer. I guess—I don’t know, I was very short-tempered. And…”


  “And what, Mother?”


  “And miserable. Things took on significance. Something that might be small another time was a big deal at the time. I’m sort of ashamed to say this, but all that really happened was that your father snapped at Henry.”


  She replayed it in her mind, knowing she would whitewash it a little for Marcelle but sparing herself nothing.


  It was early evening. She and Ma-Mère were cleaning shrimp at the kitchen table while Marcelle played quietly in the living room, where Pa-Père was reading the paper.


  Henry and Chauncey were standing together across the big, open kitchen, Henry trying to untangle a fishing line. Chauncey was watching, supervising, hovering like a vulture, it seemed to Bitty. Suddenly he reached out for the tangled line, grabbing impatiently, violently, but Henry pulled it away. Bitty gasped.


  “Let me do it,” Chauncey ordered.


  “Daddy!” Henry’s voice was tragic. “I’ve almost got it.”


  “You’ve been working on it for twenty minutes. If you’re going to do something, do it right.”


  He snatched it from the boy’s small hands, leaving Henry with a shamed, stricken look that made Bitty want to kill.


  Her composure disintegrated. Suddenly she hated Chauncey for everything he had done to her and to Henry and to Tolliver, and most of all to Hélène. The hatred crystallized in that moment, over Henry’s molested fishing line.


  “You don’t deserve children!” she shouted as loud as she could, the only time she could remember yelling like that in her whole life. She had yelled in horror when she killed the rabbit, and probably she had screamed once or twice when something startled her but she had never simply gotten furious with someone and bellowed like a fishwife.


  “Bitty!” Ma-Mère’s voice was shocked.


  Across the room, Chauncey turned toward her, surprised, probably not realizing she had it in her. She watched his face become a mask of concern. “Dollin’, are you all right?” His voice was saccharine.


  Bitty stood up, picked up the chair she was sitting in, and went for him. Tiny, quick Marcelle, frightened by the yelling, ran from the living room into her path and froze, too late sensing danger. She stood looking up at her mother with those plate-sized eyes. Bitty tried to step aside, but it was too late. She mowed her down with the chair.


  By now, though, trying to avoid hitting her child, she had lost her own balance and she fell sideways to the right, missing Marcelle, at least not falling on her, and twisting her own ankle. As Marcelle had stood there, staring up at her, Bitty had yelled, “I hate you!” Not at Marcelle, but at Chauncey.


  “Mother, is that really what happened? You wouldn’t lie to me?”


  “Of course not, Marcelle.”


  “I remember it—I remember your saying ‘I hate you!’ I remember it so clearly. I thought you meant me.”


  “You poor child. Of course I didn’t mean you.”


  “You really didn’t?”


  “Of course not. And I didn’t really hate your father either. “ Not till later. “I was just upset.”


  “Did this happen before or after the baby died?”


  Marcelle had brought up Hélène as if it was nothing. Bitty took it like a blow in the stomach. Looking down, she said, “After.”


  “After? Really?”


  “Marcelle, that’s what was wrong with me. Don’t you understand? That’s why I was so excitable.” So violent.


  “I didn’t kill her.”


  Bitty wondered if she’d heard right. She didn’t understand what Marcelle meant, but she felt suddenly too ill to try to fathom it.


  “Mother, what is it?”


  “I think I’d better lie down.” Marcelle helped her to the sofa.


  When Marcelle had said, “the baby,” just the two words, that was all, the image had come—the ugly mark on Hélène’s backside, like a fading bruise mark.


  “Someone hit her,” Chauncey had said. “They spanked her to make her breathe. They hurt her—nurse, look at this.”


  “Oh, that’s not a bruise. It’s a Mongolian spot, a kind of birthmark.” She looked at Chauncey quizzically. “Are you French Algerian? Mediterranean?”


  Chauncey didn’t answer, only looked confused.


  “You’re not, are you, Mrs. St. Amant? It must be Mr. St. Amant.”


  “Why do you ask?”


  “I never saw a Caucasian baby with a Mongolian spot.”


  And then the accusations had started. He had examined Hélène every day, her skin and her hair, as if she were a doll, and after a month or so, both hair and skin had begun to change. Her father noticed too, and Chauncey told him what Bitty had done—what he said Bitty had done. She had cried and denied it and told them both what Ma-Mère had said, but they didn’t hear and they wouldn’t have cared if they had.


  Recovery


  I BELIEVE I truly hate the little bastard. What kind of attitude is that?


  Unprofessional.


  Skip felt a little rueful about pushing Henry around, but the hell of it was, she longed to do it again. She had to get a grip on herself or she was going to end up the kind of cop she told herself shed never be.


  Okay, count to ten. Burn some incense. Try to sit still. She tried sometimes to meditate, but was usually so wildly unsuccessful at it that she settled not even for sitting still, simply for trying to. It helped with the adrenaline rushes that were epidemic in her job, helped a little anyway, even though she usually felt as if somebody’d just dropped a sack of ants on her the second she assumed the lotus position. It was so hard for her, so alien, that she took that as her clue: if she could ever master this, then she could probably master her fate. But that was for later. She wasn’t yet spiritually advanced enough for ten minutes of meditation. Five minutes of sitting reasonably still would have to do for the moment.


  At the end of the five minutes—actually more like four and a half—she felt she could cope. She had already dumped her suit, panty hose and shoes, and was down to panties and bra. She got a Diet Coke and sat on her sofa, massaging feet that were bitterly protesting the walk back and forth across the Quarter in the damn heels.


  Nothing was any better. The “meditation,” if you could call it that, hadn’t changed a thing. She still didn’t believe a word that came out of Henry’s mouth.


  Hélène is dead. Marcelle…


  Marcelle what?


  He had spoken with passion and seemingly a lot of pain, but Henry was an actor. However, say she didn’t know that—would that make his story any easier to believe? It might if she didn’t know Tolliver—and Henry himself.


  A passionate man given to histrionics might well have killed Chauncey for interfering in his romance, but Tolliver had always seemed so phlegmatic. (Which argued against his killing Chauncey for love of either mother or son.) Yet people did do things that were out of character.


  There were other problems. If Tolliver was gay at all (which she doubted because Jimmy Dee didn’t think he was), he was certainly secretive about it. Why, at age fifty-odd, should he suddenly decide to have a particular young man come live with him?


  Of course he could have been in love with Henry all his life and it could finally have gotten to him, but that was the hardest of all to swallow. Okay, she was prejudiced—she couldn’t stand the little bastard. But who could? Frankly, he just wasn’t lovable.


  Not to you maybe, but what if you’d seen him grow up, watched him go through all the tortures of childhood and adolescence—which must have been considerable in that household. You might have more compassion for him. You might see, not Henry the grown-up brat, but Henry the brave four-year-old struggling valiantly against vast and terrifying odds.


  Forget it, only a mother could love him.


  Well, all right, maybe a mother or an uncle. So for the sake of argument, say the elegant Tolliver really fell in love with the egregious Henry. How about this disinheriting business? Pretty baroque. Tolliver wasn’t poor and exploitive, after Henry for his imagined future fortune. He was wealthy enough so that he and Henry could have lived perfectly comfortably without a dime of St. Amant money. (Besides which, there must be Mayhew money under Bitty’s control.) And why should Tolliver leave a note saying he was in love with Bitty if he wasn’t?


  Looking at it with a more or less cool head (the sort you got from more or less sitting still), Henry had a much better motive than Tolliver. He was the one who had reason to hate Chauncey, and indeed to do him in for personal profit. And he was the one who had gone to truly astonishing lengths to get her off the case. What did she have that was scaring him? Some shard of unsuspected evidence, some overheard gobbet of conversation that could unravel the whole thing? Why the hell wouldn’t it come into consciousness?


  It would if I could sit still long enough to meditate.


  If Henry had been attacking her, then it hadn’t been LaBelle, which blew the notion that she had been in town all along.


  Where on earth does LeBelle fit in? Okay. Really think about it. Did she kill Chauncey?


  If so, she would have had to have a key to Tolliver’s. Now there was a thought. Maybe she could have got one. As a prostitute, she always went to the trick’s house or hotel—Calvin Hogue had been very specific about that, and so had Hinky Hebert. Perhaps she had serviced Tolliver and lifted a key.


  But what was her motive? Revenge? She certainly had reason to get even. But it seemed to Skip that blackmail would be a better plan—why not cash in, better late than never, on what she’d missed out on? Sheree Izaguirre had seen Chauncey throw her out on her ear. Perhaps she had come into his office to blackmail him and he’d refused. And then she’d given it a second try at his house, where Marcelle saw her. He didn’t pay, so LaBelle killed him.


  No good. Exposure would have made much more sense and would probably have been more satisfying. And anyway, if LaBelle killed Chauncey, why on earth would Tolliver confess to it?


  Hélène is dead. Marcelle…


  Hold it, here. She was actually getting an idea.


  Suppose Hélène did kill Chauncey, which caused Marcelle, who loved her father, to kill her, and Tolliver to kill himself to protect Marcelle? Perhaps, as a matter of fact, he was really in love with Marcelle, not Bitty or Henry at all.


  Oh, that’s too silly.


  Maybe, but he sure as hell must have been in love with one of them, and offhand, Marcelle seemed the most palatable of the lot.


  The longer Skip sat and waited to fall into a creative meditation, the more she became aware of her changing physical condition. The illness she had pleaded that morning was leaving her body as if she’d just bathed in the healing waters of Lourdes.


  Tarantino and O’Rourke were both still in the office, having a last cup of coffee and chewing the fat about something—basketball, she thought.


  “Look who it is,” said Joe. “Surprise about Tolliver Albert, huh?”


  “You aren’t kidding. Hi, Frank.”


  He gave her a barely perceptible nod—not quite rude, but not civil either.


  “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk to me. I know you’re going through a hard time.”


  “What do you know, bitch?” He got up with a great scraping of his chair and left, not even saying good-bye to Joe.


  Skip said, “I don’t know why you wouldn’t tell me the story on him. They all know it Uptown.”


  Joe shrugged his meaty shoulders. “He’s a proud guy. What can I do you for?”


  “It’s written all over me, huh?”


  He shrugged again. “Just a guess.”


  “Have we had any murders—or even suicides—of unidentified black females in the last week?”


  “Negative.”


  “Damn!”


  “Your mystery woman?”


  “Well, she never came home. I thought I might as well see if maybe she couldn’t walk.”


  “Can’t help you, I’m afraid. We know everyone who bought it this week. Now last week, that might be another matter—”


  “Can we check?”


  He pulled out a folder, went through it, and handed her two pieces of paper. “Here you are. Jane and Jill Doe.”


  One had been found on the street a week or so ago, dead of a head injury, probably mugged. She was about sixty. The other had been pulled out of the river, strangled, about a month ago. The coroner estimated her age as somewhere between twenty and twenty-five.


  “Shit.”


  “No luck?”


  “Yeah, luck. The young one’s somebody I better look at. You don’t have her, do you?”


  “Jill? No. I think Silverman and Schlosser got her. But they’re gone for the day.” He threw her another piece of paper. “Here’s something might interest you.”


  Skip skimmed it quickly. It was the autopsy report on Tolliver. The cause of death had turned out to be the advertised drug overdose, but the coroner had found something else.


  “His brain was spongy? Does this mean what I think it does?”


  Tarantino nodded smugly. “Uh-huh. He was a walking dead man. The thing he had—Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease, it’s called—kills you in a few months. A year at the most. He knew he had it too—there’s a drug called Klonopin they use to treat it. He was on it.”


  “Jesus. This doesn’t seem to you to shed a new light on things?”


  “You mean, like he had nothing to lose by checking out? So he might have done it to protect somebody else?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Well, let me tell you a little about this disease. It’s very rare, but not that difficult to diagnose. The less serious symptoms are strange little muscle twitches and another funny thing—an exaggerated startle reaction.”


  “A what?”


  “You know, like you startle easily. Also anxiety, fatigue, headaches, weakness, dizziness, stiffness of the limbs—”


  “Everything in the book.”


  “I was saving the best for last. The thing’s a dementia, like Alzheimer’s. The serious symptoms are memory loss, impaired judgment, personality change, and this thing that goes by a real technical name—’unusual behavior.’ ”


  “Oh, shit.”


  “Yeah, like maybe you might dress up like Dolly Parton and shoot your best friend. Would you call that usual behavior? Duby’s out of his mind with delight.”


  Skip said nothing.


  “This was a very messy homicide, didn’t you notice? One of the town’s most prominent citizens mowed down on a city street. Not your average tavern stabbing. The brass wanted the thing to get unmessy real bad. And your friend Tolliver was gentleman enough to oblige.”


  “Tolliver or whoever killed him.”


  “Whoever killed him? Gimme a break. You know how many pills he took? Look at that thing again. About fifty, all different kinds. And there weren’t any signs of force anywhere in his place. Uh-uh, babe. He did himself.”


  “I better get to the morgue. And thanks. It’s really nice to have somebody treat me as if I might not be an ax murderer.”


  “Ahhh, Frank’ll be fine. He just needs time, that’s all.”


  Jill Doe had the light skin and red hair Skip was looking for, but it was hard to imagine she had ever been beautiful. She must have floated a few days before she’d been pulled out. She looked ugly—very ugly—but mostly she looked pathetic and sad and in an odd way, innocent, as dead people always did to Skip. Or the ones she saw in the morgue did, without their mortuary beauty makeovers. Whatever hardness or meanness LaBelle had learned in her meager life was unlearned, unimportant when life left the body. Now it was just a body—not bad, not good; not pretty, not ugly; not smart, not dumb; simply there, lying perfectly still.


  Skip wanted to bring her back to life. She never saw a corpse that didn’t make her feel that way. She wondered if that was sick.


  She told a friendly coroner’s deputy she thought she could ID the corpse, had him give her a set of prints and went back to the office, to Latent Prints. She left the set and went home, too edgy to sit and wait. She wanted to be alone to think.


  They’d told her half an hour. She’d been home ten minutes—still had five to go—when Steve called.


  “Hello, dawalin’.”


  “Hi.”


  “What’s wrong? You sound so distant.”


  “I was thinking. What’s up?”


  “I just wanted to gossip. I was thinking about Marcelle…”


  “Listen, could we talk later?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing.” Without meaning to, she snapped the word out. “I’ll call you back.” She hung up.


  Damn. She should have reacted sooner. She should have said she couldn’t talk right at the start.


  The phone rang again. “Hey, it’s a match. Congratulations.”


  “Jill’s LaBelle Doucette?”


  “You got it. Good work.”


  Shitfire. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? When someone doesn’t come home for weeks, there’s a good chance they’re dead.


  Oh, bullshit. She could have been in the Caribbean.


  But she wasn’t. She’d been lying on her slab for nearly a month, strangled to death by someone, Skip had a feeling, whom Skip had known all her life.


  Hélène is dead. Marcelle…


  Skip shivered. Surely not.


  Okay, what did she know?


  Hardly anything. Not even how LaBelle found out who she was. And LaBelle had known, because she told Sheree Izaguirre to tell Chauncey she was Helene. Anyway, that explained how the St. Amants learned who she was. Chauncey could have told any or all of them—Henry, Marcelle, even Tolliver. (And Bitty, of course.)


  But how did LaBelle find out?


  Well, there was one thing. Jaree might not know what family she came from, but she did know it was a fancy one. LaBelle had no doubt asked all the questions other kids ask and had probably been let in on her sketchy heritage. Skip could see how her old-fashioned great-grandmother might even have made kind of a fairy story of it—“So you know you better be proud, baby; ’cause tha’s blue blood runs in them veins of yours.”


  Next thing you know—say, some ten years later, LaBelle starts telling the story around town to Hinky Hebert and her other clients, and one of them not only thinks the story rings a familiar bell, but, remembering Jaree, recognizes her last name. He might have asked a few discreet questions—her mother’s name, the name of the family she used to work for—just to make sure.


  There were three men in the case—Chauncey, Tolliver, and Henry. Which one was most likely? Henry was most assuredly gay—or at any rate a transvestite who claimed he was, and Skip was willing to bet he wasn’t lying on that one. So that left Tolliver and Chauncey. Chauncey would never have told her who she was—it would have made him too vulnerable.


  That left Tolliver. On the face of it, he seemed a good candidate. His sex life wasn’t publicly known, and the call girl theory would explain a lot. But why the hell would Tolliver clue Hélène in on her identity? The idea was preposterous.


  She paced. She couldn’t meditate, and she didn’t think a joint would help. Pacing didn’t either. Frustrated, wanting a momentary distraction, she took a shower. And emerged, she later thought, purified. Along with the dust of a day that had been more like a ride on a roller coaster, the warm, prickly water had washed away everything she thought about the case.


  Silently thanking Steve Steinman for what he had taught her, she hunted up a pencil and paper, took the phone off the hook, and settled back on her sofa, naked, wet hair dripping down her back.


  She didn’t know how long she stayed there; not long, she thought. The whole thing seemed to have turned itself upside down in a split second.


  The important question now was who had killed LaBelle—and why. Only one answer made any sense.


  She dialed Chauncey’s mother.


  After extended condolences, she popped her question: “Mrs. St. Amant, I hate to bother you, but I have to finish up the paperwork. I find we need one little thing for our records—Chauncey was adopted, wasn’t he?”


  “Why, yes. And you never saw a prettier baby either.”


  “Do you know who the biological parents were?”


  “They never would tell us that—they didn’t in those days, you know.”


  A Lenten Dinner


  “YOU WERE RIGHT, Henry. Hélène’s dead.”


  “What the fuck do you want?” He had come out on his balcony to see who was there.


  “We need to talk again. About why you broke into your sister’s apartment.”


  “You got a warrant for my arrest?”


  “This is an informal call, but don’t press me, baby. I can have twenty cops here in twenty minutes.”


  He buzzed her in without another word. Upstairs, she found the apartment door unlocked as well, and Henry in the kitchen, tearing up salad greens. Skip could smell potatoes baking, and on the stove was a pot of milk. Henry didn’t speak, made no move to greet her, simply continued attacking his Romaine. She made herself at home, taking time to notice that on a nearby counter was a cookbook open to oyster soup. “You’re expecting someone.”


  Still, he didn’t speak.


  “Henry, I think you lied. I don’t think Tolliver was your lover. His note said he was in love with your mother.”


  “He was protecting me—protecting all of us. This way there’s no taint of the dread and ugly homosexuality.”


  “Frankly, I don’t think Tolliver was a homosexual at all. I think he suffered from unrequited love, if you’ll forgive an antiquated expression, and once in a while relieved an itchy libido with a prostitute.”


  Henry turned to stare at her, angry-eyed, but not speaking.


  “I think he was in love with your mother, just like the note said, but I don’t know if it was conscious or unconscious.”


  “Sigmund Freud rides again.”


  Unperturbed at the gibe, Skip reached over and helped herself to a bit of lettuce, which she chewed slowly, maddeningly, she hoped.


  “Maybe he didn’t realize he was waiting for her, it just kind of turned out that way. He watched her fall apart after her daughter ‘died,’ as the story went, but one day the daughter, who he never thought was dead, walked into his life, grown-up.”


  “Oh, brother.”


  “We’re only supposing here. You don’t have to buy it if you don’t want to. I’m just telling you a story I might have made up or I might not have. Maybe he thought that if he returned Bitty’s daughter to her, it could help her get well. So he told her he’d found Hélène. Or perhaps he told Hélène who her mother was, but I don’t think so. I think he’d want to leave it in Bitty’s hands. At any rate, the two of them got together.”


  “I don’t believe what you’re doing. You’re like something out of a circus.” He was looking at her in such amazement that Skip nearly lost her nerve.


  “It’s just a story, Henry. I was just trying to think what could have happened to poor Bitty—after all, it’s a pretty awful thing to lose a child. And what I was thinking of was that old saw about being careful what you wish for. I bet Bitty wished a million times to have her child back but when Hélène turned up, she was LaBelle—not the child Bitty wanted at all. I bet Bitty wanted to help her—to get her out of prostitution, to help her get a job, maybe to send her to college. I don’t know what she offered exactly, but it was some kind of mothering, I’m pretty sure. Only LaBelle wouldn’t want that—she’d have had no use for Bitty and the family that gave her away. I bet she hurt Bitty pretty badly, somehow or another. My guess is, she tried to shake her down. She asked for money not to tell Chauncey (who probably did know she’d been given away instead of died, but LaBelle wouldn’t know that), or not to tell your grandfather or maybe the Times-Picayune about her existence. Or maybe she didn’t even put it that way. Maybe she more or less demanded reparations—said Bitty owed it to her for the horrid life she’d had to lead.”


  “Go on.”


  “I think she had a blackmail tool—not a very effective one, but one with dramatic impact. All she had to do to get a copy of her birth certificate was write to the Bureau of Records. Once she knew her real name was Hélène St. Amant, she could do that. And I think she did. Have you ever heard that expression, ‘the child is the father of the man’? You’ve lived it anyway. You’ve had to be your mother’s parent in lots of ways, haven’t you? Bitty turned to the one she always turned to when she needed help—you, Henry.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Oh, she probably told Tolliver too. First, I imagine. I don’t know when all this happened. Weeks ago, probably. But you didn’t get the copy of the birth certificate until Saturday, when I caught you at LaBelle’s. It was taped to the back of a picture, wasn’t it? Not that it proved anything, it just tied her to the St. Amants.”


  “Get out of here.”


  Insouciantly, Skip reached for another lettuce leaf. He grabbed her wrist: “Get out.”


  She saw that she had won, and the knowledge made her calm and a little smug. “You thought it was the only thing that could connect her with your precious family—you must have been pretty shocked to find the scrapbook. And then it turned out you had to leave in a hurry. But you came back to get it, didn’t you? You really shouldn’t have broken into a police officer’s house, Henry. And certainly not twice. That sort of thing makes us really mad.” Almost immediately, she realized she’d gone too far. She was being mean and bullying.


  A paring knife sailed past her cheek.


  She stepped toward him, but a plastic bowl of salad dressing splashed her face like a custard pie and dripped greasily onto her sweater. He bounced a jar of vitamins off her shoulder.


  “Cunt!” He was way out of control. She made her voice silky and comforting, the voice you use for frightened toddlers.


  “Henry, everything’s okay. Nobody’s going to hurt you.”


  He caught her eye for a moment, as if trying to decide whether to believe her, and stepped backward into the living room. He picked up the ottoman, holding it like a shield. Slowly, Skip followed, trying not to make any sudden moves. She braced herself, but when the leather lump slammed into her chest, it knocked her down. She was unhurt, popped up quickly. But it gave him time to grab a lamp.


  Realizing there was nothing else to do, she rushed him and dived at his legs in a flying tackle that brought him down in a heap, unplugging the lamp. The room went dark as she wrestled him.


  “Cunt!” screamed Henry. “Get off me, you bitch. I killed him, goddammit; I killed him, you cunt. Leave me the hell alone or I’ll kill you too. I swear to God I will.”


  Through his shouting, Skip was vaguely aware of a pounding on the door, but she had no time for that now. He was small, much smaller than she, but he was wriggling like a cat being bathed, and he was at least as slippery and bony. He was strong too. Maybe it was the fabled strength of the insane.


  “Henry! What is it? Henry! Oh, God, what is it?”


  It was Bitty’s voice. For a moment he was distracted enough for Skip to pin an arm behind him.


  “Mother! Thank God! Get her off me!”


  A light went on—Bitty had found the floor lamp. “Skip? Skippy, is that you?”


  Skip didn’t know what to say. She settled on “He’s upset.”


  Bitty knelt by them. Skip had Henry on his belly now, straddling him, twisting one arm behind him and holding the other. Bitty stroked his hair. “What’s wrong, baby?”


  “The bitch knows, Mother. She knows I killed Daddy. The bastard—he was going to cut my money off. He wouldn’t leave me alone. He wouldn’t leave Tolliver alone…” His voice was trailing off now, deteriorating to a toneless gibber.


  “What are you saying?”


  Without warning, he started shouting again. “I hated the bastard! I hated his guts! I hated his ass! I’ve wanted to kill him for years.”


  “But Tolliver—”


  “He did it to cover for me, Mother. He loved me!” He sounded like a sometime lunatic just back from the edge of madness, trying desperately to be rational.


  “Officer Langdon,” he said, “I confess to the murder of my father. Will you let me up, please?”


  Skip got off him and pulled him to his feet, still holding the arm behind him. She had cuffs in her purse. “Henry, you’re under arrest,” she said, very deliberately and quietly. “You have the right to remain silent…”


  “Shut up!”


  She turned in surprise. She hadn’t thought Bitty had that much noise in her small frame.


  “Let him go.” Bitty was holding Skip’s gun, fished from the purse.


  The whole family was going nuts on her. Once again she spoke deliberately, trying not to frighten either mother or son. “I can’t do that, Bitty.”


  “He didn’t kill his father. I did.”


  “She’s lying.”


  Bitty said, “Shut up, Henry. Promise to sit down so Skippy can let you go.”


  “Mother, you can’t protect me. Nobody’s going to believe you did it—and I don’t mean just because you didn’t have a motive. Frankly, my dear, you drink too much to pull off something like that.”


  “Henry, it’s no good.” She threw the cuffs to Skip. “He’s protecting me, Skippy. Put these on him and I’ll tell you what happened.”


  “Oh, Mother, it’s all right. I’ll be good.”


  Skip said, “Why don’t I believe that?”


  “Because you’re a stupid cunt!” He kicked backward at her shin but missed. In one smooth movement, Skip took the cuffs from Bitty and wrestled him into them. She would have pushed him roughly into a chair if Bitty hadn’t been there, but out of deference to her teachers at McGehee’s, she resisted the impulse. She waited until he had sat and then reached for the gun.


  “Okay, Mrs. St. Amant, I’ll listen.”


  Bitty sat down. “What if I told you Chauncey was black?”


  Henry said, “Funny, he didn’t look black.”


  “Maybe he was an eighth black—a sixteenth. Who knows? He thought it was enough to ruin his life if anyone knew.”


  Skip nodded, suspicions confirmed, “I understand. I know about LaBelle.”


  “LaBelle?” Bitty sounded unconvinced that the word had come out of Skip’s mouth.


  “I know you gave birth to a black baby and gave her to a black woman to raise.”


  “How dare you say that! How could you know what it means to be a mother? I did not do that, Skip Langdon. I did not give up my own child. No mother would do that.


  Chauncey did it. He didn’t want anyone to know. He accused me … but how could you know Chauncey was her father? Even my own father never believed it.”


  “I made a lucky guess. I saw this kid—Estelle Villere’s child—who looked white even though his parents were black—or what passes for black in New Orleans. And I remembered Marcelle told me how much Chauncey hated the word bastard. I was playing around with different ideas, trying to figure out why LaBelle was given away. And I thought, what if Chauncey was the father? If he’d been adopted, he might look white and still be ‘black’ enough for the genes to come out in one of his children. So I called his mother and asked her.”


  “You talked to his mother? But she doesn’t know about the black … blood.”


  “I didn’t tell her.”


  “Marcelle doesn’t know either. We never told anyone Chauncey was adopted after Hélène was born—Chauncey couldn’t stand the thought that anyone would find out the truth. He didn’t know himself until she was born. And he never really accepted it, even though he had the same kind of birthmark she had, one that a lot of black kids have. That’s how we found out. A cute little nurse put her hand on the baby’s butt, where it was all blue, and said, ‘Oh, a Mongolian spot; I never saw one on a white baby before.’ And Chauncey turned pale. Ma-Mère said, ‘Oh, Chauncey had one till he was three or four.’ That was the only way you could tell, when Hélène was first born. She had such lovely silky red hair—did you know black babies don’t look black?”


  “No.”


  “They change after a few months, or even weeks. Hélène started changing almost right away. Chauncey made me keep her away from people—even his own parents. That’s how I know he knew he was the father. They’re racists, the St. Amants. They hated Chauncey’s musicians and they could never understand any of his civil rights positions.” She looked pathetically at Skip, defending her dead husband. “But he was like that before Hélène was born. Even when he didn’t know about himself. All that was genuine. He just couldn’t—” She bit her lip, on the verge of tears. “He couldn’t accept himself as black. It was okay for other people, just not for him.”


  Skip could imagine. What he had done was difficult enough if you were white—come up from nowhere, married a Mayhew, gone from there to become King of Carnival. No known black man could have done it—even a man who was one-sixteenth black, or whatever Chauncey was. To acknowledge his blackness was to give up life as he knew it. To die, in a sense, to throw everything away.


  “I would have loved him no matter what. As long as I could have kept my baby.”


  Skip wondered about that.


  “I thought there was no other way. I thought he wouldn’t love me any more if I didn’t do it.”


  “He talked you into giving her up?”


  “I was sick. I had the flu and this awful headache—I was full of drugs. They had to bribe a few people—he and my father and Tolliver—but not as many as you’d think. They just put a notice in the paper saying she was dead and we’d had her cremated. No one questioned it—not one single soul. Everyone sent flowers. Later he said I agreed. Even Tolliver said I did, so I must have. But I wouldn’t have—” She was wailing it, eyes pleading for belief. “I never, never would have, if I’d been in my right mind. All I remember was, we got in the car and Chauncey drove a few blocks, not very far, and Tolliver was waiting for us in his car. And Chauncey made me give her to him. And I did. I just handed her over. I thought I had to.


  “They never told me who the family was—just that it was very nice and respectable.”


  Skip said, “I’m sorry.”


  “Then Tolliver found her—she was a prostitute, you know—that’s how he met her. She told me that, not him. When he found her, I felt alive again. Like I had a new lease on life. But she rejected me; my poor daughter rejected me because of what I did to her. And then she went to Chauncey’s office and tried to blackmail him—he was about to be Rex and she knew it. But he wouldn’t pay and so she came to the house. I saw her that time. I heard the whole thing, and I confronted Chauncey about it. He already knew I’d met with her—she told him the whole story—but he didn’t even mention it to me. Can you imagine that?


  “Anyway, he told me he’d take care of her and he went out one night and came back disheveled and got drunk and wouldn’t talk, and couldn’t sleep that night. And then a couple of days later I read in the paper that the police were trying to figure out the identity of a body they’d fished out of the river. And I knew she was Hélène. I knew.”


  “Did you mention it to Chauncey?”


  “Of course. I beat him up. I accused him of killing his own daughter and I climbed up on his chest and I beat him as hard as I could. He didn’t deny it either. When he got tired of me beating him, he just pulled me off. It never even hurt him.” Her shoulders sagged. “And he said it was for the best. That she was dead. And so I did what I’d been wanting to do for years.”


  “She didn’t kill him. I did.” Henry’s eyes were sullen and defiant.


  “First I sobered up. Do you know how easy that is? Really easy. All you have to have is a good reason. You can stay sober for weeks if you have to. Of course the craving doesn’t go away—the ‘addiction,’ as they insist on calling it nowadays—and you go back to it as soon as the threat, or whatever it is, is past—believe me, I know. But you can do it for a while. Make no mistake about it.


  “In this case I didn’t get sober because of a threat in my life. I had a mission.” Her voice rose a little and for a minute tiny, fragile, usually unobtrusive Bitty convinced Skip that she was someone to be reckoned with. She remembered stories Marcelle had told her, stories about Bitty’s resourcefulness when everyone else was falling apart, and she kicked herself for not remembering earlier. “I never felt better in my life, either. I lived to kill my husband. I relished it. I thought when it was done I could live a normal life, that I would never drink again.”


  She looked at her lap. “It didn’t turn out that way. The whole thing caved in as soon as he was dead. I turned to mush again, only it was suicidal mush this time.”


  “Mother!”


  “Right now, I have only one thing to live for—Henry’s life. I want to live to make sure that Henry doesn’t suffer for what I did.”


  Skip said, “You’re sober right now, aren’t you?”


  “And I will be as long as I have to be. Shall I go on?”


  “Please.”


  “I expect I’ve already surprised you, and I’ll do it again. I can shoot. I’ll demonstrate if you like. My father taught me when I was a kid. I had to find the right weapon, of course, but that wasn’t hard—Chauncey had an array to choose from—and I had to practice up. I took a selection to a firing range across the lake and figured out which one would work best, and then I kept practicing until I was as good as I ever was. The 44.40 was a large enough caliber to be accurate at the distance I needed, but not so huge it couldn’t be managed by someone who’s a pretty good shot. Henry’s probably never shot a gun in his life, but plenty of witnesses will tell you I have.


  “One thing I’ve kind of regretted, though. I put my costume together from bits and pieces I found here and there, but I couldn’t really find the right wig anywhere.” She turned to her son. “Except here, Henry. I shouldn’t have taken it, should I? That’s how you figured it out.”


  “Mother, don’t be absurd.”


  “Because you already knew about your father killing your sister. You thought I didn’t remember telling you, didn’t you? It was just before I decided to kill him—the last time I was drunk, I think. But I do remember; I didn’t for a while, but I do now.”


  “Mother, I think you’re drunk now. You never told me any such thing.”


  “I hid the whole outfit in a bag of peat moss at Tolliver’s. The police have probably already put the rest of it together—how I just got the car, drove to Tolliver’s, and drove back.”


  “How do you explain Tolliver’s suicide?” asked Skip.


  “He was ill. Did you know that?”


  “The autopsy showed it.”


  “I told him Chauncey killed Hélène, back when I told Henry—I was in such a depression I’d probably have told you if I’d seen you that week—or your mother or the governor. And Tolliver told me it wasn’t true, of course—that I was imagining things. After that, he noticed that I was sober for a while. So then I pretended to be more out of control than ever, and I’m afraid I really upset him. He kept saying things about a new life—that he’d get better, and I’d get sober.” She wiped away tears.


  “I think he was telling the truth when he wrote that note. He really was there for me every day, all my life. I guess, in the end, he figured out I killed Chauncey. Or maybe Henry told him.”


  “Mother!”


  “And what he did was the most gallant thing I’ve ever heard of.” Her eyes were shining like those of some medieval lady dreaming of her knight.


  God! I’m going to throw up.


  “He sacrificed his life for me.”


  In more than one way, baby.


  And yet, sick as she thought it was, there was a piece of Skip that admired him for it.


  Bitty came back from her romantic reverie and gave Skip a gaze so level there could be no doubt she was sober and possessed of a lot more strength than Skip would have guessed. “Are you going to arrest me, Skippy?”


  It was the question Skip was pondering.


  Henry said, “She’s telling the truth.”


  “Of course I am.”


  “Except for one thing. It all went exactly the way she described it. I bet I still have the receipt for the wig. The only difference is that, at the risk of belaboring the point, I did it. I did it for her, you know.” He was no longer the lunatic-on-the-brink, just a guy having a conversation with a woman he’d known all his life. “I knew she wanted him dead; if you want, Officer Freud, you could even say she did it through me. But I was the one who pulled the trigger. I wanted her to have a chance at life—without him.”


  Bitty laughed, an odd sound to Skip’s ears. She realized that in all the time she’d known the St. Amants, she’d probably never once heard Bitty laugh. “Henry, it won’t fly,” said his mother.


  “She’s right.” Despite Henry’s ability as an actor, his words were as hollow as Bitty’s were heartfelt. He hadn’t killed Chauncey.


  The question still stood: Was she going to arrest Bitty? The temptation simply to flee was almost overwhelming. If Chauncey had killed his own daughter, and Bitty had killed him, wasn’t that justice? She wondered if she could leave right now and forget she ever heard any of this. But she was a cop. Justice and the law weren’t the same thing. Yet somehow she couldn’t see dragging Bitty Mayhew St. Amant, still in her elegant black dress, down to headquarters in handcuffs.


  And there was another problem. Skip wasn’t sure she could prove anything.


  She said, “Mrs. St. Amant, can I trust you?”


  “Trust me? You mean you don’t believe me?”


  “I do believe you. But I want to spare you as much as I can. I won’t arrest you now if you’ll promise to go to headquarters tomorrow and tell your story.”


  “But… I don’t know anyone there.” Her eyes brimmed. Moments ago the competent murderer, now she was once again the helpless socialite.


  “Ask for Inspectors O’Rourke and Tarantino. They’re the officers on the case.”


  “But I don’t know them. Will you be there?” Her eyes pleaded.


  “Of course. But if you don’t come—by noon, say—I’ll tell them the whole story myself. And there’ll be lots of proof. Hélène’s body, for one thing.” She was being deliberately harsh. “And witnesses from the firing range. So don’t think this is the end of it. I’m not arresting you tonight, but tomorrow’s another day. Would you prefer to do it this way?”


  Bitty’s blue eyes were aghast. “I guess so.”


  “You promise you’ll be there?”


  She wet her lips. “I promise.”


  “See you tomorrow, then.”


  She removed Henry’s handcuffs and left, bracing herself for a long wait in the night air. Given the crime rate in New Orleans, Henry would walk Bitty to her car, but she didn’t know whether that would happen in minutes or hours. She huddled across the street, standing on one foot and then the other, cold and impatient, until a plan finally formed in her head, inspired by what she was looking at—the window Henry had left cracked earlier, when he cleared the house of the pot smoke. She’d have to leave her post and trust luck for a few minutes, but this way would be much cleaner and more elegant than the alternative, which was conning her way in the downstairs door and kicking in Henry’s.


  She phoned Steve, told him to meet her immediately, and to bring a long rope.


  Luck went her way. Bitty and Henry didn’t come out for another hour. As soon as they were out of earshot, Steve threw the rope over the gallery rail, and Skip shinnied up. It was a struggle, but it hadn’t been easy at the academy, either.


  Henry might destroy the birth certificate—might have already—but it wouldn’t do her any good to steal it. It wasn’t evidence unless it was found in his apartment, not stolen from it. What she wanted might or might not be evidence—but no one would ever believe it had been taken from his apartment. That was the beauty of this little burglary. And the justice of it pleased her. Henry had twice invaded her home.


  Tuesday


  BITTY ARRIVED PROMPTLY at eleven-fifty and asked not for O’Rourke and Tarantino, but for Skip, as Skip had known she would, because by this time she knew that Bitty knew the other two would be busy. They had been closeted with Henry since ten-thirty, taking his confession.


  Skip got her a cup of coffee and sat her at Tarantino’s desk, feeling she ought to have removed the snake poster for the occasion. As quickly as she could exit gracefully, she left, ostensibly for lunch, actually too tense to eat, too bewildered and disoriented to stick around headquarters; and far too angry to stay in the same room with Bitty.


  She had spent the early-morning hours—from seven on—with Duby, Tarantino, and O’Rourke, one or two at a time, mostly being yelled at, now and then being patted on the head when one of them (never O’Rourke) actually remembered she had done a good job, however unorthodox. (They didn’t know how unorthodox, and she was never going to tell them.)


  When Henry showed up, she nearly lost it—nearly ran screaming into the street and disgraced her uniform, knowing what he was going to try to pull. She didn’t think it would work—it certainly hadn’t on her—but thinking wasn’t doing her much good. Feelings were getting the upper hand and she felt as if someone was slowly shrinking her skin, making it tighter and tighter, like some shroud-like version of all-body thumb screws. Bitty’s appearance only made things worse.


  What the fuck were these two up to? But she knew; she knew. Deep in her heart, goddammit, she knew.


  She found an empty office and used the phone, able, at last, to return Steve’s call, to ask him if they had anything. She had found the film within thirty seconds of entering Henry’s apartment, but Steve had long since returned the projector he’d rented at Mardi Gras, so they hadn’t been able to view it.


  Steve wasn’t home. How dare he! But of course—he must have already left for her house.


  She found him sitting on her front steps, film and freshly rented 16-millimeter projector in hand, shit-eating grin on face. She said, “What is it?”


  “I think—I really think—we’ve got what you want.”


  Her knees buckled. What the hell did she want?


  The film was exactly as advertised a week ago—perfect; gorgeous. Dolly playing the gun tricks, Dolly drawing, Dolly shooting—“and then nothing,” as Steve had said then.


  But that had been only the filmmaker in him talking. There was something; plenty of something. A collage, as the camera was jostled. First the bunting-covered balcony, then Dolly’s face again. Then a piece of the wall, with just the blonde wig at the bottom of the picture, a back view—she had turned around. Then more wall, as the camera was pushed up. And that was it. But the proof was there.


  Skip’s stomach hurt. The last thing she felt like doing was eating, but she couldn’t risk getting faint at a tense moment.


  They walked together to the Quarter A&P, fast, trying to work off stress, and bought the makings for health-food shakes. This was far from her usual style, but she couldn’t possibly get down anything solid.


  She consumed hers absently, not really tasting it, just hoping it would do its work and see her through the afternoon.


  Afterward she thought about making herself try to sit still for five minutes, but she knew it wasn’t in the cards. Instead, she did some stretches. When she couldn’t think of any other possible way to relieve tension that didn’t involve sex or drugs, she and Steve went back to headquarters.


  She had given him a rundown of the morning and together they’d worked out a plan. She put him in a borrowed office and went to find O’Rourke and Tarantino. The plan called for getting the lay of the land before firing the bombshell.


  The stars were sitting at their desks, quietly doing paperwork as if nothing had happened.


  Quiet. Too quiet, as they say in old movies.


  “What’s the story?”


  O’Rourke didn’t bother to look up.


  Tarantino spread his arms. “He says he did it; she says she did it.”


  “So who did you believe?”


  “Skip, listen, it’s no good. We haven’t got any proof.”


  She turned briefly toward the snake wall to hide her disappointment.


  “You got the search warrant?”


  “We searched his apartment, her house. And we found the birth certificate at his place. So what does that prove? We’ve only got that and the scrapbook to connect Doucette with the whole damn family. There’s nothing at all to show St. Amant knocked her off.”


  “Tell me the truth, Joe—who the hell did it?”


  “Did Doucette? How the hell should I know?”


  “Did Chauncey?”


  He made his goddamn expansive Italian gesture again. “Tolliver Albert—”


  “Shit!” She put her hands in her pocket and kicked the desk, knowing she was acting like a child but also knowing no one would really mind. This wasn’t IBM, and corporate behavior wasn’t required. This was Stressout City; never had she felt it more than today.


  “Sit down, Skip. Let’s talk a minute.” She sat. “Get you some coffee?”


  She managed a tight little smile to acknowledge the kindness. “No thanks, Joe.”


  “We talked to the Harmeyers. They say Albert never told them whose baby it was.”


  “Surely they guessed.”


  “What are we gonna do? Beat it out of ’em with rubber hoses?”


  Skip had the feeling of sliding into a dank, dark tunnel, one that would get darker the deeper she got, would twist and turn crazily, and would eventually drop her out into sunlight. When she landed, it would not be on her feet, and she would be covered in muck.


  What was wrong with her? Wasn’t this the best way?


  But she did it. She shot her goddamn husband. And you’re a cop.


  He deserved it.


  You’re a cop! What are you here for?


  Justice, maybe?


  What’s wrong with you ?


  “Look.” Joe’s voice was cajoling, almost begging, yet Skip knew he didn’t want anything for himself. He was trying to get her to understand that they were backed into a comer. “Just because they both confessed doesn’t mean a damn thing. Suppose we charged one of them. Is he or she—let’s say she—gonna get a lawyer? You bet. Just because she tried that little ploy of confessing to get her kid off the hook, is she going to go into court and plead guilty? Not real likely, kid.”


  “Ploy! She did it and you know it.”


  “That’s not what her lawyer’s gonna say. We don’t have a case, baby.”


  “Yes, we do.”


  For the first time, O’Rourke deigned to acknowledge her presence. “Oh, we do, do we? When did you get to be a legal expert, sugar?”


  “Don’t call me sugar, asshole.”


  He repeated it, mimicking in a bratty falsetto.


  This was getting her nowhere. “I’ve got a witness,” she said.


  “Oh, yeah? Why didn’t you tell us before?”


  “I didn’t find out till half an hour ago.”


  “Oh, sure you didn’t.”


  Tarantino looked very grave indeed. “Tell us about it, Skip.” He pulled up a chair for her. “Here. Make yourself comfortable.”


  Even now, sitting down in the thumb-screw suit that currently passed for her skin, she felt a rush of affection for Tarantino and his old-fashioned courtesy.


  “His name is Steve Steinman.”


  “Your boyfriend.” O’Rourke’s tone was still mocking, but at least he’d abandoned the falsetto.


  “I don’t deny it. If he weren’t, he wouldn’t have realized what he had. He filmed the shooting.”


  “What!” O’Rourke went red in the face.


  Tarantino shouted, “Goddamn that sucker! What’s the matter with him?”


  Skip made placating, air-patting gestures. “Take it easy, fellows. As soon as he had it developed, he watched it once and didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.”


  O’Rourke roared. “It was still evidence, goddammit! Why didn’t he goddamn bring it in?”


  “Oh, he did.” Her adrenaline was kicking in. She could manage a pseudo-sweet condescending semi-smile. “To me.” She knew she was being bitchy, but she told the story of how Cookie Lamoreaux had recommended her and only her, and she also told a lie. “I looked at it and saw nothing also.”


  Tarantino spoke. “I don’t get it.”


  “Well, Steve and I were just having lunch and he reminded me about it—”


  “How did he happen to think of it, Langdon?” asked O’Rourke.


  “We weren’t discussing the case, O’Rourke. I just told him we were having problems with it. And he asked if it would help to see the film again. Knowing what we know now, I suddenly realized it would.”


  Tarantino said, “We better look at it, Frank.” To Skip: “Where’s Steinman?”


  He had already set up the room for viewing, closed the blinds, threaded the film onto the projector, and faced it toward the far wall, to serve as a screen.


  After introductions were made, Skip noticed that Tarantino was nervous about something, but she couldn’t figure out what. He cleared his throat. “Uh, Mr. Steinman. Would you mind waiting outside?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “This is kind of a delicate case…”


  “But there’s nothing on that film I haven’t seen. This is crazy.” He stared past the giant shoulders at Skip. Unsure what was going on, she shrugged but said, “Why don’t you have some coffee, Steve? We’ll call you back in a minute.”


  Sulkily, he showed Tarantino how to run the machine and then suffered his banishment. Tarantino ran the film.


  When it was done, Skip thought the relief in the room hung as thick in the air as cigar smoke. Apparently O’Rourke and Tarantino hadn’t seen what she and Steve had.


  O’Rourke said, “Big deal. Where does that get us?”


  Tarantino was more cautious. “I don’t see anything.”


  “Go back to where she’s doing the gun tricks.”


  Tarantino obliged, and held the frame. Skip said, “See that sconce on the wall behind her?”


  “What the fuck is a sconce, Miss Uptown?”


  “Let her talk, Frank. It’s the flower pot thing.”


  Skip said, “It’s still on the wall. We can measure its height, and we’ll get Dolly’s.”


  Tarantino said, “Wait a minute. I remember that thing. Seems to me it was up pretty high—about six feet or so. Albert was about six feet tall, wasn’t he?”


  “At least.”


  He drummed his fingers. Dolly’s head was well below the sconce. “How tall’s Henry?”


  “About five six or seven, I think. But there’s something else. Remember how Tolliver seemed puzzled about the bunting? Said he hadn’t draped it and didn’t know anything about it?”


  No one said anything.


  “The murderer took an extra precaution in case he—or she—was seen. He stood on something to disguise his height. And that’s what the bunting was for—because otherwise you could have seen through the ironwork.”


  Tarantino said, “I’m startin’ to remember something. Look at that thing, Frank. Remember, one of the plants was sittin’ in a chair? I wondered about that.”


  “I did too,” said Skip. “But it didn’t occur to me until I looked at the film again that Dolly moved it so that she’d have room for something else—the thing she needed to stand on. I think I know what it was too.”


  “Son of a gun. So do I.”


  And she knew that Tarantino had done what she had on her lunch hour—brought the murder scene piece by piece back into his memory. Even if he hadn’t, it wouldn’t matter—they had the crime-lab photos. The pictures would show the little pile of clothes in the middle of the carpet and the holster draped across the needlepoint footstool that was jutting out at such a funny angle—as if someone had kicked it. Or moved it and returned it hurriedly, simply flinging it down, not bothering to place it properly.


  “That little stool thing. I bet that was it. Let’s see—it’s about six inches high, so if Henry’s five six…”


  Skip interrupted. “Did you notice there’s a difference in the distance at the end? When the camera jumps around?”


  Quickly, Tarantino ran the film to the end. There were two shots—one with Dolly’s masked face to the camera and the one at the end, showing the back of her head, which must have been taken after she stepped off the stool. The distance between her head and the sconce was blatantly apparent. It wasn’t any six inches. It was more like a foot.


  “Holy God!” said Tarantino. “I’ll get Duby.”


  Duby was smoking. The atmosphere changed as soon as he walked in, got thicker in more ways than one.


  “Look, lieutenant.” Tarantino’s voice was excited. “We got it. I swear. With the confession and this, we could do it, I’m not kiddin’. Look at the back of her head—jus’ look at that—and look at that flower thing! No way it could have been Albert. And no way it was the kid. Dolly was about five feet tall. Period. It’s right there in living color. And we got a five-foot suspect who just confessed.”


  Skip was mesmerized, staring as if it were the Mona Lisa instead of a scrap of a bewigged head. Before her eyes, it melted. She wheeled.


  Duby looked at her apologetically. “Ash fell off my cigarette. I shouldn’t have been standing so close. Goddamn, is there anything else we can use? Can’t see a thing.” He struck a match and held it to the film. “Shit!” He sounded as shocked as if it had really been an accident. “Sorry, guys.” He left the room instantly, giving no one a chance to utter a syllable.


  For a minute the three sat in the dark, in shock. Finally, O’Rourke said, “Goddamn,” and Tarantino turned on the light. Skip could not trust herself to say anything, for fear that she would make a complete ass of herself, would be sent babbling to a hospital. She could not really have seen what she thought she had. It was just not possible.


  O’Rourke said, “You Uptown bitches run the whole fucking world, don’t you?”, shoved the projector onto the floor, and walked heavily out of the room.


  Tarantino bent to pick up the machine. He spoke with his back to her, as if he couldn’t bear to look at her face. “Mayhew was here this morning. Spent about an hour with Chief McDermott. He dropped by to see the D. A. as well. I heard he was over by the mayor too.”


  “Haygood?”


  “Her old man. Whatever his name is.”


  She fled, hoping she could keep back the tears till she was out of the building. As she tore through the detective bureau, Steve shouted her name.


  “Ask them for your film,” she shouted back.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’ll be right back.” That was so he wouldn’t follow her. Ignoring the elevator, she ran down the two flights to the first floor, as if pursued by all the demons of hell instead of only her personal ones.


  She would have run all the way home if it hadn’t been for traffic lights and for the fact that she was wearing her uniform. She settled for walking fast.


  I ought to be glad Bitty’s going scot-free. Glad she killed the sonofabitch and glad she got away with it.


  Part of her was glad. But her premonition had come true. She was covered in slime. Bitty was not innocent, not of Chauncey’s death and not of LaBelle’s exile.


  She handed that baby to Tolliver. She admitted it. She sent that child to a life of poverty as surely as Chauncey did. Where does she get off blaming him for everything that happened for the next twenty-one years?


  She was furious at the system and furious that Haygood Mayhew could manipulate it and furious that it hadn’t worked. And that she was part of it and was covered in slime; part of the system and part of a conspiracy to let someone get away with murder. She didn’t think she could have felt more guilty or remorseful if she had pulled the trigger herself.


  The phone was ringing as she entered. Knowing it was Steve, she waited for his message before she unplugged it. Even as she listened, she was ripping off her uniform, sending buttons flying and rolling on the threadbare carpet. She tore off her underwear as well, tied her hair in a scarf, and threw on a flannel nightshirt. Barefoot, she carried the pile into the courtyard and set fire to it, grateful Jimmy Dee wasn’t home to shout witticisms from his windows. Later she would worry about cleaning up the mess in the yard, and about whether to get a new uniform or a new career. Later she would see Steve, and she would cry.


  Now she threw the rest of the incense he had brought onto the fire. As she watched it burn, she sat with legs crossed, perfectly still, almost meditating. It occurred to her that there was nothing like a severe shock to still the brain. If you had good reason not to think, you didn’t. Or, put another way, there were things that happened that made thinking seem trivial.


  When sandalwood no longer scented the almost-spring air, and when no trace of blue remained, she threw the scarf and nightshirt onto the blaze and ran naked into the house, hoping she met no one on the stairs. From her window she watched the fire die. As the last ember winked itself out, she stepped into the shower.


  THE END
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  PREFACE


  The pain that said he was drinking too much started creeping up behind Tubby’s ears. Raisin Partlow, his drinking buddy, had given up trying to make conversation with him and was puffing on a cigarette in the exaggerated way that irregular smokers do. The dusty, barely lit tavern was thinning out, leaving just a few whiskered pool players chalking up a last game and a pair of busty girls sharing confidences with the even heftier dame behind the bar.


  “Never screw a client and never lie to the judge,” Tubby said abruptly.


  It took Raisin a second to break through to the surface.


  “What’s that?” he asked.


  “That’s all of the so-called legal ethics that make sense to me. The rest of it is just so many little rules you can twist around to suit whatever you want to do.”


  “Well, you know, Tubby, I lied to a judge just last week.” Raisin expelled a wobbly smoke ring and smiled in satisfaction. “Old ‘Fuzzy’ Baer appointed me to represent the fool who shot a fourteen-year-old girl, after he raped her and her mother. He asks me, ‘Mr. Partlow, can you put aside your personal feelings and represent this man to the best of your goddamn abilities?’”


  The bartender broke off her conversation to look in their direction. Tubby raised his fingers an inch off the scarred oak surface, so cool to the touch, and shook his head, no. The familiar pain of too much whiskey and too much sweet Coca-Cola had already spread over to the top of his skull.


  “What did you tell him?”


  “I told him, ‘Yes, Your Honor. The man deserves his day in court.’ I should have told him, ‘Fuck no, Judge. I hate this guy. Take him away where I don’t have to look at him. Christ, sir, I’ll be embarrassed to admit to my godchildren that I was even in the same room with the guy.’ But I knew that was the wrong answer to the question.”


  “You should have told him the truth,” Tubby said.


  “Like what?”


  “You should have said, ‘Heck no, Judge. But I’ll do a better job than anybody else you’re likely to get.”


  Raisin shrugged and waved at the bartender. Tubby slid off his stool and grabbed the bar for support.


  “I’m out of here,” he said.


  Raisin looked concerned about being left alone.


  “Let me buy you one more,” he said. “The night is still young.”


  “No, I’m good. Tomorrow is a school day.” Tubby let go of the bar to test his footing. So far, so good. He laid two dollar bills on his wet napkin and waved goodbye to the barmaid. He patted Raisin on the back and suddenly found himself on the sidewalk outside. A DIXIE BEER sign blinked and crickets sang in the weeds sprouting from the curb. All the houses were closed up tight, and the only people around were a couple of shadowy heads in a parked car down the street. Tubby located his own car, but had a hard time getting the key into the door lock. His head was pounding and he bent over to rest it on the smooth metal roof, misted with dew, until the night air restored his vision.


  He conceded to himself that he had lost another round in his ongoing battle with the great drug alcohol, but he decided not to let this be his final encounter. Jamming his keys back into his pants pocket, Tubby began an unsteady march away from the river and in the general direction of home. Dogs barked through curtained windows at him, and stray cats peered around the tires of parked cars to watch his progress.


  What was it, maybe thirty-five blocks? Just a couple of miles. Maybe he would be sobered up by the time he got there. Maybe he’d try jogging it. Better save his energy in case he needed to run for real. He picked up the pace anyway, and his course straightened—a solitary lawyer bobbing along through dark neighborhoods, navigating by the moon.


  ONE


  “Man, it’s hard to get up for work when it’s raining like this.” Freddie took a bite out of his bacon, egg, and cheese biscuit and stared morosely at the rain coming down in sheets outside the McDonald’s on Carrollton Avenue.


  “As little work as you do, Freddie, I wouldn’t complain,” the big man sitting across the plastic table said. He had broad, square shoulders, and his fingers wrapped entirely around the cup of coffee he was holding.


  “What job did you ever put me on that I didn’t do? I’m asking you.” Freddie looked offended.


  “Sure, you do everything right, but I have to keep my eyes on you the whole time.”


  “That ain’t fair, Casey.”


  Casey took a sip of coffee. He watched some telephone company workers run from their truck into the restaurant. They were slinging rainwater off their sleeves when they passed, and a couple of drops caught Casey on the cheek.


  “Christ!” he protested, but the men paid no attention to him. He contemplated Freddie, who was pushing the last of the biscuit into his mouth.


  “Okay. Here’s a job for you, Freddie. We’re going to take some money away from a drug runner.”


  Freddie gulped down what he was chewing. “Huh?” he said. He poked a finger in his mouth to search.


  “That’s a bad habit you have, making me repeat everything. It’s an important job I’m talking about. We can see what you’re capable of doing.”


  “What do you mean, drugs? Wouldn’t it, you know, look bad for us to be doing drug stuff?”


  “Listen up, Freddie.” Casey leaned across the table to get closer to Freddie’s face. “I don’t give a shit about drugs. We’re just going to take the criminals’ money. We’re the good guys.”


  “Oh,” Freddie nodded. “How much money?” he asked.


  “You’ll get enough. I’ll take care of you.”


  “What’s my job?”


  “Backup. Enforcement. Whatever the fuck I tell you to do.”


  “Could somebody get hurt?” Freddie asked, which was a dumb question.


  “Oh, yeah,” Casey said. “I think it’s a distinct possibility there could be some mayhem involved with this. Maybe a little blood on the streets, here and there. You’d be up for that, wouldn’t you?”


  Freddie thought for a second, but not very deeply.


  “Just tell me what to do, boss.” He put on a goofy grin and rolled his eyes back in his head, like a comedian he had seen on TV, trying to get a chuckle out of Casey.


  Casey wouldn’t give it to him.


  “Just finish your fucking McMuffin, Freddie, and let’s get out of here.”


  TWO


  Tubby Dubonnet toyed with a silver salad fork, heavy as a sugar bowl. “This is the most complicated appetizer I’ve ever seen,” he told Dr. Feingold. The arrangement that the black-vested waiter had just placed in front of him involved three almost-round crawfish beignets flecked with tiny specks of pimento. They were accompanied by a second plate decorated with skinny fettuccine noodles, lettuce leaves, and curled ribbons of carrots. The waiter was explaining that the chef suggested taking each beignet, rolling it and the vegetables up in a lettuce leaf, and dipping it all into a little china bowl of orange sauce, which completed the dish. There were also mint leaves, but Tubby missed what he was supposed to do with those.


  “It is a little work,” Dr. Feingold said when the waiter departed, “but I think you’ll find it very refreshing. Don’t you love what they’ve done with this place?”


  “Very nice,” Tubby agreed. The air floated gently from the ceiling fans rotating lazily over the newly painted dining room with its rows of windows along St. Charles Avenue. A casual mix of coat-and-tie office workers and the homeless, civilization’s stragglers, looking for shade, a handout, or a little hope, drifted through the heat outside. Now and then traveling teenagers carrying backpacks passed – Europeans, maybe, but so many kids had started wearing black you couldn’t really tell. The diners, cool and tranquil, watched the passersby like fish, observing the world from inside the glass of an aquarium. Every ten minutes or so a streetcar rumbled by.


  The old hotel upstairs had struggled for years. It had been kept alive by Governor Edwards and his legion of lawyers who occupied an entire one of its floors for months while the Governor was on trial for bribery. His acquittal had suddenly left the place empty, but a bankruptcy or two later, it was making a celebrated comeback. Now aproned waiters scattered warm pistolettes of French bread and rosettes of iced butter before an appreciative flock of feasting gastronomes with heavy-metal credit cards.


  Tubby ordered a duo of softshell crabs. Dr. Feingold had the trout. The crabs came with a creamy herb sauce on the side, which Tubby dolloped lavishly on his plate with only a twinge of guilt. I’m not in such bad shape after forty-five years and roughly half as many Mardi Gras, he told himself. A small paunch, maybe, but I can still go out on a public beach. He still had most of his thick blond hair, and he was vain enough to think that the way it turned golden in the summer sunshine complimented his skin. By nature, Tubby took a charitable view of both himself and others. He had a sportsman’s face, blue eyes spaced far apart in a guileless countenance that could not conceal a blush. Suit jackets strained against his broad shoulders and barrel chest, and often people’s first impression of him was correct—he was their college football lineman, domesticated and brought into harness. His nails were even and clean, as a lawyer’s should be, though his knuckles showed surprising scars. Tubby had not worn jewelry on his hands since he took off his wedding ring.


  “How was your trip?” he asked.


  “Wonderful,” Dr. Feingold said enthusiastically. “Costa Rica is such a beautiful country. We stayed in a fantastic hotel, and nearby there was a crystal clear lagoon, a perfect blue, with superb snorkeling. It was lovely. Have you ever snorkeled, Tubby?”


  “Sure, when I was a kid. But I didn’t even know grown-ups did it for fun until you started going on about it.”


  “It’s a great sport. You see things you never imagined.”


  “Actually, Marty, I get enough of that in my law practice. What I see walking around on the streets amazes me on a daily basis. But I know what you mean.”


  “You ought to give it a try. Live a little. You would enjoy the peace and quiet.”


  “I’m sure I would. Too bad you have to submerge yourself in the ocean to get some.”


  “Let’s talk about my case,” Dr. Feingold said, slipping an ivory bit of fish on his fork. “I really feel bad about Sandy, but don’t you think his demands are just a wee bit outrageous?”


  “It does look like you botched the operation up, Marty. In all honesty, I feel funny representing him.”


  “You shouldn’t. I’m much more comfortable with you doing it than one of those ambulance-chasers out there. I trust you to treat me fairly.”


  “It just seems strange to me that when a guy thinks you’ve destroyed his epidermis he’d still take your recommendation for a lawyer.”


  Sandy Shandell was an exotic. The first time he had come into Tubby’s office, Cherrylynn, Tubby’s secretary, had shown him to a chair and then breathlessly rushed in to tell her boss, shutting the door behind her so that Sandy wouldn’t hear, “Mr. Dubonnet. There is a man outside to see you, and he’s wearing makeup.”


  “He’s an entertainer. They all wear stuff on their faces.”


  “I’d sure like to see the entertainment he puts on. He’s wearing the same eye shadow as me,” she giggled, and blushed.


  “Calm down, Cherrylynn. Just show him in.”


  She did, but as she stood behind Sandy, a tall sinewy man who did indeed paint his face, she made hand signals and, eyes big as pies, silently mouthed, “Do you see?”


  “Hold my calls,” Tubby said and closed the door on her.


  The next time Sandy came for an office visit he presented Cherrylynn with a tiny cloisonné pin.


  “I just thought it would match your hair,” he said, and she was completely won over. After that when he called or came by the office, he and Cherrylynn would chat like sisters until Tubby would break them up so he could get some work done.


  “Sure it sounds funny for a patient to ask his doctor to suggest a malpractice lawyer,” Dr. Feingold continued, “but Sandy has this unshakable conviction, formed years ago when I adjusted his nose, that I’m the most intelligent person he knows. He still relies on me, even if the skin-darkening treatments were less than totally successful.”


  “He should have been satisfied with the way he was,” Tubby said philosophically as he tried with little success to spear a pod of snowpeas.


  “If everybody felt that way, Tubby, plastic surgeons would be out of a job. We exist because it is a human instinct to want to change. We aspire. Sandy’s hero, for example, is a television show cop, some guy—I can’t think of his name—with a real Caribbean, coffee-and-cream look. But Sandy’s natural pigment is paler than mine. He didn’t just want to look tan, mind you. I could have handled that easy. He wanted to look like a Creole gambler. Those were his words to me. That enchanting picture inspired me, and it’s what got me into this mess.”


  “He’s kind of splotchy now,” Tubby observed.


  “I told him the treatments were experimental,” Dr. Feingold said defensively. “I told him there was very little literature in the area. I told him there was a chance this could happen. God knows, I feel sorry about it.”


  Tubby patted his lips with his napkin. “Look out, Marty. Sandy has got a good case. My first job is to do right by him. You and I have been friends for a long time, but I’ve got to represent Sandy to the best of my ability, just like I do every other client.”


  “I understand that, and I wouldn’t expect anything less, knowing you as I do. But surely Sandy Shandell does not have a three-million-dollar case.”


  Marty Feingold had sad puppy eyes below bushy eyebrows, and Tubby felt them probing his, looking for pity.


  “Who knows. More than a hundred grand, probably. Juries are unpredictable. If Sandy can keep it together on the stand, those twelve noble citizens in the jury box could do you some real damage.”


  “My insurance rates will skyrocket.” Now it looked like the doctor was close to tears. He was even forgetting to eat.


  “It’s just the price of doing business,” Tubby consoled him. “You’ll just raise your fees, right?”


  The thought seemed to comfort Dr. Feingold. He picked up an almond slice with his fingers and nibbled it. “I suppose that’s true,” he said.


  Tubby pressed ahead. “There will always be tummies to tuck.” A waiter passing with a fudge-drenched piece of chocolate cake caught his attention. “Hey, would you look at that dessert.”


  “Help yourself.”


  “No, I’ve got too much work to do this afternoon. I think that would put me out of commission for at least a couple of hours.”


  “Then I’ll get the check.”


  “No. This one is on me, Marty. You sent me a good client.”


  “I have this feeling I’m going to end up paying for it.”


  “I can’t argue with that.”


  “Hmmm.”


  * * *


  Tubby and Marty Feingold strolled together across Lafayette Square in the direction of Tubby’s office and Marty’s car. A crew of gardeners, mostly Asian women wearing pointed hats, squatted around a fountain, pulling weeds from a bed of vividly colored pansies. A family of pigeons, like toy soldiers, waddled over to them hopefully, then fluttered excitedly out of the way.


  “They’re doing a great job keeping the place up,” Dr. Feingold said, nodding at the industrious laborers and the neatly trimmed border around the concrete fountain.


  “Yes, they are. Most of them don’t speak any English, you know. It’s hard to imagine going to a strange country halfway around the world and ending up tending flowers in the parks of a city where you don’t even speak the language. They sure can understand the flowers, though, can’t they?”


  “In ten years they’ll own this town.”


  “Everybody else has taken a turn at running New Orleans, why not them?”


  “They couldn’t do much worse than we’ve done, could they?”


  “Wake up, Marty. We’re not in charge here anymore.”


  “We’re just allowed to show up for work, right?”


  “Work and play,” said Tubby. “And that’s not too shabby.”


  They shook hands and parted underneath the Whitney Bank clock on the street corner. A delivery kid, riding a bicycle the wrong way down the street, almost collided with Dr. Feingold in the crosswalk.


  “Sorry,” the kid shouted, laughing, and kept on pedaling, a carefree two-wheeled traveler through a land of over-heated cars stuck waiting for the light and burning plenty of gas.


  One of the gardeners straightened up to wipe the sweat from her forehead with the loose sleeve of her jacket. She looked at the line of cars, and in a red one not far away she saw a man that she knew. Quickly, she put her head down and buried her hands deeply in the soft dirt.


  Casey pressed the horn and held it.


  “What’s the problem?” he yelled out the window to nobody in particular.


  Freddie leaned out his side to look.


  “I think they’re letting cars out of the garage. I don’t see no accident.”


  “What do women expect you to think when they go around exposed like that?” Casey muttered, looking over a pair of sharply dressed secretaries strolling along the sidewalk on their lunch break. He spied the gardener and chuckled when she ducked.


  “It’s indecent,” Freddie agreed.


  “You see that skinny gook over there? The one squatting by that bush?”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “They call her Panda. Her brother got locked up, breaking and entering, car theft, something like that. Her family makes the right connections, and it comes around to me that they wanted him treated okay in jail. You know, where nobody bothers him, and he gets to have his cigarettes and his little personal items without any hassle. No big thing. I’m dealing with Bin Minny on this, you know who I mean?”


  “I seen him around. I think I seen him talking to you.”


  “Yeah, well he’s the king gook out in New Orleans East, where they all live. You know, you don’t see no dogs running loose out there.”


  Freddie laughed.


  Casey gunned the motor, keeping an eye on the temperature gauge. The traffic seemed permanently stalled.


  “This little girl, Panda, comes to see me at the office,” Casey continued. By “office” Freddie understood him to mean BB Bail Bonds—across from the Criminal Courts building, where Casey had a desk and phone and generally hung out most of the time—not Casey’s official office at the jail. He rarely went there, but he allowed Freddie to use it if he needed a private place to take a nap or eat a pizza that he didn’t want to share.


  “I don’t know how she knew who I was, but she comes in, ‘Missa Casey,’ she says. She can hardly talk English. But she tells me that Bin Minny is raising the price for looking after her brother and she can’t pay it. So he offers to let her work it out as one of his girls, and she can make lots of money that way. She don’t like that, so she comes to see me.”


  “What’d you tell her?” Freddie asked.


  “I told her to get the hell out of my office. Like I’m gonna mess up my friendly relations with Bin Minny ‘cause this little girl, who has an asshole for a brother, can’t get along. She leaves like she don’t understand how ‘Big Missa Sheriff Casey’ can say that, but she gets the message. Right away I call Bin Minny to tell him one of his people is off the reservation and, real cool, he asks me, as a favor, to wise up the brother. I pass the word, and two of the guys at the jail work the brother over a little bit. That was right before you got here, Freddie. If you’d been on my team then, it would have been a good job for you.”


  “I wouldn’t have minded,” Freddie said.


  “And what do you know, the next week the payments are being made again, the brother gets over his scrapes and bruises, and Bin Minny owes me a favor. My only regret is I probably should have poked her while I had the chance, but I don’t like gooks.”


  “It’s all pink on the inside,” Freddie offered.


  “That’s a very humorous observation, Freddie,” Casey said. “Speaking of which, I just remembered we’re supposed to pass by the Starburst Lounge today and pick up our present.”


  “I could do that this afternoon, if you’re busy,” Freddie suggested.


  “You’d like to go by yourself, wouldn’t you, Freddie? That way you collect a little extra, right?”


  “No, nothing like that, Casey. I was just saying I’d go. Then I’d bring it over to your office—if you got something else to do.”


  “I appreciate your volunteer spirit. Some initiative is a good thing. But not too much.”


  Sitting around in traffic was putting Casey in a dangerous mood, and Freddie wanted to change the subject.


  “When are we going to do that job you were talking about—with the drug runner?” he asked.


  “It isn’t something you need to worry about yet. The money is out there as we speak. I haven’t quite got a fix on it yet, but I will. Then I’ll let you know it’s time to answer the bell.”


  “I’ll be ready, whenever.”


  “Let’s move it,” Casey shouted out the window. The block-long line of cars didn’t budge.


  “Let’s try out the light and see if we can get through this,” Casey said.


  Freddie put the blue flasher on top of the dashboard and flipped the switch. Casey blew the horn, bounced two wheels up on the curb, and started squeezing through. This was one of the times he wished he was a city cop. He would love to have a loudspeaker he could use to make these fools get out of the way. Only thing, there wasn’t any money in being a cop.


  THREE


  People often asked Tubby what his day was like—how it was being a lawyer in a city like New Orleans. He knew there was no way to describe it, all the sad and comic touches. He just knew he wasn’t often bored.


  He parked his red Thunderbird convertible by the abandoned, boarded-up Falstaff brewery off Broad Street and scrambled across four busy lanes to the plaza in front of Traffic Court. Inside the masses were gathering for afternoon services, reduced to the common denominator of having to explain away yellow lights that turned red, school-zone signs hidden behind crepe myrtle trees, and Breathalyzer machines that gave out faulty readings.


  Courtroom C was filled with at least a hundred people, each waiting for his name to be called by the clerk up front, a balding man with a lumpy nose and a wrinkled tie named Moses Seamster, who had mastered an attitude of total indifference to everything. His foghorn voice summoned a few more offenders every few minutes to come forward and plead with him about their cases. He disposed of the vast majority in ten seconds and fewer words, accepting their plea, fixing their fine, and sending them off to pay. The judge was nowhere to be seen. A handful of bored-looking lawyers hung out on the front row and around a door leading to the back room where an assistant city attorney considered more grievous offenses and dealt with citizens who refused to plead guilty. Tubby was acquainted with a bunch of the regulars, and he walked up to join them.


  “Hiya, Walter, whatcha got today?” he asked an older attorney he knew, a tall gentleman wearing a shiny gray suit and holding his briefcase across his narrow chest like it might stop a bullet.


  “Hey, Tubby. DWI. Drove into the bushes off Wisner into City Park. My issue is no one saw him actually driving the vehicle, and he wasn’t on a public thoroughfare when the cops pulled him out of the shrubbery. So where’s the crime? It’s bullshit, maybe, but we’ll see. What’s yours?”


  “My client is Monster Mudbug,” Tubby said.


  “What, the guy you see at Mardi Gras?”


  “That’s him. Oh no, here he is.”


  Monster Mudbug drove a tow truck by trade. He had spotted Tubby and was walking up the aisle dressed in dusty blue jeans, a spray-painted surfer shirt, and blue sunglasses. He paused at the swinging wooden gate and waved, and Tubby went over to collect him.


  “Jesus, I told you to clean up, Adrian.”


  “Couldn’t, Mr. Tubby. I was working.”


  “You must have been working under a car.”


  “Yeah, there was a three-car wreck up on the high rise. Two other guys beat me there, so I had to scoop the worst car, which had both its front tires completely mangled. First I had to wait for the ambulance and the rescue guys to get the people out.”


  “Were they hurt?”


  “Yeah, pretty bad. The guy was some kind of preacher, and these leaflets about a revival or something were blowing out of his car and all over the highway. This pretty lady that was in the car with him got banged on the head. She was walking around in circles saying, ‘Reverend James, Reverend James.’” Adrian tried to imitate her. “She had blood just dripping off her.”


  Tubby shook his head in sympathy. “Listen, Adrian…” he began.


  “Yeah, I was kind of worried that the old man might be dead. The ambulance driver said he’d pull through, though. But I guess if he’d of died he would have gone straight to heaven. Don’t you think? Baptists believe in heaven, don’t they?”


  “Sure they do, Adrian. Did you think it was just a Catholic thing? But now that you’re here, did you bring proof of insurance?”


  “Yeah, sixty days.”


  “I don’t know if they’ll take that. You need real insurance.”


  “It’s hard to get insurance on the Rolling Boiler,” Adrian lamented. He was speaking about a chopped-down Ford Escort chassis he had decorated with papier-mâché and sheet metal to look like a huge crawfish pot. He had girls, pretty ones if he could get them, dress up like crawfish and jump around in the pot. He used it for parties and parades and was trying to get recognized as a local character.


  “I’ll bet the Moss Man doesn’t have insurance,” he complained.


  “I know the Moss Man, and he does have insurance,” Tubby told him. “Plus he has a brake tag, too.”


  “I’d like to know where he gets it. They’d just laugh at me if I pulled into a brake tag station. Can you imagine?”


  “Give me your certificate of insurance and I’ll see what I can do.”


  Adrian sat on the bench while Tubby squeezed through the crowd to the hallway behind the courtroom where whatever assistant city attorney had the duty that day met with lawyers and regular folks to conduct the real business of the court, which was to hammer out guilty pleas. Today he found Risi Shexnayder, a young lawyer he had seen before over at the law school, sitting behind a little desk, interrogating a fat black teenager while a policeman, lounging on a folding chair in the corner, picked his teeth with a wooden match.


  The teenager was telling a story about why he ran a stop sign. The cop interrupted to say he didn’t believe the kid then and he didn’t believe him now, and, in any case, running a stop sign was against the law, so why not cut the crap. The kid finally agreed to pay a fine, but he was mad about it. He collected his papers and strutted out. Shexnayder waved Tubby toward the empty chair. She was in her twenties but was already getting the worn-and-tired appearance that comes from spending too much time cooped up in windowless rooms with petty offenders and cops.


  “Hey, Mr. Dubonnet, where y’at? I know it must be a major bust for a big shot like you to be down here.”


  “No, this is not a big deal, Risi. Today I represent Monster Mudbug. Grabbed for no insurance, tag, or title on his way to the Saint Patrick’s Day Parade in the Irish Channel.”


  “Yeah. I saw him in that parade. He wears this big chef’s hat and was throwing boiled crawfish and potatoes, right? That’s a crazy guy. Is that stuff legal? It must be a health-code violation. So what do you want me to do?”


  “Forget the whole thing. No one gets title or tags on something like that. I mean, it’s a float, really. And anyway he’s got insurance.”


  The assistant city attorney inspected the insurance certificate Tubby pushed across her desk.


  “This is from Blue Streak Insurance Company,” she said. “They’ve been out of business for months. This is no good.”


  Tubby looked at it again. “So, you’re right. But that’s not the kid’s fault. See, he paid the premium.”


  “I hope he can get his money back. Judge is hard on no insurance, but I guess maybe this counts for something. Monster Mudbug has to have a license tag, though. If it runs on gas and rolls down the street you gotta put a tag on it. We’ll throw everything else out if he pays a hundred and twenty-five dollars plus costs.”


  “Okay,” Tubby said. The prosecutor scribbled some notes on the tickets and handed them to Tubby.


  “Take these to the clerk, and it’s all taken care of. And say hello to Reggie Turntide for me.” Reggie was Tubby’s partner.


  “You know Reggie?” Tubby was surprised because Reggie had probably never ventured into Traffic Court.


  “I met him at the fish fry my boss, the City Attorney, has every summer for all of us and the politicians. Reggie was really sweet. He played with my little boy for about two hours.”


  “Yeah, Reggie really likes kids.”


  “He seemed to. You can tell Monster Mudbug I think his whole, uh, presentation is outasight. People go crazy trying to catch those crawfish. They had a good flavor, too.”


  “You ate them?”


  “Sure, I wasn’t thinking too clearly at the time.”


  “I’ll tell him he has an admirer in Traffic Court.” Tubby grabbed the tickets and was out the door. The next lawyer in line stepped forward quickly and sat on the chair. One more man with a story to tell.


  Adrian had found some friends in the courtroom, and they were all talking to each other in whispers, out of respect for where they were, but there was still no judge in sight.


  “I got her to throw out the no title, no brake tag, and no insurance,” Tubby told him, “but you’ll have to pay a hundred and twenty-five dollars plus costs for no license tag.” Adrian’s friends were impressed.


  “That’s good,” Adrian said. “I brought two hundred dollars with me just in case.”


  “What you do is pay your lawyer first. Give me the two hundred dollars.”


  “What do I pay the fine with?”


  “They’ll give you time. Go to the back and work it out with the lady. Pay me the two hundred dollars. And get some real insurance. The city attorney back there likes you. She caught your show and loved it, but there’s a price for fame. You can’t let down all the people who are getting behind you. Monster Mudbug is the kind of guy who has insurance.”


  “I see that, Mr. Tubby. I can’t be getting into legal hassles all the time. I gotta think about my fans. There’s a lot of young people who look up to me.”


  “Right, Adrian. You gotta be an example to them.”


  “Sure. Thanks for everything, Mr. Tubby.” They said goodbye and parted ways.


  How did I ever get into this line of work? Tubby asked himself as he pushed open the glass doors to the world outside. He gave a couple of bucks to the young lad who was watching his car and got a barely perceptible nod in return. He wasn’t sure, but it looked to Tubby as though his wheel covers had been shined.


  FOUR


  Monique was a small-town girl. She had come to what to her was the big city of New Orleans from Evergreen, Alabama, home of a million slash pine trees and a Holiday Inn. She was running away from home at age twenty-three.


  The immediate goal was to get away from Ned, her ex-husband, who liked to punch her about once a week while they were married and periodically came around for similar recreation after they got divorced. She got started on her escape after he almost ran her off the Interstate one night with his four-by-four pickup truck, pushing her onto the shoulder, saved only by an exit ramp which appeared just in time. She swerved up it and took refuge under the dusty vapor lamps of an all-night convenience store, leaving Ned to clip the signpost and navigate his drunken way north. Then she shook and shook, waiting for her mother to get her landlord to come and escort her home. She stared at the pretty faces beckoning from the shiny magazine covers on the rack by the phone and decided that her only hope for a real life lay in flight.


  As soon as she was convoyed back to her trailer she dragged out her most precious belongings and threw them into her dented, still-not-paid-for Rabbit. She dropped the keys to her mobile home in the manager’s mailbox, drove out to Interstate 65 and turned south, for no reason but that Ned lived five miles to the north in Owassa and she was taking no chances on running into him again that night. A long two hours later, when only eighteen-wheelers and other lonely pilgrims were on the highway, a slender corridor through dark miles of uninhabited and forbidding pine forests, she stopped for gas and cigarettes in Mobile. Mixed in with the truck fumes she could smell the salt in the air. The road east went to Pensacola, where she and Ned had once taken a beach trip during their brief courtship. The sign to the west said New Orleans. She had never been there. It sounded a lot better than anyplace she had ever gone with Ned. If she didn’t find something there, like safety, a place to work, or romance, then she could just keep going to Texas, or maybe even California.


  “How many hours is it to New Orleans?” she asked the sleepy-looking man behind the counter.


  “About three, if you don’t stop,” he said. “Are you planning on going all the way through tonight?”


  “Yep.” She made up her mind.


  “You reckon that car of yours will make it that far?” he asked.


  “It had better,” she said, pocketing her change.


  “I’m just pointing out, ladies have to be careful at night. There ain’t much out there but dark for the next hundred and forty miles.”


  “Thanks, I’m not worried,” she said. And the surprising thing was she really wasn’t worried. “Couldn’t I walk a hundred and forty miles?” she asked herself as she settled back behind the wheel.


  Coming over a high-rise bridge into the city at daybreak took her breath away. The tall buildings, rising up in the new sun, the graceful outline of the suspension bridges over the Mississippi River, the brawling morning traffic, made a promise to her – a promise of possibilities. She opened the window to let in the cool, clean Gulf of Mexico air, exited at Franklin Avenue, and fell asleep parked in a neighborhood of proud oak trees and old brick houses.


  She was rousted by a policeman at around ten a.m. He ascertained that she was alive and told her politely that she needed to move along. After they talked a little, he with his blond mustache and bulky blue jacket, she with sleepy eyes and tangled hair, he suggested a rooming house on Canal Street. He gave her directions and waved when she puttered away. She found the place without trouble. It was a lovely old mansion with a big yard, owned by a blue-haired lady who showed Monique to an immaculate room, furnished with a bed, a dresser, a television, a cherry-red throw rug, and a vase of fresh flowers. It cost as much for a week as her trailer in Evergreen had cost for a month. It was her first house in New Orleans, and there were roses in bloom outside her window.


  Monique made her way. Right off the bat her car got towed from a freight-loading zone while she was using a pay phone, and she never went to pick it up. She was afraid that the finance company might have reported it stolen, and she’d get arrested. She learned the bus routes and found a job as an exotic dancer in a foul-smelling club on Decatur Street. Ali, the linebacker-sized barman, made sure the customers didn’t touch her unless she allowed them to, and the money was okay. It was basically good exercise, except that the air in the place, from the customers’ cigarettes and other noxious emissions, was roughly the flavor of car exhaust.


  She moved out of the rooming house and into a cheap apartment in the French Quarter. It was nice being able to explore the Quarter before work, to walk down to the river and watch the freighters with names of countries she had never heard of painted on their bows, to mingle with tourists and sometimes buy a muffuletta, packed with Italian ham and olive salad, and eat it outdoors in Jackson Square. She bought a bike. She did what she needed to do to get by. She made some friends and picked up a little cocaine habit. A job waiting tables in a bacon-and-eggs joint on Chartres Street opened up, and she took it even though it paid less than dancing. When she walked out of the strip joint, she gave Ali her falsies and G-string, and he got a huge laugh out of that.


  Monique did not consider herself to be a genius by any means. Sometimes she wondered if God had given her any brains at all. But when she met Darryl Alvarez at a party her boss threw, she was smart enough to know that he was a step up. He was a little short for her taste, and he had kind of a Spanish look that was new to her, but he seemed real sure of himself and he said a lot of interesting things.


  They left the party early and went out and had a few drinks in a crowded bar Uptown run by a friend of his. The drinks were on the house, which was impressive, and Darryl left a fat tip for the waitress, which was even more so. He was fun. They stopped off at his apartment right on Lake Pontchartrain, overlooking what he said was the yacht harbor, to snort a little coke together. His apartment wasn’t furnished like the ones most of her previous boyfriends lived in. There weren’t any Mexican bullfight pictures on the wall, for one thing. It was all very modern and clean and had wall-to-wall carpet. There was a big wooden cabinet that when he opened it revealed a television and a stereo and some carved black statues from Africa of fierce naked men and women, and he had a thick glass coffee table. She checked out the medicine cabinet while she was in the bathroom and found out that Darryl used Mitchum, Colgate, and Drakkar Noir. It was clean in there, too, which was mighty unusual for a man, and she thought he must have a maid.


  Darryl pulled the curtains open, and she could see, across the street and the floodwall, all the sailboats berthed in their little slips in the harbor, illuminated by tiny lights strung along the piers. It was very romantic.


  “I’ll make it a little darker and you can see the view better,” he said, and she giggled.


  “That’s funny?” he asked, switching off a lamp. “What can I fix for you?”


  “Oh, a beer, I guess. I don’t care.”


  “Here’s a Miller Lite,” he said, handing her a pony bottle, “so you can keep your beautiful figure.”


  “Thank you. What do you do to stay in shape?”


  “I chase after love,” he said, and he kissed her on the back of her neck. A shiver ran all the way down her. “It’s wonderful exercise.”


  She ended up spending the night.


  In the morning he drove her back downtown to her apartment. He was polite enough to wait until she got inside her gate before he drove away, but she was afraid that would be the end of Darryl. No problem, it had been for kicks. But surprise, he called her later in the week and offered her a job waiting tables at Champs, which turned out to be his restaurant and bar out by the lake.


  “I don’t know if you’re interested,” he said.


  “Sure, I’d be interested. What nights would I work?”


  “Seven nights a week, if you want to. We just had a girl quit. You can do three or four, it’s up to you.” With Darryl, she would find out, a lot of things would be up to her.


  “You want to come in tomorrow night and see how it goes?” he asked.


  “Sure, fine,” she said.


  “Okay. Be here at four o’clock.”


  “I’ll be there.” She had to look in the Yellow Pages to find out where the bar was. Then she called RTA to learn how to get there on a bus. You had to go to Canal, then out to the Lake, then take a bus out Robert E. Lee. Wow! That could take two hours. She told her boss she was sorry, but she was quitting, and she dropped her green apron on the counter.


  FIVE


  Tubby drove downtown on Tulane Avenue. It was after four-thirty, and the going-home traffic was beginning to build up in the opposite direction. He thought about Tulane Avenue when he first saw it as a kid, brought to town by his dad for a Pelicans baseball game. It was really something back then. There were palm trees on the neutral ground and even a streetcar line. You ate hot dogs at the stadium, maybe skipped a few rocks in the New Basin Canal where all the Irishmen had died of malaria, then watched dad drink a beer at the Home Plate Inn after the game. Now it was an eight-lane strip for commuters who rolled past a string of cheap motels and pimply street whores and kept their windows up.


  The baseball stadium was now a hotel that had changed its name so many times nobody could remember what it was. There was no place to park on the curbs. You couldn’t make a left turn for a mile. Once you got on the damn street there was no place to go but downtown. He couldn’t imagine how the Chinese groceries on each corner survived. Thinking about these things he pulled up to a light and was beeped at from alongside so loudly that he almost jumped the curb. When he swung around to start swearing he saw it was Jynx Margolis, a client of his who was widely admired for her great sense of style and impressive cleavage.


  She lowered her window, letting out a perfumed puff of air so cool that Tubby, in his convertible, could feel the draft six feet away.


  “I have to talk to you, Mr. Dubonnet.”


  That was promising. Apparently she had been doing something athletic. Her white sports shirt with a tiny penguin on it was open at the collar, and she looked like the dessert he had missed at lunch.


  “You’ve got to help me get an injunction or something on Byron. Now the creep is calling me at all hours of the night,” she yelled.


  “Get call blocking,” Tubby shouted.


  “No, really, I have to talk to you.”


  “Come to my office. But it’s going to have to be brief.” Up went her window, and she zoomed ahead.


  Tubby parked at Place Palais. It took just a minute to get to his spot. He had clocked it more than once and found it took about five seconds to navigate every floor when the garage was empty and an incredibly slow minute and a half per floor at rush hour. It gave you a chance to think—usually about places without car fumes. He parked on Level 9 and rode up in the elevator to the forty-third floor of the office building. He went through the door with TURNTIDE & DUBONNET written on it.


  Cherrylynn Resilio was the receptionist and the secretary for the firm, which was Tubby and his partner, Reggie Turntide. When she first came to work three years earlier she made it clear she expected to become indispensable, and she had succeeded. She had originally migrated, Tubby learned when he first interviewed her, from Seattle. She had eloped in the twelfth grade with a good-looking lumberjack and oil-field roustabout who had brought her to Louisiana to live in a brand-new trailer park in an overgrown sugarcane plantation outside of New Iberia while he worked off-shore on the rigs, ten days on, seven days off. The seven days off must have been mainly strenuous partying because Cherrylynn just rolled her eyes, shook her head, and grinned when she told Tubby about that part of her past.


  “We were a little crazy,” she said, and smiled at Tubby like he must know what she meant. Actually, all he could do was imagine, and he knew that was probably a lot less fantastic than the real thing.


  She didn’t tell him what had caused the breakup exactly, but she had packed her suitcase and grabbed a Greyhound for New Orleans, looking for work. Tubby got the impression that her husband, or ex-husband—she was a little vague on that—could be in Texas, Louisiana, or Washington State for all she cared, but that she was apprehensive he might show up on her doorstep. Tubby did know that Cherrylynn kept her phone number unlisted.


  Tubby had hired her, while Reggie was out of town, on the basis of her enthusiasm and desperation, not her experience, and he was real pleased with the way it had turned out. Admittedly, Cherrylynn was taking her time mastering legal secretary-type things like preparing mortgage certificates, but she attacked filing, billing, and updating the Rolodex with a vengeance. She was also cute as a button in a windblown, wide-eyed, Puget Sound sort of way, and she made the clients feel at home.


  Cherrylynn had already fixed her makeup and had her purse in her hand ready to leave for the day when Tubby walked in, but she immediately sat back at her desk.


  “Here are your messages, Mr. Dubonnet,” she said, handing the slips to Tubby. “Mr. Whiting called several times and said it was urgent. I put your letter to Mrs. Prado on your desk. Do you need me to stay?”


  Jynx Margolis walked in just behind Tubby. She said hello to Cherrylynn and marched right past her into Tubby’s office. Tubby smiled at Cherrylynn, who was not amused, and followed.


  “I’d be glad to stay,” Cherrylynn pleaded. Tubby waved goodbye to her and closed the office door.


  His office was spacious, but the floor and most of the other flat surfaces were cluttered, as usual, with stacks of files. The walls were a soft pink, sort of a subdued violet, courtesy of building management, and a Persian rug covered most of the parquet floor. Two walls were glass, providing views of the French Quarter and the crescent of the Mississippi River. The third was covered by a bookcase, and along the fourth was a sofa nobody ever used except Tubby when he sometimes slept in right before trial. The furnishings were north Louisiana—a wide cypress desk from the office of a now defunct cotton compress, and comfortable upholstered chairs, purchased from a Shreveport undertaker when he retired. There were enough law books on the shelves to put new clients at ease. The rooftop swimming pool and tennis courts of the Fairmont Hotel were directly below. Tubby kept a telescope by his window focused on a well-positioned lounge chair by the pool.


  Mrs. Margolis settled into one of the upholstered chairs facing the desk and began cooing over a framed photograph of one of Tubby’s daughters.


  “That’s Debbie. She just turned twenty. Has her own apartment and everything. It’s really great to see you, Jynx. You’re looking just fantastic,” he made a little contact with her bright eyes, “but I’ve got to be leaving soon.” This wasn’t really true, and Tubby wondered why he said it. Maybe because it made him sound important or maybe because the woman radiated a strong magnetic field that he instinctively tried to shield himself from for fear of getting helplessly polarized.


  “Tubby, I think I’m going crazy. He’s calling day and night.”


  “What does he say?”


  “He curses at me. He says things like I’m a rotten mother, that I’m a cheap whore, that I’m sleeping with his best friend—what a joke that is—that he’ll take the kids away. He only does it when he’s been drinking, which he seems to be doing a lot of these days. I really should tape-record him and send it to the Boston Club.”


  “Maybe that’s not a bad idea.” Tubby looked at his watch but felt the pull. “Would you like a little drink yourself?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she said emphatically. She crossed her legs and found a cigarette in her purse. Tubby came around the desk and lit it, and then went to the miniature side bar concealed behind a closet door next to the sofa. He fixed her a gin and tonic, and a glass of tonic water with a slice of lime for himself.


  She took a big sip and sighed happily. She leaned back in her chair, and her bosom rose and fell magnificently.


  “These things reach a point of climax and taper off after a while,” Tubby said soothingly. “You’re at an emotional peak right now. Believe me. Everything is going to blow over and quit pounding on you soon.” Better get back to business, he thought. “You’ve won the custody battle. He’s not going to open up that whole soap opera of misdeeds again.”


  “He doesn’t care about the kids. Now that we’re dividing up the property, Byron’s true colors have come out.”


  “He can’t delay the process much longer, or keep his assets hidden unless he’s a lot smarter than I think he is. I’ve got an investigator checking on his jewelry purchases. Everybody always leaves a trail.” She had perfect cafe-au-lait skin, courtesy of extended weekends at Perdido Key and Destin. He could have studied any part of her for a long time. Her armpits, paler than the rest of her, were interesting. The faint brown wrinkles circling her knee caught his attention. The sandal straps starting up her ankle had a clever knot.


  “I just want this to be over,” Jynx said.


  “You need to be patient,” Tubby counseled. “It will take a while. Look after yourself. Take a trip.”


  “I suppose I do need to relax. It’s very calming talking to you.”


  “You’re good for the long haul, I know,” Tubby said. “I hate to talk about money, but I must. My partner has been fussing at me for not collecting my unpaid bills. I’d appreciate it if you could make some sort of payment to cut the balance.”


  “Tubby,” she said, putting her glass, emptied of all but a mashed lime, on his desk. “You know everything I have is tied up. The kids are literally eating the bank account. When we finally tag Mr. M, we can settle up on everything. But for now there’s just little me against the world.”


  “Still I must be fair to my partner. There must be something you can do.”


  Jynx stood up and leaned over the desk. She stroked Tubby’s face so gently he wasn’t sure he had felt it. “You’re the sweetest little lawyer in New Orleans,” she said. “You’ve been patient and understanding from the beginning. When this is over, you’ll get payment in full, I promise.” A force moved him to cover her hand with his own. “Keep on looking out for me, Tubby,” she whispered, her wounded brown eyes dissolving his.


  Suddenly she straightened up. “Oh, naughty me.” She waved goodbye on her way out the door.


  Tubby stared for a few minutes at the empty space she had left. Then he finished his drink and tapped out the number of his ex-wife, Mattie. His middle daughter, Christine, answered.


  “Hi, baby doll.”


  “Howya doin’, Daddy?”


  “What’s happening?”


  “Nothing much. We’re going to Florida this weekend.”


  “Who’s we?”


  “Oh, me and some friends.”


  “Where?”


  “Fort Walton.”


  “Oh, really?”


  “Yes, Daddy. Mom’s not home.” He noticed how she changed the subject, but he let it pass.


  “Where is she?”


  “She had to go to the O’Briens’ for cocktails by the pool.”


  “Is Collette in?” Collette was his youngest daughter.


  “No, she’s out.”


  “Where’s that?”


  “You know Collette. She’s just out.”


  “How’s school?”


  “Great. Oh. There’s another call coming in.”


  “Drive safe to Florida.”


  “I will.”


  “And tell your mother I called.”


  “I will.”


  “Love you.”


  “I love you, Daddy,” she said, and switched him off. Tubby went to the bar to pour himself another gin and tonic. This time he decided to leave out the tonic. He stood by the window and looked out over his city. He watched the lights of the barges below slowly plowing upstream in the river as it turned black in the gathering darkness.


  Tubby recalled one particularly nice spring day. The family had gone for a picnic on the Bogue Falaya River, a sleepy little stream north of Lake Pontchartrain. They had towed the boat behind them across the Causeway while the morning fog was still clinging to the water. They got to the boat launch just when the sun broke through, a fuzzy yellow ball. Wisps of mist like smoke curled around the cypress knees by the bank and the pilings of the piers. When they got everybody packed, precariously, into the boat, along with their barbecue grill, lawn chairs, and ice chest, they puttered upstream to a low-water island. Collette jumped in, waist deep, and pulled them onto the beach. With the girls splashing around, and Mattie trying to keep her shorts dry, they got everything unloaded. Mattie set about arranging the camp to her liking, and Tubby started the fire in the grill. The girls all got back in the boat, and after fighting over the wheel, let Debbie take them downstream toward the deep water where they could go fast and ski.


  Once the coals were lit and smoking, and the chairs were all set up, he and Mattie settled down to relax. They had about an hour to kill, and Tubby was thinking idly about trying to interest Martie in a little roll on the blanket she had spread out on the sand. The setting was warm and very serene. He dipped into the ice chest and popped open a can of beer.


  “You’re drinking a little early,” Mattie said, lighting a cigarette.


  “Hey, it’s Saturday. It’s a picnic.”


  “I don’t want you falling asleep.”


  “Mattie, I’m not about to fall asleep.” She had made him uncomfortable all of a sudden. “Is anything bothering you?” he asked.


  She took a big pull on her cigarette and then held it with her lips while she lifted up her hips and used both hands to tug her shorts into a more comfortable position. A brown hawk soared lazily overhead.


  “Why do you always ask if something’s bothering me? Just because I ask about your drinking?”


  Tubby took a stab at changing the subject. “Can you see that turtle over there on that log?” He pointed across the stream. “Do you know that they’re called ‘tarpins’ in north Louisiana? They make it sound like the name of the big fish.”


  She didn’t say anything, just dragged on her cigarette. Tubby tried to feel serene again, but couldn’t.


  “This is special, Mattie,” he attempted. “What a beautiful place. Clean air, birds, old live oak trees with moss hanging off them like a pirate’s lair, nothing to do but cook hot dogs, three gorgeous girls doing healthy things and baking like cookies on our very own boat. It’s pretty nice, huh?”


  “I hate it when you talk like that,” she said quietly.


  Tubby was annoyed. Could she be joking? “Are you nuts? What’s the problem today, hon?”


  “Nothing. It’s just not enough. Anybody can lay out on the river, guzzling beer, and say isn’t this great, but it’s so common. There’s more in the world than this, don’t you think? There’s more to it than being a turtle, sunning yourself on a log without any more to do than eat a bug.”


  “Like what?” Tubby asked.


  “God, Tubby, like everything. Like Paris, stimulating people for a change, like cultural surroundings, like using your talents to their fullest.”


  “Jesus, Mattie. I didn’t know you were so dissatisfied.”


  “I’m not dissatisfied. I feel like I’m in some kind of a vault I need to break out of.”


  “Maybe we should take a trip,” he offered.


  She was quiet for a while. Finally she said, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be all right.”


  But he did worry about it, even after the girls came back in a storm of laughter and shouting about how each had done on the water skis and who from school they had seen out on the river. And it wasn’t all right. It had just kept getting worse, and Tubby had felt more and more lost in his marriage until one day Mattie told him if he didn’t move out and give her some space, she was going to go crazy. She threw and smashed enough things to be convincing, and Tubby had done as she said. It had possibly been a mistake, but he was used to it now.


  SIX


  At the beginning, it was half business, half romance, between Darryl and Monique. She did her job and got along with the rest of the staff. The crowd was mostly students and yuppies and boaters, and they basically drank a lot and tipped well. Waitresses wore tights and leather miniskirts. Behind the bar you wore black pants, a ruffled white shirt, and suspenders. Once or twice a week Darryl would pour her drinks when her shift ended at midnight, and they would go back to his office, or drive to his apartment a couple of blocks away, and have sex. They didn’t go out much.


  Sex with Darryl was very good for her. He was attentive and put a lot of himself into it, and he wasn’t into anything that hurt, which was nice but took her a while to adjust to. Sometimes he would send her home in a cab, and sometimes they would sleep in each other’s arms. She got accustomed to the way he smelled and liked it, like burnt toast.


  Once Darryl set her up with a couple of customers after hours. He made a party of it, in the large private room upstairs from the bar, then let her know she was free to leave with them and charge whatever she could get. She didn’t mind, and pocketed a couple of hundred bucks, but she was very nervous about how Darryl would feel about her afterward. It turned out he was okay, at least as far as she could see. They kept on dating after work, and she could tell he was falling for her though he saw some of the other girls, too. She moved from the French Quarter to a condo rental unit near the lake. Her old bike had been stolen when she left it on the street while she ran into a grocery store and forgot to lock it, so she bought a new one at Western Auto. She started riding it to work. Everyone said she was dumb to ride home around the lakefront by herself at night, but to her it was part of being the new and improved Monique, strong and brave.


  Darryl still invited her upstairs to party every so often with some politicians or businessmen, nothing grungy, and he didn’t complain when she went out with them, or when she turned them down. It was up to her. The only time he ever got really mad at her was when she once asked him if he would sell her a little cocaine. He went ballistic and almost got violent about it. He said he was no penny-ante dealer supplying the help and—his main point—if she wanted anything like that, all she had to do was ask and he would give it to her freely. How was she supposed to know that, she asked, and in so many words he said it was because he cared for her deeply. At least that was what Monique thought she heard him saying.


  She got extremely soft on him after that, and they became pretty much of a steady thing. He made her the head cocktail waitress and shift manager, and she more or less moved in with him. He didn’t ask her to party with the customers much anymore, except one night with a particularly important pair of hotshots, and she wished she’d said no to that.


  It was the weekend before Mardi Gras Day, one of the high points of Carnival season and its zany final fortnight crammed with lavish public parades and private balls. The whole city had a crazy atmosphere. Champs was crowded all day. It was early March, but the weather was warm, springlike, and boats of all sizes tied up at the pier outside the bar for short stops. Drinkers moved noisily back and forth between deck and dockside, and when people, some of them masked, began rolling in off the streets after the parades passed, the joint really started jumping. It was intense, maintaining the steady flow of drinks, seeing that the bar was supplied, and keeping track of the waitresses who kept vanishing into the midst of the boisterous mob.


  Monique was wired up when she turned her register over to Jimmy, the late-night manager who would pilot the place until it lost altitude and crashed to the ground around four or five in the morning. She had been sipping juice all night and had taken a little toot at around eight o’clock. Now she was quite ready for a couple of drinks. Her mind was on rest, not party, when she went upstairs to Darryl’s office to take him the shift receipts.


  His office was part of a large suite. To get there you passed through the private lounge furnished with a couch, card table, and chairs, and Darryl’s guests used it to hang out in. When the club had live music the band had the run of the upstairs lounge to get stoked up and primed for their performance. The lights were kept very dim.


  The nicest part about the room was that it opened onto a small balcony overlooking the lake and the boats tied up at the dock below. Monique noticed that there were people on the balcony when she walked past, but she didn’t pay much attention to them. A hallway ran from the lounge past a bathroom, a small kitchen, and a locked storeroom and ended at the door of Darryl’s office. It was also kept locked, whether he was inside or not, and it was covered by a security camera so that Darryl could know who was outside before he opened up. He buzzed Monique in. He was sitting facing away from her at his oak desk, counting money, and he nodded to her without looking up or losing count when she came in. He was wearing his regular late-night outfit, faded blue jeans and a baggy white-and-blue striped sweater, and his gold necklace and bracelet. The air conditioner was on high, and he had his big color television on for background noise. It was tuned in to Letterman.


  “What a night,” she said, placing her register tray on the desk.


  “Still a good crowd?” he asked, without looking at her. He probably knew the answer anyway because there was a television monitor on the wall showing all the activity immediately around the bar.


  “Huge,” she said. “You want a drink?”


  “Maybe in a minute. You help yourself.”


  Monique liked it better when Darryl poured, but she didn’t say anything. She went to the bar and mixed up a concoction of orange juice, cranberry juice, and vodka. She took it to one of the garish vinyl-covered armchairs, plunked down, kicked off her sandals, and lit a cigarette. She leaned back and blew smoke, waiting for Darryl to finish the books.


  “Was anybody out in the lounge?” he asked.


  “I think there were a couple of guys out on the balcony. Are they all right?”


  “They’re not exactly all right, but it’s cool. Are you busy tonight?”


  “No.” She thought it was polite of him to ask.


  “Why don’t you go out and get them some drinks. See what they want to do. They’re looking for a good time.”


  “Who are they?”


  “Just a couple of guys. They’re from here. It would be good for business. You might like them.”


  “I’m pretty uptight.”


  “It’s up to you. The big guy’s probably loaded. Go see what they want to drink anyway.”


  “Okay.” She put out her cigarette and got back up. She checked herself in the mirror and kissed the back of Darryl’s neck. “Later for you, baby,” she whispered in his ear. He smiled and gave her hand a squeeze but kept on tallying up the cash. She gave her hips a bounce when she walked out the door, thinking he might look around and see it.


  There were two men on the balcony, partly hidden because one of the French doors was closed. She opened it when she went out. Both men were leaning over the rail, swapping jokes with some Loyola girls, according to their sweatshirts, sitting on the deck of a sailboat tied up below. The top of its mast was at their level, and they were trying to entice the girls to climb up. One of the men was skinny and looked like he might be a high school teacher or something. The other was built big and solid and had on a red nylon windbreaker.


  “Care for anything to drink, gentlemen?” she asked.


  They both looked around and checked her out.


  “Whatever you’re having,” the big one said.


  “About three fingers of Wild Turkey,” said his partner.


  “You got it,” she told them, and went back inside. She called down to the bar on the house phone and asked Jimmy to send up the waiter with a beer and a whiskey and a cranberry juice for her. The big fellow followed her in and sat beside her on the couch. He offered her a Marlboro, which she accepted, and he lit it with a big butane lighter.


  He asked her name and she told him. She asked his, and he said Jack Daniels. He was shitfaced already, she could tell. He had plenty of muscles, but he seemed to be in a good mood. He got cozy in stages, seeing what the rules were. A young waitress brought up the drinks, and he tipped her ten dollars from a roll. He had a lot of money and wanted Monique to know it. The slim man came off the balcony once to go back to the bathroom or maybe talk to Darryl. Monique couldn’t tell where, but he was gone. Jack Daniels brought out a plastic pill bottle and tapped about a quarter teaspoon of white powder onto the card table.


  “You want some of this?” he asked.


  She said okay, and he played around with it for a minute with a small gold pocketknife, then they both sniffed some up through a rolled-up twenty. It was good stuff, and Monique completely spaced out. Jack Daniels got real friendly then and had his hands all over her while they talked and he shot the bull. She remembered that they ordered up more drinks. She kept enough of her wits about her to make him give her some money. He managed that without much of a break in the action. She asked what about his friend. Jack Daniels said something like he’s just a fucking little old lady; he doesn’t care about the finer things in life. They dipped into his pill bottle a couple more times. She jerked him off right on the couch. They went downstairs and had a drink. She remembered taking a ride out to the boat launch in his car. They did it in the backseat. He was a little too rough. She remembered he had a gun strapped to his chest. Put it together with the facts that he was big and muscular, with the beginnings of a beer belly, and she concluded, without too much brainwork, that he was a rogue cop. At least he came with all the trappings of cophood as she knew them. He dropped her off at her place and scratched off before she could find her keys.


  Monique felt completely wrecked when she woke up late the next morning. After she finally got herself moving, she took her bike outside and rode all the way down Lakeshore Drive and back to try to clear her head. She reported to work a little early and tracked down Darryl to get a read on the situation. He acted like it was no big deal, nothing to forgive. Later on he mentioned that he was sorry he’d fixed her up like that. Those guys could be bad actors, he said. She should stay away from them. So what was she supposed to make of that?


  Monique had a problem of her own. She had a prior conviction in Alabama—for possession with intent to sell. She had never told anybody in New Orleans about it. It was part of the degrading time of her life with Ned that she wanted to bury forever. She knew Darryl had a prior, too, but since he didn’t talk about it, neither did she. It was one of the things they hadn’t shared yet.


  What’s worse, she was still on probation. Except for her party nights, and except that she might keep a little grass or coke around for home consumption, she tried hard to stay clean. In other words, she didn’t cut up much in public or do any dealing. She realized that Darryl did, but that was his affair and she kept out of it.


  Sometimes Darryl would go away for a day or two, on business. It was none of hers. They weren’t married. He sometimes made her wait in the hall for a few minutes before buzzing her into his office, and he had even once sent her outside while he took a phone call. She was naturally curious but not too concerned. She didn’t think that it involved another woman, and that was the main thing that scared her. She hadn’t seen anything serious develop in that area, though. Darryl might sleep around a little, but he showed her enough respect to hide it well. That was something she appreciated.


  She had fallen in love with Darryl, she believed. She liked the way he ran things, the way he was casual around drugs, the way his mood always stayed up no matter what trouble he’d had. She could visualize finally starting to build a home base. The air by the lake was fresh and clean, and wet breezes flushed away the blue fog she got in her mind from working behind a bar. She was making good money, enough to send some regularly home to her mama to help care for Lisa.


  Lisa, the child she had had with Ned, was another of the things she hadn’t yet revealed to Darryl. Lisa stayed with Monique’s mama in Evergreen. She was four years old, and she wrote letters to Monique, the kind that little girls write. The arrangement had begun when Monique had been arrested and spent a little time in Atmore at what they called a rehabilitation center. Monique’s mama hadn’t quite gotten over that, and she still wouldn’t let Monique visit Lisa. Monique imagined that she and Darryl might get married, and then he would help her get Lisa back no matter what her mama said.


  The closest she or Darryl came to talking about kids was when she asked him if he had any brothers and sisters. No, he said, he was an only child.


  “Where did you grow up?” she asked.


  “Mostly here in New Orleans,” he said. “My father sent me and my mother here to live in an apartment when I was a little boy. When I got out of high school, he told my mother to come home and left the apartment to me.”


  “Where did he live?”


  “In Mexico City.”


  “What did he do?”


  “He had a shoe factory,” Darryl said, looking right in her eyes in a way that said he didn’t want to talk about it.


  “You had an apartment and lived all by yourself?”


  “That’s right.”


  “I grew up with lots of kids myself. Mama had four girls and one boy.”


  “That must have been nice.”


  “It was, most of the time. I like a big family.”


  “Didn’t you fight a lot?”


  “You better believe it. But we always made up.”


  “In my family, everybody got their own pork chop. That’s one thing I remember my father used to say. We didn’t have to fight over them, you see?”


  “Weren’t you ever lonesome?”


  “Not really. I played with myself.” Darryl laughed.


  “I can’t imagine having a family without a lot of kids,” she said, trying to get him back on track.


  He didn’t reply, and she had to let it drop. Monique rode her bicycle down to the blue mailbox to send Lisa a postcard of’ the monkeys in the Audubon Zoo. She had written that someday the two of them would visit the zoo together. There was a danger, of course, that her mama would throw the card away, but Monique couldn’t help that. She was pedaling back to her apartment when the driver of a parked car swung his door open, almost causing her to crash into it head first. She had to slide off the seat and put both feet on the ground to stop. She turned on the driver with her mouth open and a yell halfway out, when she saw it was “Jack Daniels,” the guy Darryl had told her to stay away from a couple of months before.


  “Oh, so sorry, Monique,” he said, grinning. He didn’t look sorry, and he looked even more like a cop in the daytime than he did when he was stoned at night. Big guy, long sideburns, giving off asshole, macho vibes. Ned, her ex, had been a small-town cop, giving her an attitude about cops in general, but evidently something about them attracted her, too—a mystery she was trying to work out.


  “I thought it was time maybe we had another date,” Jack Daniels said.


  “That’s a crazy way to ask for it. You could have broken my neck. And, since you asked, I don’t think so.”


  “Come on, baby. Didn’t I prove I was a nice guy? I’ve been missing you.”


  “Sorry, I don’t go in for reruns. It sends the wrong message.”


  “I liked the message you sent the first time.”


  “It will just have to last you.” Monique started to back up on her bike to get away from there.


  “Don’t leave me yet,” he said. “Are you getting all the nose candy you want?”


  “That was just one time, Mr. Jack Daniels. And, yeah, I get everything I need.”


  “I’m sure your probation officer would like to hear that.”


  She stopped and stared at him. He was still grinning with a real sincere look in his eyes.


  “What are you talking about?” she asked.


  “I’m talking about J. W. Whitley, your probation officer in beautiful Brewton, Alabama, honey, and how you’re violating those important rules he told you about. It’s all in the national crime computer, plain as day. I’m talking about tossing your apartment and busting you, little girl. I’m talking about sending you back to Alabama.”


  This can’t be happening, Monique thought, but I can handle this.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she spat out. “I’ve got friends here. Talk to my lawyer. I don’t need to listen to your bullshit.”


  “Yeah you do, Monique. Ever since our little affair together, I’ve been asking around about you. I know you’re Darryl Alvarez’s special squeeze, though the way he treats you I personally don’t understand. And I’ve talked to, wanna guess? Neddy. Ol’ Officer Ned of the Evergreen, Alabama, PD? He wants custody of a little girl named Lisa. I think when I bust you and send you back that will be very easy for him.”


  A black hole opened up underneath Monique and she fell in. It closed up on top and all the sunlight was gone. It was all darkness and cold, in there, inside her head.


  She stared at the man and tilted her head to one side.


  “What do you want?” she asked. She really had no idea what it could be, what could come out of his mouth, that she didn’t want to hear.


  “Your man, Darryl, is taking a drive down to the Gulf sometime in the next week or two. I want to know when.”


  “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Better make it your business to find out. I need to know exactly when he’s going. ”


  “And then what?”


  “And then you call me and ask for Casey. Here, I’ll write it down.” He scribbled on the inside of a matchbook cover: Casey, 555-3233.


  “What do you want to know for?”


  “It’s business. But nothing happens to Darryl. He’ll be fine. Don’t you worry. We’ll talk some more later.”


  He started the car. “Watch out you don’t get run over,” he laughed, and pulled away from the curb while she frantically yanked her bike out of the way.


  Instead of going back to her apartment, Monique rode way out to the end of the rock jetty that protected the boats in the harbor. The day had turned cloudy and windy, and whitecaps rolled across the lake. Most of the sailors were back in, and the stragglers were tacking hard in her direction. A couple of boys on jet skis carved circles through the waves and blasted through the air in earsplitting two-stroker ecstasy. She stayed on the rocks for a long time letting the wind and lake spray blow over her. The water tasted sad. Warm and a little salty, like tears. It was hard to sort things out. She thought about running away again. Back to Alabama, grab Lisa, and then, where? It had taken so much energy to get here, to this little spot in New Orleans. It was very depressing to imagine leaving everything behind and doing it all again.


  Monique couldn’t come to any decision out on the rocks. Except she decided to hope that she never heard from Mr. Casey again, that she never saw him, that he never telephoned. She didn’t know what he was talking about anyway. And he had promised that no harm would come to Darryl. So what could he want?


  Monique went back to work and didn’t say anything. Everything ran smoothly for two days. She began to calm down and think maybe nothing was going to happen.


  Then Darryl brought her into it. After her shift ended on the third day following her talk with Casey, she carried her receipts up to the office as usual. When Darryl finished with the books they often had a few drinks, maybe smoked a joint, and decided whether they would go to his place, her place, or each to their own place.


  “Baby,” he said. “I’d like you to help me with something. It’s a big one.”


  He sounded very serious, so she gave him her full attention. She was ready to do anything he wanted. “Whatever you say, honey. Just ask. You know that.”


  It was a big one. The idea was that Darryl was going to drive a truck down to the boonies on Sunday night. He wanted her to follow him in his Mazda. She would be carrying something. At a certain spot she would park and wait while he went about his business. It might be forty-five minutes. Then, when he called her on the car phone, she would come on and meet him.


  “It’s that simple.” Darryl spread his hands to show her that was all there was to it.


  “I really hate to ask you,” he said, “but there’s nobody else I trust.”


  Monique felt terrible.


  That was on a Thursday. Thinking about Darryl’s trip tormented Monique so much that she stayed home from work the next night. She huddled up in her bed and watched television, trying not to think any thoughts, and drinking wine coolers till she really did feel ill.


  Casey the cop called on Saturday morning.


  “You’re missing work. What’s going on?”


  “Nothing,” she said. “I’m just sick. Are you watching me?”


  “You bet. And I know something’s cooking. When is Darryl taking a trip?”


  “I don’t know. Leave me alone,” she sniffled.


  Casey got loud. He threatened her and went over her options. One, she could be the subject of an intense police investigation. Casey was stretching things here. He had some pals on the NOPD who might knock on her door and ask about the aroma of dope if he called them, but they wouldn’t stick their necks out too far for free. Two, he could arrange it so that someone else, not him personally of course, beat the living shit out of her. That would be a good job for Freddie, or he could even tap Bin Minny, but then he’d have to cut the big guy in. Third, he would let her mother and everybody in Evergreen know that Monique was a coke-snorting hooker in a New Orleans bar so that even little Lisa would be afraid of catching some disease from her. Four, all of the above.


  Or, she could tip him off and he wouldn’t bother her anymore.


  Freddie, listening to Casey’s end of this conversation at BB Bonds, got so excited he jumped out of his chair and punched the air.


  “I’m not going to leave you fucking alone,” Casey told Monique. “I’m going to be on you like a fly on shit until you tell me when the fuck Darryl is taking his trip.”


  “He doesn’t let me know that stuff,” she bluffed, but Casey knew from the way she said it that she was lying.


  “Bitch—listen to what I’m telling you. There’s nobody standing between you and me. I’m your bad dream. This is the law talking. I’m going to come down there and whip your ass and bust your ass all the way back to Alabama.”


  “Go away, you bastard,” she cried.


  Casey was quiet for a moment. Then he said, softly, “You are not going to deny me or get past me. I’m going to see that you do time in some really terrible joint. Where, it doesn’t matter. And I’m going to personally see to it that your little baby girl has an extremely sick and warped childhood.”


  She couldn’t hold out after that. It took just a couple of seconds for her to tell him that Darryl had said something about taking a ride on Sunday. She didn’t tell him where Darryl was going, that she would be going along, or anything else. Casey poked a little more, but he was satisfied. It would be easy to trail Darryl. He’d been promised the cooperation of certain people in the DEA, and those guys had radar, helicopters, the works. This was turning out to be a piece of cake.


  After Casey hung up, Monique prayed to the telephone that it would all work out okay. He had said no harm would come to Darryl. Would he lie? There was no way she was going to tell Darryl what she had done. She crossed her knees like a yogi and closed her eyes. She put her mind on hold and let winds of guilt and fear whip around her. She finally calmed down enough to turn on the TV and fall asleep.


  SEVEN


  On Sunday morning, bright and early, Tubby picked up his youngest daughter, Collette, for church. It was something they had been doing together for a month now, motivated by Collette. Tubby wasn’t sure why a fourteen-year-old girl had a renewed interest in church attendance, but it was more than all right with him. Other girls her age were smoking crack and dropping out of school. If she wanted to join the Young Republicans he would pay the dues, though his upstate relatives had voted Democrat since before the war. The services were relaxing, too. The organ music and the rituals smoothed out his mental wrinkles, and he wondered why he had not bothered to come for so many years. It filled up a day that was often empty of late.


  At the conclusion of the service, after shaking hands with the priest and promising to come back, they walked over to Audubon Park and took a stroll around the lagoon. It was a pretty morning, and they shared the pathways with joggers and Rollerbladers in colorful attire and young mothers, in pairs, giving their Newman-bound babies some air.


  They went down to the graveled edge of the pond to watch a small boy feed the ducks. A fat old drake with muddy feet boldly waddled over to them to investigate the food possibilities. Collette tossed a dandelion in its direction. It pecked the flower, then made a clumsy departure.


  “Do these ducks live here, or are they just passing through?” she asked.


  “The white ones live here. I think the ones with the green heads are migrating. They’re probably very happy to find a place where nobody is shooting at them.”


  “Who would shoot such pretty birds?” she mused to herself.


  Tubby didn’t remind her about his own hunting trips.


  “What are you doing this afternoon?” he asked. He was thinking he might invite her to go to the movies or go skating or something.


  “Mom and I are going shopping for a prom dress. My prom is Friday night.”


  “You can’t have a prom in the eighth grade,” he said.


  “Of course we do.” Obviously a stupid statement.


  “Who are you going with, Jeffrey?” That was a safe bet. She had been friends with Jeffrey for years. He was a Ben Franklin student. And he had a driver’s license.


  “Yes, there are four of us going together. It’s all very well organized and properly chaperoned.” She had the bases covered.


  “Well, call me if you need anything.”


  “You mean, like, money?”


  “Heck no, not money.”


  “What else would I need?”


  “You never can tell.”


  “Oh, you mean like the time you rescued Debbie?”


  “Yeah,” he laughed. “Something like that.” He had been at a deposition. His client had been in the “hot seat.” For some reason, either because the opposing attorney was from out of town or because there was a hearing set for the next day—Tubby couldn’t remember—they were holding the deposition after hours. The issue was a commercial real-estate transaction gone sour. The plaintiff thought Tubby’s client—who was Monster Mudbug’s father—had promised to sell him a building, then broken his word and sold it to someone else. He believed he was aggrieved by all the profits he would have made if he had been able to purchase the building, then tear it down and put up a hotel. It was dragging along past nine o’clock, and the questioning from opposing counsel, Bob Thomas, had degenerated into something like:


  “I’ll show you Deposition Exhibit Four. This is Branscomb’s letter to you dated August second. I’ll ask you to look at it.”


  “Okay,” said Tubby’s client.


  “Do you remember it?”


  “Sort of. It looks like a million other letters.”


  “Did you have any discussions between Exhibit Three and Exhibit Four—with Branscomb, that is? Think hard and tell me.”


  “What are you saying?” the witness asked.


  “Wait,” Tubby cut in. “Objection that the question is too confusing to follow and is not even a question.”


  “I don’t know what he means,” Adrian’s father said to the court reporter, like perhaps she could explain it. She faithfully took down every word, smiling at him sympathetically while she did so.


  “Maybe you could put all those letters in a row on the table,” Tubby suggested, “and we could all understand better what you are asking about.”


  “I’m trying to be precise,” Thomas said in exasperation, “and I’ll ask that you resist the temptation to interrupt at every question.”


  “I’m not interrupting,” Tubby protested hotly. “I’m objecting, and it’s not a temptation, it’s my responsibility as this man’s lawyer.”


  Before Tubby could get on a roll with his speech, the telephone in the conference room rang, and the court reporter was distracted. Tubby took a deep breath and went to the credenza to pick it up. It was his answering service, and a woman told him that his daughter was on the line.


  “Put her through,” he said.


  “Hello, Daddy? This is Debbie.” He remembered that it was Debbie’s first prom—not at her own school but at her date’s. Tubby had asked Mattie to be sure to get a picture of her in her gown—parenting by proxy.


  “Hi, Debbie. What’s wrong?”


  “Can you come get me?”


  “Why—where are you?”


  “I’m at the Marriott. I’m stranded. Josh got drunk and drove off, and I don’t know anybody here, and I’m very upset.”


  “Sure, honey. Can you take a cab?”


  “I don’t have any money with me. I called home already but nobody answered.”


  “Are you in the lobby?”


  “Yes,” she snuffled.


  “Go out by the front door, where the doorman in the red coat is standing. I’ll pick up the car and be around in about ten minutes.”


  “Thank you, Daddy.”


  Tubby hung up and got his coat.


  “Sorry. Illness in the family. We’re going to have to reconvene at a later date.”


  “What? You can’t do that,” the opposition insisted.


  “Let’s go,” Tubby said to his client, who also got up and grabbed his smokes.


  “My apologies, counselor, family emergency,” Tubby said.


  “What is this? Is somebody in the hospital? What’s going on?” Thomas sputtered.


  “Can you show him the way out, please?” Tubby asked the court reporter. “And please turn off the lights.”


  “Yes, sir,” she said.


  “Goodnight, everybody,” Tubby said as he went out the door with his client in tow.


  In the elevator Adrian’s father said, “That was a neat trick, Tubby. He was getting me all mixed up. You want to go catch a couple of drinks?”


  “No, really, Sid. I have to go pick up my daughter. She got marooned at the prom.”


  “Hey, whatever works.”


  That’s how you got a reputation as a smart lawyer.


  Quacking and beating the air frantically with their wings, the ducks scattered away from a huge Labrador retriever who splashed happily into the lagoon. The birds settled into the water a few yards away and then led the snorting beast, his head sticking out of the pea green water, in circles around and around the pond.


  “Anyhow, call me if you need me,” Tubby told Collette.


  That Sunday night Monique followed Darryl across the Mississippi on the Huey P. Long Bridge. Monique, behind the wheel of the Mazda, had never been this way before, and she was thrilled to be so high up, like riding a Ferris wheel. The chemical plants and shipyards far below lit up the river like the midway of a carnival she had been to as a child. After they got across and were pointed southwest on Highway 90, Darryl instructed her, on the car phone, to slow down and let him get about a mile ahead. He asked if she was doing all right, and she said yes. She really did feel good. It was an adventure. Darryl had tossed a blue gym bag in the backseat. That was what she was supposed to bring him later.


  Darryl had installed a fantastic Sony compact disc player in the car, and she listened to Garth Brooks and Willie Nelson. She smoked cigarettes and tapped the wheel with her nails. The Rex and Endymion beads hanging on the rearview mirror danced back and forth. Darryl checked in every five minutes or so when he saw something interesting. He pointed out a restaurant he said the Mafia owned, and when they drove through a swamp he told her to look out for alligators, you might see the car lights reflected in their eyes. He also asked if she saw anybody following them. She hadn’t really been paying any attention, but she told him no. After that she started checking her mirror, but she didn’t know how you could tell one pair of headlights from another.


  They drove through the town of Houma, on the bypass, and then turned left onto a narrow blacktop running in a direct line south, to the sea. It was dark, but Monique could tell that the land they were passing through was perfectly flat. Darryl told her it was nothing but rice fields and marshes. The flashing lights in the far distance could be oil rigs out on the Gulf, he said, or maybe power lines or boats. Finally he said he was pulling over, and in a minute she saw his lights off to the side. He was idling behind a trash Dumpster in what looked to be the middle of nowhere. She crushed onto the gravel and pulled in beside him.


  Darryl got out of the truck and came around, and she rolled down her window.


  “I’m going down about five miles,” he said. “You come to a place where this road makes a T almost. The main road hooks off to the right, and there’s another road that goes left. It’s gravel. It goes to some fishing camps, maybe two miles down the road. When I call you, just drive down there and meet me. Remember, straight to the fork. Turn off left. Come to me, two miles. When you leave, just go out the way you came in. You’re just bringing me the bag. Don’t hang around. Don’t get out of the car. Nobody needs to see you. I’ll call in about an hour. You got it? Can you wait that long?”


  Monique nodded. “I live for you,” she said.


  Darryl’s eyebrows seemed to pinch together, and his eyes twitched a little bit. “You’re the one, Monique,” he said, and kissed her. “Just do like I told you.”


  He winked at her and got back in the truck. She cut off her lights and engine. Darryl rolled off, and in a couple of minutes the sound of his motor disappeared. Monique was all alone on a slender bridge of asphalt in the center of a million miles of marsh grass, salt air, and the biggest, blackest sky she could ever remember seeing. There were some stars, but no moon. It was so quiet she became conscious of the sound of her own breathing. Then some night insects, or frogs, began croaking at one another, and a mosquito hummed into the car. Something rustled around in the Dumpster. Maybe a raccoon, she thought. It sounded bigger than a raccoon. She rolled up the window quickly, put Wynonna Judd on the Discman, and smoked. She kept checking her watch.


  Because she had the music on, Monique didn’t hear the car coming. It raced past with its headlights off, and scared the bejeezus out of her. Right behind it came two more cars, whoosh, whoosh, no lights. It was black as coal outside, but she thought she saw bubble-gum machines on top. She immediately killed the stereo and slumped down in the seat. The night swallowed the sounds of the car engines, and it became as quiet as the inside of a coffin. She chewed off most of her fingernails. The phone didn’t beep. She waited an hour, and then some. When she couldn’t stand it anymore she started the car up and backed out onto the roadway. She thought for a moment about going straight back to New Orleans, but she couldn’t just desert Darryl, so she turned to the right. She kept her lights off, too. Nobody was coming, and the road went straight as a bullet. After driving five minutes she reached the T and stopped to look around. Way down the gravel road she could see lights, flashing blue ones and one steady bright white one, like she had seen on a movie set once on Canal Street. They might have been a couple of miles away, but you didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to figure out what was going on.


  Monique jammed the shifter into the slot marked “R” and peeled out backwards. She pointed the Mazda due north and mashed the gas pedal down flat.


  She got back home in a lot less time than the trip out had taken. After riding around her block, looking for things suspicious, she parked the car and ran into her apartment carrying the blue bag, which she pushed under her bed. Then she sat in front of the TV, rocking back and forth with her arms tight around her knees. There was no one she could call.


  Monique woke up at around noon on Monday, got dressed, and went over to the restaurant. The bartender, a guy named Larry, filled her in on the news. Darryl had been busted down in the bayou. Larry didn’t know too many details yet, but it had made the radio. She tried to act as though she was extremely shocked. She made a scene about being upset, then drove back to her apartment in the Mazda and waited. She was preparing to go to work at four o’clock when the phone finally rang.


  “Hey, babe,” he said. He sounded really tired.


  “Hi, honey. Where are you?”


  “In jail. The good officer here is letting me make a phone call.”


  “Are you all right?”


  “Oh yeah,” he sighed. “I’m fine. Here’s what I need you to do. I want you to go to the safe in the office and take out fifteen thousand dollars. There should be that much there. Give it to Jimmy. It’s for my bail. He’ll know what to do. He ought to have me home by tomorrow.”


  She liked the way he said “home.”


  “Have you got my car in a safe place?” he asked.


  “Yeah. It’s parked right outside. Everything is okay.”


  “All right. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “I’ll be here,” she told him.


  * * *


  Darryl was naturally bummed out about his bust, but Monique sensed that he was also trying to figure something out. She could tell the pieces weren’t fitting right. He was back at work at Champs, but he was very distracted. All of the employees told him how sorry they were, and he told them to forget about it. Everything would work out. The bar still did good business, the same as always, but the guys in suits, the ones Darryl always called “the players,” disappeared completely. The phone in the office stopped ringing.


  Darryl started drinking a little bit more.


  “When this is all over, let’s take a trip,” Monique suggested.


  “Where would you like to go?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Canada, maybe.”


  “What’s in Canada?” he asked.


  “Wouldn’t it be fun to go someplace really different? I’d like to see the Yukon, and the Mounties with the red coats.”


  “It’s really cold up there.”


  “I don’t think it would be too cold in the summertime. They have to be able to pan for gold, like you see in the movies, so you know the water can’t be frozen all the time. Have you ever been?”


  “No,” Darryl said.


  “Well, I’d like to go.”


  “Suits me,” he said. “We can celebrate me getting out of prison.”


  “You’re not going to have to go to prison, are you?”


  “Being realistic, Monique, it’s a possibility.”


  “Were you in before?”


  “When I got busted?”


  “Yes.”


  “Just for a couple of months. It was one of their so-called nice places, up near Monroe.”


  “Was it real hard for you?”


  “No, just boring. You see some shitty things happen inside, though. You got to stay on your toes to keep out of trouble. You hear as little as possible, you know what I mean. I guess it’s hard to imagine if you’ve never been there.”


  It was an opening, but Monique didn’t take it. They were at Darryl’s apartment, and Monique tried to comfort him with hugs and kisses. He was so listless that it took some time to get his motor running. Trying in the only way she knew to make things up to him, she told him to lie back and forget his troubles. She slipped off her dress and knelt over him, gently trailing her hair over his face and chest, letting his hands roam over her body until he was aroused.


  Lying in his big bed afterward, sharing a cigarette, Darryl started up again. “Did you ever wonder what it feels like to be on the moon?” he asked.


  She asked him what he meant.


  “Just circling around in orbit. No communication. Lost in space, but under the control of something bigger than you. You can’t get away from it, and you can’t get any closer to it.”


  She didn’t know how to respond, so she said, “Yeah, I kind of know what you mean.”


  “It’s really weird,” was all the comment Darryl would make. She squeezed his shoulder to encourage him, but he was finished.


  Still, he seemed to have it under control. He would tell jokes and make the customers laugh.


  He came over to Monique’s apartment and got the blue bag about a week after his arrest. First he opened it up and gave her $50,000 in cash. That was for her to hold on to, he said. It was money to take care of herself with, hire lawyers, or whatever she might need or he might want.


  The sight of all that cash really upset her. She grabbed Darryl with both hands and tried to shake him, though he was too big to shake.


  “I need to know what we’re into here,” she shouted in his face. She wasn’t thinking when she said “we,” but Darryl picked up on it. He looked at her funny and sat on the bed. He took her hand.


  “It really was stupid for me to get you involved,” he said. He fumbled around for a cigarette, as usual.


  “I don’t care about that. I just want to know what’s really going on.” She took one of his hands in both of hers.


  He ran his fingers through his thick black hair. “I’m not sure what I can tell you, babe. Something definitely went wrong. I was supposed to be protected. It was arranged for the Terrebonne Parish deputies to be somewhere else. I’ve done this before, and there’s never been a problem. But all of a sudden the place is full of federal men, I don’t know how they found out about it, but it was just them at first.


  “When the local law showed up later they were almost apologetic about the whole thing. But at the start it’s just these federal yo-yo’s, and they were so interested in me they lost the boat. It just backed up and gunned out of there as soon as the cars with the blue flashers rolled in. You’d have thought they could have stopped it down the bayou, but they didn’t. Maybe they were shorthanded. This one cop, he has on no uniform, he keeps pushing and shoving me, getting right in my face, going, ‘Where’s the money?’ He kept yanking me around saying, ‘Where’s the cash?’ He didn’t care at all about any drugs. ‘Give me the cash. It’s your ticket out of here,’ he was saying. And there was a guy in one of the cars who never did get out. I couldn’t see who he was. Him and the guy who was hassling me drove away while the DEA federales were still taking pictures of the pot.”


  “And all the time the money was with me,” Monique said.


  “Yeah, good thing.”


  “Who does it belong to?”


  “You don’t want to know. Hey, maybe it’s mine now.”


  EIGHT


  Reggie Turntide was slightly built, had thinning hair, wore square, tinted wire rims, and maintained a good tan. The glasses were mostly for effect. He liked to polish them, or twirl them around, or suck on one of the earpieces while he was talking to a client. Reggie had a lot of hustle, but he was never seen in court. His favorite clients were local and state politicos, and the kind of people who hung around them, and he had made his reputation in zoning permits, municipal ordinances, and state construction regulations. He had a keen eye for the fine line dividing permitted public profiteering from out-right fraud, and he got paid to show it to his clients before they heard it from the state attorney general.


  Reggie liked to say he complemented Tubby. Rarely did their work overlap. They had started off as social friends, through their wives, before they had been law partners. What Tubby liked about Reggie was his gift for gab and his unshakable cynicism. Reggie could walk into any room full of people and find hands to shake. He would have been naturally suited to politics if he hadn’t thought it was beneath him. He liked to be the guy who put things together, and he was out for bigger game—bigger money—than public office offered, even in Louisiana, where it offered a lot.


  The only time Tubby had ever seen Reggie nonplussed was when they were both in moot court back in law school. The occasion was a trial—not a real one but a student enactment to learn from experience the feel of the courtroom—but the judge’s role was being played by an honest-to-God federal judge named Sealey, whose teaching method was to kick ass. Tubby was one of the jurors, and Reggie was the defense attorney. When time came for his opening statement, Reggie came from behind his counsel table and approached the jury. As the words, “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” came out of his mouth, he lazily took off his jacket—with visions, no doubt, of a folksy William Jennings Bryan clouding his senses. Judge Sealey’s eyes bugged out. Reggie popped his suspenders and got no further than, “This case is about greed,” when the judge began pounding his gavel on the bench, like there was a rattlesnake he wanted dead, and bellowed, “Young man, turn around.”


  Reggie complied so swiftly that he almost tripped and had to brace himself against the jury box for support. Great circles of perspiration suddenly appeared on his shirt.


  “You will never,” shouted the judge, “never, never, take off your coat in my courtroom. If you ever seek to practice in my courtroom again without your coat on, I will cite you for contempt and have you ejected by the bailiff.” Never mind that there was no bailiff present among the dramatis personae; the point was made. Reggie dove for his coat and got into it posthaste.


  “You may continue,” the judge said, mildly. And Reggie did, in a weak voice, but he kept it short. He never repeated the mistake. In fact, Tubby noticed that over the years, you hardly ever saw Reggie without a coat, a blazer, or at least a sweater covering his shoulders. If he was caught somewhere where it would look odd, like on a beach or a golf course, Reggie might let his shirtsleeves show, but he seemed ill at ease when he did.


  Tubby and Reggie rarely crossed paths after graduation, since Tubby concentrated on trial work and Reggie was generally allergic to courtrooms. They kept track of each other through their wives, who were both active in the Friends of the New Orleans Museum of Art. The Pan Am airplane crash in Kenner brought them back together professionally.


  Reggie had inserted himself into the plaintiffs’ team, though he made no pretense—to the other lawyers at least—that he knew anything whatsoever about personal injury law. One of the bereaved families there were about two hundred of them had hired Reggie, due to some misunderstanding of his competence, which gave him the right to sit at the counsel table. He immediately began organizing the lawyers, moderating such questions as to how to apportion shares of the recovery and who would do the actual work, and negotiating with insurance companies. Whenever there is money in the parish, the politicians get theirs, and Reggie helped to cut up and serve that piece of the soufflé, too. Inspired by the proximity of their husbands, the wives arranged a dinner together, and then a lake trip, and everybody became friends. When the complicated financial settlement was finally reached, Reggie did very well. As did Tubby, who actually put in a lot of courtroom hours and handled several depositions and witnesses. Over drinks at the celebration dinner in the Rex Room at Antoine’s, beneath the framed portraits of past Carnival royalty going back through decades of civic service, the two victors decided to throw in together.


  Since Tubby’s and Mattie’s divorce, however, they hardly ever saw each other after hours, but they got along fine as partners. They didn’t argue about money, but split it all. Tubby sometimes thought Reggie got the better of the deal, just because he never saw Reggie working very hard. But he had a talent for bringing in the business. And, to be honest, Reggie was better at collecting his bills than Tubby was. Whenever a new client found the firm, Reggie would smile and say, “Pennies from heaven,” and he would keep smiling till they fell.


  This morning Reggie was in Tubby’s office wanting to talk about Darryl Alvarez, a client he had given to Tubby. Darryl, Tubby knew, was the manager of a bar at the lakefront and always had plenty of cash. He flashed it for lots of politicos and Jefferson Parish real estate developers, who all loved Darryl, and since Reggie hung out with the same group of pals, he loved Darryl, too. Darryl was great for free meals, tickets to Saints games at the Dome, and tips on horse races. He also made a buena margarita. But, Reggie had sadly told Tubby a couple of weeks before, Darryl had a problem.


  He had been caught with a new Ford wide-body pickup truck in Terrebonne Parish, unloading fifteen bales of marijuana from a shrimp boat. Where it had started its journey was anybody’s guess, but it ended with Darryl staring into a DEA agent’s spotlight. He called Reggie from the Parish Jail. Reggie, like most of Darryl’s buddies, suddenly didn’t want to know him at all, but he did at least wake Tubby up at home. Tubby drove down early in the morning. It took a while, but he eventually got the bond lowered from its initial million dollars to a measly $150,000. By some means Tubby never learned about, Darryl got a bondsman to post the bail, and he was soon back in his nightclub.


  Reggie wanted to know how Darryl’s case was coming, and Tubby told him.


  “I offered Fred Stanley, the U.S. Attorney, five years, simple possession, but he laughed. He’s trying for life. What he wants is for Darryl to turn around.”


  “Turn around on whom?”


  “I don’t know. I guess whoever he bought the pot from. He hasn’t told me.”


  “No chance of getting him off?”


  “He’s working on the ‘It was my twin brother’ defense, and the ‘I thought it was hay for a Halloween hayride’ defense. So far no takers.”


  “I appreciate your handling this, Tubby. Has he been paying you?”


  “No problem there. He’s ahead of the game. When he comes in this afternoon I may ask for another deposit.”


  “That’s great.” Reggie did his little finger-flutter, taken from the “itsy-bitsy spider,” meaning here comes more manna from the sky.


  “These pennies ain’t from heaven,” Tubby said.


  Reggie laughed and was still chuckling merrily when he went off down the hall toward his office. Defending Darryl did not bother Tubby. He had always liked the kid, too.


  Darryl came by after lunchtime, which for Tubby had been fried oysters on French with melted butter and lemon juice. Cherrylynn had bought it at The Pearl down the street. Tubby ate the sandwich, all fourteen inches of it, at his desk, brushing the crumbs off a Memorandum in Support of Exception of Vagueness he was reading. He wondered how Californians got by on raspberry yogurt or Whoppers or whatever it was they ate for lunch.


  Darryl came in carrying a blue gym bag, the kind a lot of people now showed off to suggest that they had spent their lunch hour working out at an executive spa. Despite his wavy black hair and the two gold chains around his neck, Darryl did not look so hot. A little frayed, maybe. But he flashed his big smile when he asked, “How’s it going today, Tubby?”


  “I’m staying busy. Have a seat.” Darryl was pretty fidgety. Maybe facing prison time did that to you. Tubby told him about his talk with the U.S. Attorney.


  “You think they’ve got a case?” Darryl asked.


  “I don’t see how a first-year law student could miss landing you, Darryl. All they’ve got to do is show the videotape of you waving at the camera with your hand on a ton of marijuana while a shrimp boat disappears into the Gulf. I’m just giving you the straight poop. They misspelled a few words in the indictment, but I don’t think that’s going to save you. They read you your rights four times. If you don’t want to take the hit, you’re going to have to tell them what you haven’t told me. Who were you selling it to? Or, who were you working for?”


  Darryl sighed. “If I told you that, I’d have a lot more problems than I have now. So what are we talking about if I get convicted?”


  “The penalty for possession of that much pot with intention to sell is a minimum of twenty-five years, up to life. Except for your little cocaine bust in 1985, this is your only offense. Because I’m such a good lawyer, I think you’ll get the twenty-five years and serve about eight.”


  Darryl sighed again. “Monique would shit over that.”


  “Who is Monique?” Tubby asked.


  “Aw, she’s my girlfriend. We’re probably getting married. She’s my night manager at Champs. I told her I might have to do six months. I think she might get another job if I got eight years.”


  “Give me something to tell the U.S. Attorney and let’s make a deal. Then everybody’s happy.”


  “Not as happy as you might think,” Darryl muttered. “I’ll see if maybe the Governor will commute my sentence. I contributed enough.”


  “Not even the Governor can commute a federal sentence. He just can’t reach over to Pensacola and say, ‘You’ve got one of my very best friends locked up in your very comfy prison. Please cut him loose and send him home to the ‘Gret Stet’ of Louisiana.’”


  “No? Okay, I guess not. What happens next?”


  “I’m going to file discovery motions and see what the rest of their evidence is—other than catching you with several bales of grass in your truck. They’ll set it for trial in September, October maybe. There’s not much for you to do now but look after your business. And maybe you should take a little time off and spend it with Monique.”


  “I’ve been thinking about doing that, too. Maybe run over to Gulf Shores or, who knows, fly up to Canada.”


  “Whereabouts in Canada?”


  “Heck if I know. Monique says she wants to go to the Yukon and see the Mounties.” Darryl shook his head. “Listen, Tubby, could I leave this with you?” He plunked the gym bag down on Tubby’s desk. The way he lifted it made it look heavy. “It’s important that it be in a safe place.”


  “What is it?” Tubby didn’t want to touch it.


  “It’s a lot of my business records. And some personal stuff to do with Monique. I’ve been getting things organized for going away, and this is stuff I don’t want to leave lying around. I was thinking you probably got some room in your safe. I wouldn’t want to leave it here more than a week. After that, I’ve made other arrangements.”


  “Let me see what’s in it.”


  “I don’t want to open it, Tubby, and I don’t think you want to see this stuff. I swear it’s just papers. Nothing illegal at all.”


  “Is there anything that might be thought of as evidence of a crime in that bag?” Tubby was wondering if this conversation might be being tape-recorded. He had recently sat through a few hours of a local judge’s bribery trial, based largely on taped telephone conversations, and now he was paranoid whenever a client made any unusual suggestions. It cramped his spontaneity, since his clients were coming up with wild ideas all the time, but you had to be careful.


  Darryl looked indignant. “Heck no,” he protested. “You think I’m crazy? You’re a lawyer. I know you don’t want any bad stuff. And by the way, I brought you the rest of your retainer. I made out the check for fifteen thousand dollars. Is that okay?” He pulled an envelope from his blazer pocket and offered it to Tubby.


  Tubby got a warm feeling from Darryl. “Yes, that’s fine.” What the hell, he thought. “Sure, you can leave the bag here. Try to get it out this week, though. I may need to fit something into my safe that’s actually related to my law practice, you understand.”


  “Tubby, it’s not going to be a problem. I really appreciate it. Look, I got to run. Call me at the bar if you hear anything. And you know I always got a table reserved for you.”


  “Sure, Darryl. And think about your situation a little bit. Call me if you have something I can deal with. Say hi to Monique.”


  After Darryl left, Tubby picked up the bag and squeezed it with his fingers. He couldn’t tell much about what was inside, but he was pretty sure it was paper. He held it up to the light but nothing showed through the fabric. He smelled it. The zipper had a tiny lock on it. Easy enough to force. Tubby shook his head at his own foolishness in accepting responsibility for anything that belonged to Darryl, but he did try to accommodate his paying clients. He opened the safe built into the cupboard below the bookshelves and stowed the bag inside next to a stack of wills. He spent a moment watching an old man and a young girl play a graceful game of tennis on the hotel roof below, then forced himself to go back to reading his vagueness exception. So much of the law was really a drag, he thought. It took straightforward disagreements and drew them out so much that the litigants finally screamed for relief or surrender, whichever would make it all stop. As an alternative to gun battles in the street, it was pretty good, but hardly anybody ever felt like a winner and absolutely nobody appreciated the lawyers. It was easy to feel sorry for yourself in this game.


  But then look at Darryl. Tubby’s father had told him, whenever he got down in the dumps, to think about people with real problems. He did, and it helped.


  Sometimes, to pick up a few bucks, Casey tracked down people who skipped bail. If he could catch the guy at home, he had enough authority to make the arrest and bring him before the court downtown. He collected from the bondsman for his services.


  A prisoner at the jail had given Casey a tip that a minor pimp called Phil the Phoneman was staying with his mother in Algiers, the part of New Orleans across the Mississippi River. Phil had failed to appear for his trial on a charge of promoting prostitution, causing his bondsman to risk forfeiting $5,000. So there was plenty of financial incentive to find him.


  It was easy. Phil even answered the door, pretty as you please, and now he was sitting in the backseat of Casey’s car. Freddie was the passenger in front. To save paying the toll on the bridge, Casey decided to take the ferry back over the river. They had to wait a few minutes in a line of cars, while listening to their captive go on and on.


  “This is bullshit. Oh, man,” he’d say.


  “This is real bullshit. Oh, man,” he’d say again.


  “I cannot believe this.” His hands were cuffed in front of him, not too securely, but symbolic of the fact that his day was totally shot.


  They were waved onto the boat and snugged in with the other cars and trucks.


  “I’m getting some air,” Casey said when they were parked. He opened his door, and Freddie did the same to join him.


  “How about some music at least,” Phil whined.


  “Shit, man, you think this is a cruise boat?” Freddie asked.


  “Turn on the radio for him,” Casey ordered. “Who cares?”


  Freddie switched on a country station and got out of the car. He caught up with Casey, who was at the rail, looking at the brown water churned up by the ferry’s powerful battle with the current. There was a tanker coming downriver fast, and the ferry paused to let it pass. Black chunks, like tree trunks or railroad ties, bobbed in the big ship’s wake and floated after it in pursuit. They could hear snatches of music from the tour boats loading up at Woldenberg Park in the French Quarter. Casey had a few peanuts in his pocket, and he cracked them open, tossing the shells toward the seagulls trailing the ferry. He didn’t offer any to Freddie.


  “This has been a very unprofitable week,” he said, almost to himself. “It is hard to believe Alvarez didn’t have any money with him. I thought for sure we’d find it in his truck.”


  “They tore that apart,” Freddie said.


  “Very frustrating,” Casey said.


  He ate another peanut.


  “I guess we’ll never know unless we ask Darryl,” he said, and spit out a piece of shell.


  Above them the captain blew the horn, signaling their approach to the dock. The pilings groaned as the boat crunched against the pier, and the two men watched the civil servants throw heavy ropes ashore to secure the vessel. They got back in the car. Phil the Phoneman was still shaking his head, but he seemed to have calmed down some.


  “This some terrible music, man,” he said. “Can’t you find no rhythm and blues, or something with a beat?”


  Casey shut off the radio and started the car.


  When he had them off the ferry he parked by a fire hydrant and told Freddie to watch the prisoner.


  “I need to make a phone call,” he said.


  There were pay phones in the ferry terminal, and the third one Casey tried had a dial tone.


  “This is Casey,” he said when he made the connection.


  He got an earful of complaints.


  “Well, he didn’t have the money on him so either he was planning a rip-off or else he’d made arrangements to buy now, pay later,” Casey said.


  He listened some more.


  “Sure I understand it’s important. I’m gonna do what I can do. I’m gonna talk to the man personally. I’m optimistic he’ll cooperate with me. Darryl ain’t one to put up much of a fight.”


  After another minute Casey hung up. He was pissed.


  When he got back in the car both Phil and Freddie were popping their fingers to some Motown on the radio.


  “You’re a real freak, Freddie,” he said sourly, and Freddie straightened up.


  To the prisoner he said, “Where you’re going they play the music loud all night to drown out what they’re doing to each other. But you already know that, don’t you, Phil?”


  Phil dropped his hands and sat back in the seat.


  “Oooh, cold,” he said.


  NINE


  There’s an off-track betting parlor on Bourbon Street near Canal. From the sidewalk you can’t see what’s inside because the windows are tinted dark like the sunglasses a lifeguard wears, but there’s a neon sign outside to let you know the place is alive. Inside it is cool, clean, and green. There are little tables and chairs, a big television screen, and race results playing electronically on a board, like stock prices at a New York broker’s office. There is a well-stocked bar, and waitresses come to the tables. Outside the sun burned down, but inside Tubby was sharing a cocktail with Jason Boaz, the inventor. Both were watching the television screen on the wall, looking at the horses lining up at the gate. Tubby had ten dollars down on Peach Smoothie to place and another ten dollars on Trolley Car to win. The real live action was only a couple of miles away at the Fairgrounds.


  People described Jason as lanky. He had a long, rugged face with a neat black beard. He wore heavy black plastic glasses that had never been in style. Today he had on a white shirt, a string tie, and baggy blue slacks, like a chemistry professor at some Midwestern college where they admire sloppiness. He was chain-smoking stiletto menthol cigarettes and partaking of Long Island Teas, a staggering combination of four white whiskeys and Coke.


  The race started, and though neither man said anything they both leaned forward a bit because they had money on it. Jason had a bet on Rock ‘Em, Sock ‘Em. At the end, Rock ‘Em, Sock ‘Em took it. Peach Smoothie came in fourth, and Trolley Car retired limping. There were claps and moans, laughter and a half-hearted Bronx cheer from the other gentlemen and ladies spending money in the place.


  “Attaboy,” Jason yelled when his horse came in first.


  “What did you have on him?” Tubby asked.


  “Fifty bucks. I had a hunch and should have bet more. I could kick myself.”


  “Life is rough,” Tubby said and crumpled his worthless tickets into the ashtray.


  “See the jockey? That’s Nicky Piglia’s son.” Tubby looked blank. “You know, Nicky Piglia. Has a po’boy shop, whatchacallit, yeah, ‘Nicky’s.’ Out in Marrero. He serves a half and half that’s, like, mammoth.”


  “Any relation to Roy Piglia, who got killed when Pan Am 282 crashed out in Kenner?” asked Tubby, remembering what was far and away his most lucrative case, the one that had made it possible for him to open his downtown office, start his practice with Reggie, and buy a new car. It was a bright-yellow BMW, and he gave it to his then-wife Mattie. She sold it after they got separated, and what did she do with the money?


  “I don’t know, maybe they’re cousins. There’s got to be about a million Piglias.”


  Another race was starting, and Tubby had a horse in this one, too. He was betting Shake and Bake to win, but the horse was stuck in Gate 4, not such a hot spot to be in.


  “So Tubby, while I got your meter off, so to speak, you think it’s worth me protecting my Porta-Soak and Mow?”


  Tubby couldn’t remember hearing about that one. “Tell me about it,” he said.


  “It’s a neat idea. I thought we’d talked. There’s a plastic water tank, like for one of those Super Soaker water guns, just bigger. And you pump that up. You strap the tank to your back. There’s a tube comes out of the top with a spray nozzle, and while you mow your grass, or do anything that gets you really hot, you can give yourself a little shower or a light mist. It’s adjustable.”


  Tubby lost his concentration on the race, which was just now beginning, and stared at Jason to see if he was serious. Jason wasn’t giving anything away. He probably was. Jason’s last idea had been for a shoe that circulated cold water around your feet. Ha. Ha. He had built a prototype and showed it around. He ended up assigning his patent to a Korean manufacturer for $418,000. Tubby had done the paperwork.


  “Well, Jason, it sounds kind of clumsy. Why don’t people just go inside and take a shower, or jump through a sprinkler? Anyway, who mows yards anymore?”


  “Kids mow yards, and kids will like this. And college kids at the beach, they will like this. We make the tanks in orange, ‘Day-Glo’ green, crazy colors, you know, acrylics. They’ll spray each other. They’ll fill it with beer.”


  Tubby thought he could visualize that beach party. “Hell, of course you should patent it,” he said.


  “That’s what I think.”


  “Get your drawings together, come by the office, and let’s talk.”


  “Okay, why not. It might be a big payoff item.”


  “You got much left from the Cool Shoe?”


  “Well, it’s about a hundred dollars less for every hour I sit in here.”


  The horses came around the stretch. Shake and Bake first, then second, then third across the finish line.


  “Like I said.” Jason dropped his ticket into an empty coffee cup.


  “Gotta run,” said Tubby. “I got a lunch at Galatoire’s.”


  “Hope you’re not treating.”


  “No, this is a payback. Call me at work.”


  Tubby walked the two blocks to the restaurant. It was almost two o’clock, which was good timing for Galatoire’s. There was no line.


  “Good afternoon, Mr. Dubonnet,” the head waiter said softly. “We will have a table in just a moment. Are you alone?”


  “Mr. Chaisson is joining me,” Tubby said. The dining room was narrow, and all of the tables were full. Old waiters, most of them familiar to Tubby, carried silver platters around, trailing fragrances of fish and garlic. No women servers distracted the diners.


  Tubby was shown to a table against the wall beneath an ornate mirror. He ordered a gin on the rocks. His mind drifted over the things he was supposed to do that day. Then it settled for a moment on Jynx Margolis. Was there some chemistry there? It had been so long since he had dated anybody that he had forgotten how to read the signs. She was certainly appealing, in a good, clean, middle-aged fun kind of way, a nicely tanned and very fragrant kind of way. Problems did not weigh heavily on Jynx’s shoulders. Marriage to her would be difficult, he imagined. She was irrepressibly self-indulgent and sort of an airhead sometimes. But who was talking marriage? Could she really find him attractive? Hard to tell with Jynx what was actually a magnetic field and what was simply her flirtatious nature. Maybe with her it didn’t matter. She was a mystery to Tubby, a bit exotic. It was flattering having an exotic try to flirt with you.


  Tubby was lost in thought when E. J. Chaisson came through the door. He was slight and dapper, combing his thin blond hair straight back to accentuate his large eyes and smooth, angular face, like a hungry street kid who had picked up good manners. He wore Italian suits from Rubenstein Brothers on Canal Street and always carried a cane or umbrella. Today it was a thin brown stick with an ivory handle that Tubby saw was a carved alligator, its tail curving around and gripping the wood. E.J. hung it with a flourish on the back of the empty chair between them.


  “Tubby, I intended to arrive early and hold a table for you. Did you wait long?”


  “Not at all. I’ve just ordered a drink. Join me.” Tubby waved at the waiter.


  “How have you been? A Sazerac, please,” Chaisson told the man who appeared beside him.


  “Busy, but that’s what pays the bills.”


  “I’ve also been busy. I’m going into radio.”


  “Are you going to be explaining legal issues to the public?”


  “That’s certainly a good idea.” His drink arrived. E.J. took a sip and nodded to show that it was agreeable. “No, I’m starting to advertise—in Vietnamese.”


  “You speak Vietnamese?”


  “Heck no, but my yard man does. He’s been working for me for a year, and one day we start to talking about what I do. He tells me, guess what, there’s about twenty thousand boat people in New Orleans who he is related to, and not one of them knows an attorney.”


  E.J. grinned suddenly, showing his pointed white teeth, and winked. For emphasis he snapped a little bread stick from the basket the waiter put before him, stuck a scoop of fresh butter on the end, and waved it like a conductor’s baton. “He’s going to bring me clients. Plus interpret for them. If I take a case, he gets a piece of the action.”


  Tubby finished his drink.


  “The Bar Association won’t like that.” Tubby was an expert on things the Bar Association would and wouldn’t like. He’d run several moneymaking ideas past its ethics committee, and each time had been advised to steer clear. He was sensitive because of a problem he had had over the Pan Am crash. After Tubby had signed up one of the victims, a downtown attorney had complained that Tubby was hustling clients in the hospital. Tubby had explained, in a letter to the Bar, that the referral had come quite innocently from one of the physicians treating the poor man, a plastic surgeon named Dr. Feingold. Tubby also immediately stopped his check to the doctor, even though it was just a token of friendship. He heard no more about it from the Bar, but he had heard about the check from Dr. Feingold ever since.


  “The thing is, you can’t split your fees with a nonlawyer. It’s unethical.”


  “Are you sure about that?” E.J. asked.


  “Oh yeah, positive. Look it up in the rules.”


  “We didn’t have to learn that stuff to pass the bar exam when I was in law school.”


  The waiter returned and took their orders. The oysters were salty, and E.J. ordered his en brochette. Tubby chose trout meunière amandine. “Look,” said Tubby, “there’s ways around it. Why not just call your guy a paralegal and put him on a nice salary?”


  “I don’t think so,” E.J. said sourly. “I’m afraid his appetite is a little bigger than that. He wants to be on the incentive plan.”


  “Send him to law school.”


  “Can’t do that,” E.J. said between bites of bread. “Then what would he need me for?”


  “Okay, try this. Suppose you set him up an advertising company. Immigrants all love to own a company. Do you agree?” E.J. nodded. “He broadcasts advertisements in Vietnamese for your law office. You pay him according to the number of calls you receive from the ads. You have a gentlemen’s understanding that, down the road, if the cases pay off he gets to raise his rates.”


  A peppered fillet, covered with sliced almonds, appeared before Tubby. He pricked it gently with his fork, and a puff of steam escaped, with it a light smell of daybreak and high tide at the beach. E.J. inspected his skewered oysters and bacon and inhaled with pleasure.


  “Ah, this looks perfect,” he crooned. “So you think that would be legal?”


  “I don’t see why not.”


  “Let me give it some thought. And I’ll discuss it with Nyop. As you said, every immigrant likes to own a company.”


  “Like your grandfather.”


  “Actually, my great-grandfather,” E.J. said, referring to the old Frenchman who had managed to acquire so much Vieux Carré real estate that it had taken his descendants four generations to work it down to the several blocks they now owned and leased at handsome rates. Unlike Tubby, who was originally from a hamlet called Bunkie, surrounded by sugarcane and rice plantations, and who had only landed in New Orleans because his father had gotten him into Tulane, E.J. was a pillar of New Orleans society. Never mind that several of his ancestors had been hung as outlaws by the Spaniards or the Yankees, E.J. paraded with the Krewe of Proteus, when it rode, and had flattered Tubby by inviting him to join. Tubby had declined because, at the time, he was privately too hard up for cash to pay the dues.


  “How’s your drug-smuggling case coming?”


  “Okay. How did you hear about that?”


  “I saw your name in the newspaper – the story about the bail hearing.”


  Tubby finished chewing a bite of fish, and stabbed a crisp slice of tomato. “There’s not much for me to do. He got caught with the goods.”


  “Did they have a tip?”


  “Oh, yes, but nobody is telling where it came from. The DEA field office down there was well prepared though they’re still having to explain why all they caught was Darryl Alvarez.”


  “I’ve always thought it a little distressing how criminals turn each other in all the time. Where’s the honor? Wouldn’t it be terrible if professionals did that to each other?”


  “We’re slightly more reliable, I guess, but that’s changing, too.”


  “A toast to the reticent nature of officers of the court everywhere. What do you think Alvarez was planning to do with the pot?”


  “Sell it, of course,” Tubby said. “For all I know he sells it out of the back room at Champs. Do you know Darryl?”


  “Sure, I’ve eaten and imbibed a few at Champs. But it’s a total surprise to me that he’s in that league. So much pot must cost a lot of money.”


  “The police say its street value was in the millions. They didn’t catch him with any cash, though. It probably left with the boat.”


  “Have you been over to Champs since his arrest?”


  “No, but Darryl comes to see me. He was by yesterday.”


  “What’s going to happen to him?”


  “He’ll probably go to prison for a while, unless he points the finger at someone else.”


  “Just what I was saying. Everyone feels this need to turn someone else in. They pass around guilt like a bottle of wine.”


  “Not Darryl. So far he’s not talking, though he’s sweating a little. I guess he’s more like one of your professionals.”


  “Well, I have always appreciated discretion.”


  “You ain’t never been in jail, cher.”


  “And I’m the second generation of my family with that distinction,” Chaisson said with obvious pride.


  TEN


  It wasn’t long before Daryl opened up a little more to Monique about the money. She was behind the bar, mixing an old-fashioned for the nice old man who pumped gas at the marina, when this skinny kid with long blond hair, good-looking but vacant and needy somehow, sat down. He waved until she paid him some attention.


  “Is Darryl Alvarez here?” he asked. He had a look of desperation.


  “I don’t know. If he’s here, he’s busy. What will you have?”


  “Oh, not really anything to drink. But I need to speak to Mr. Alvarez. It’s important.”


  “What’s important about it?”


  “I’ve got to tell him in person.”


  “Sorry,” she said and started to move away.


  “Wait a second,” he pleaded. “Do you know who Tubby Dubonnet is?”


  Monique recognized the name of Darryl’s lawyer.


  “Yeah, I do.”


  That brightened up the young man’s face. He was making contact.


  “He’s my brother-in-law. And he’s sent me with a message. I’ve got to give it personally to Darryl Alvarez.”


  “Okay, we’ll see. What’s your name?”


  “Harold,” said Harold.


  She rang the office on the house phone. Darryl answered “Yes” the way he always did.


  “I’ve got a guy down here named Harold who says he’s Tubby Dubonnet’s brother-in-law. Do you want to talk to him? He says he’s got a message, and it’s important, et cetera.” She was watching Harold empty the peanut bowl on the bar.


  “Send him up,” Darryl said.


  Monique told one of the girls to show Harold the way. He said thanks a lot very sincerely and pocketed a handful of matches.


  Not much later she saw him come back down the stairs and go out the front door toward the street. After work, she asked Darryl what it was about. He must have had a little toot because he really started talking.


  “That little fruitcake tried to score,” he said. “He said he wanted some crack for Tubby. I don’t know him from Adam. I would have thrown him out right then, but I heard what he had to say in case, you know, it might be for real. I didn’t know if he was trying to set me up or what. Finally I told the asshole I’d have to call Tubby to check him out, and he started talking a mile a minute, trying to run a con on me. He gave me all these reasons why I couldn’t call Tubby. It was just bullshit. Finally I had enough and told him to get the fuck out of here.”


  “Is he really related to your lawyer?”


  “I seriously doubt it. This guy is a real putz.”


  “Do you think Mr. Dubonnet is into drugs?”


  “I’d have to doubt that, too. I don’t think that would be his type of action. Horses, maybe. Not drugs.”


  “Why? You got the idea lawyers don’t do cocaine?”


  “I wouldn’t make that mistake. Lawyers are the worst. Hey, my biggest headaches come from lawyers. Lawyers and cops.


  “Cops like Casey?” she asked. It slipped out.


  “How do you know his name?”


  “He told me the night, you know, that you introduced me to him.” She was freaking, but he didn’t see it.


  “Casey’s no cop,” he said. “He’s some kind of investigator for Sheriff Mulé. He’s just a hood, really. He runs little scams down at the jail and does whatever the sheriff tells him to do. He wasn’t involved in this deal. I wonder more about the guy who was with Casey, the one who actually brought me the money.” Darryl didn’t tell her the man’s name.


  “Are you thinking he set you up?”


  “Maybe, but I don’t see how. He didn’t know the when or the where. I made the arrangements myself, with people I’ve done business with in the past. The guy you saw introduced me to the major player, the son of a bitch who financed this fucking disaster here. This guy’s very rich. He’s got a big house in the Garden District, with the slave quarters and everything. I’ve been down by it. I’ve never been inside, of course. He wouldn’t want the little lady to see me. He acts like a Greek god or something. He knows people who want to put up some money. High risk. High yield. All cash. Can I provide the product? Will I pick it up and distribute it? Of course I will. Then everybody makes lots of money. Their investment pays off well. He’s the guy I felt I could trust, ‘cause he’s so rich. But I don’t know. He’s just not my type. That may be where I got in trouble. Maybe I misread him.”


  Monique didn’t say anything.


  “That’s why I had you hold the money, Monique. Just because I wasn’t sure.”


  “What’s he going to do now?”


  “I know he wants to talk to me real bad, just like I want to talk to him. We need to straighten out what happened. I need to find out what he’s going to do for me. Right now I’d guess he’s pretty anxious to get his money back. I just haven’t thought of a safe way for us to get together yet.”


  “Do you think he can get you out of this?”


  “I think he can. He knows the right strings to pull. The question is will he pull them. I’ll say this. If he doesn’t get me out of this jam, he’s going to be short one big pile of money.”


  Darryl didn’t tell Monique what Tubby had said about the eight years. After he wound down a little bit, they made gentle love on the upholstered chair in the office, with the television blaring and the wall monitors flashing live scenes from the barroom below. Later, Darryl sat in front of the TV, flipping channels. Monique curled up on the chair for a little nap, and before she fell asleep she prayed that Darryl would never find out what she had done.


  On Mondays, Champs was closed until late in the afternoon to permit a crew to come in and clean the place and give it some air. They usually finished at around noon, and the doors opened to the public at four o’clock. Darryl was there all day. Monique did some laundry in the morning and then came over on her bicycle to keep him company.


  They were sitting at the empty bar, listening to a Neville Brothers tape on the sound system while they talked about this and that and watched the boats out on the lake. Darryl asked her to go upstairs and get the cash register keys. She was in the office when she heard a loud crash. Her eyes jumped to the console that monitored the downstairs area, and she saw two men, one tall and one short and broad, advancing through the front door they had just smashed open. They had some kind of guns in their hands. Her eyes went to the other monitor. Darryl had noticed something. He was standing up and reaching under the counter.


  Before the men had even located Darryl, she saw him grab for the Beretta 9 he kept beneath the register. The short man saw him move and opened fire, shattering glass all over the place and catching Darryl right in the chest. He coughed, coughed, and coughed and went down hard on his back. Both men ran over to the bar, and the short one kicked Darryl. The big guy was pissed off. He grabbed the short man and stuck a gun in his face. He said something, then pushed him away in disgust. He looked up at the camera, and Monique recognized Casey. The two men looked at each other, and then moved off camera in the direction of the stairs.


  She thought about barricading herself in the office and calling the police, but to her Casey was the police. She got out of there and ran down the hall. She could hear them coming at her up the stairs. She slipped through the lounge as quickly and quietly as she could and opened the French doors to the balcony. She closed them behind her and crouched in a corner by the railing. If they came that way, she planned to jump into the lake.


  She heard the sound of wood splintering. That would be the office door. There were more thuds and sounds of things being thrown around. It seemed to go on for a long time, but maybe it was just a few minutes. Then she heard heavy footsteps running down the stairs. Five minutes later, she pushed the doors open slowly and tiptoed across the floor. It was all quiet below, and she slipped downstairs softly. The bar was a mess. The front door was broken open. There was busted glass everywhere. She ran over to Darryl, and there was just lots wrong with him. Blood was pumping out of his chest, and there were large red holes in his shirt and big pieces of flesh hanging off and his eyes were wide open and crossed and his tongue was sticking out of his mouth. He looked horrified. She was horrified. She tried to push his chest back together but it wouldn’t go, and she cried.


  A young couple, thinking they might each have a Corona and lime on a pretty afternoon, came in and found them like that. After they got over the surprise, they called the police.


  ELEVEN


  Tubby liked to have a small breakfast at a coffee shop on Maple Street uptown called PJ’S. Back when he was married, Mattie made a big morning meal for the whole family. The divorce had ended that, of course, and for some strange reason it also seemed to have robbed him of his morning appetite. He did enjoy being served, however. He stopped uptown because it was a quiet oasis on his way to the office. One of the nice things about PJ’S was that he hardly ever saw anyone he knew, except the congregation of regulars who were starting to recognize him and would sometimes nod.


  The array of blends and flavors was confusing to him. Tubby was not much on variety in his coffee. He tried hazelnut once, and it put him in a bad mood, so he stuck with what they called “French roast with chicory.” Sometimes a muffin, sometimes not.


  This morning he was trying a banana pecan muffin while reading the newspaper. He sat on the outdoor patio, which was separated from the street by a low fence. His attention wandered to a black guy wearing jeans and a basketball jersey, leaning against the rail with a quarter stuck in his ear. Tubby wondered if that were functional, like the man was ready to use a pay phone, or purely ornamental. Must be a fad, he decided, better than a penny in the loafers but cheaper than gold stars on the teeth. The breeze from the river nearby blended with the smell of coffee roasting and carried with it the familiar jarring sounds of freight trains coupling by the levee.


  He finished the front section of the Times Picayune and picked up the metro news. On the first page, in the bottom right-hand corner, the headline read: TAVERN OWNER SHOT: POLICE SEEK KILLERS. He read the story quickly.


  Police are seeking leads to the identity of two men seen leaving the scene of Monday afternoon’s fatal shooting at Champs, a popular lakefront bar.


  According to a witness, two white males, both described as being in their late thirties or forties, entered the establishment on Sunset Boulevard before it opened for the evening and shot manager Darryl Alvarez to death. Police report that he was shot four times, three times in the chest and once in the face, after an apparent struggle. The motive, police say, may have been robbery. Two men were seen leaving the restaurant shortly before four o’clock p.m. by a woman arriving for work. According to a man delivering pizza in the area, they reportedly drove away in a dark red or maroon car with Louisiana license plates. Mr. Alvarez was under indictment in Federal Court in New Orleans, stemming from his arrest for marijuana smuggling in July. When arrested near Caillou Lake in Terrebonne Parish he was allegedly loading 15 bales of marijuana, with an estimated street value of $3 million, into a truck. Mr. Alvarez has no known survivors.


  Tubby sped downtown on Freret Street, going too fast past school children in uniforms jumping rope at the bus stops, and vegetable vendors setting up their stands by the curbs. The day was already hot, but he had not taken the time to put up the top on the convertible. He navigated the spiral-up ramp of the parking garage in dangerous time. While riding up in the elevator, he hummed and stroked the nonexistent beard on his face.


  Cherrylynn had not yet arrived. Tubby went quickly into his office and went straight to the safe. He knelt down and opened it. Yes, the gym bag was there. He pulled it out and carried it to his desk. Fishing around in the top drawer, he found a staple remover and used it to grip the little lock. Then he stuck a letter opener through the hasp and twisted it hard. The lock bent and popped, and he unzipped the bag.


  He wasn’t surprised that it contained money, but the eye-appealing fact was that it contained lots of money. Tubby forgot to breathe for a minute, then he moved fast.


  The bills were already sorted and separated into stacks. Most were wrinkled $100s, but some were $20s or $50s. Tubby pulled them out and did a quick count on his desk. It was impossible to be completely accurate, but it looked like about a million dollars. He stuffed everything back into the bag and was zipping it back up when Cherrylynn walked in.


  “Oh, I didn’t know you were in yet, Mr. Dubonnet. I thought I heard somebody back here.” She was obviously interested in the bag.


  “I just got an early start today,” he said.


  “Did you see Darryl Alvarez was murdered?” she asked from the doorway, then started to walk in.


  “No, I didn’t. That’s terrible. How shocking.”


  “It happened at his bar…”


  “Could you please fix me a cup of coffee, black.” Except when he was schmoozing with clients, he had not asked her to fix him a cup of coffee in the last three years, so she looked surprised. It stopped her, though.


  “Why sure, boss. Coming up.”


  She went out and pulled the door behind her. She gave him a last looking-over before the door closed. Always curious.


  Clutching the gym bag, Tubby went to the door. Cherrylynn was not in the front reception area but was in the kitchen, so the path to the outside door of the office was clear. Tubby reached it in two steps. As he went out he yelled, “Forget the coffee, Cherrylynn. I need to go out for a few minutes.”


  The elevator came, and no one was inside. Tubby stripped off his suit jacket and draped it over the bag. It certainly did not conceal that he was holding something, but maybe it disguised what it was. He went back to his car the way he had come. He drove, considerably slower, with the bag beside him on the passenger seat, thinking deep thoughts.


  He tried to concentrate enough to analyze his various duties. First, if this money was evidence, he was supposed to turn it over to the police. There was an ethical rule on point, he was sure. Something about not engaging in conduct prejudicial to the administration of justice. He didn’t recall the details, but he thought that was the gist of it. What an obscure and misty proposition that was! He was also sworn to maintain the confidences of his clients. In this case his client was dead, a complicating factor. But did he have no responsibility to his client’s memory? Was there a duty there? It was all complex.


  Anyhow, maybe it was not dirty money, just some dough Darryl had squirreled away. Maybe Darryl had won it at the track, or making book on football. If the police got hold of it, it would be gone forever. They would protect and serve themselves. Darryl had no heirs that Tubby knew about. It was doubtful Darryl was safeguarding it for someone else, because who would trust him with that much money? The best thing, Tubby figured, was to hold on to it and see what happened. It would be smartest to hide it at his house. He couldn’t think of anyplace else. Tubby headed up St. Charles Avenue.


  He pulled into his driveway and parked behind the boat he stored in the carport beside his garage. Before the engine shut off he hit the automatic door opener perched on his dash. Tubby took the money into the garage, which he used for a workshop, and buzzed the door closed. He cleared a space on his workbench and dumped the money out. A careful count showed that it totaled $950,000, a little less than he had thought at first, but no problem. The bills were old and weathered and looked right at home among his hammers and hand saws. They smelled good in here, with the linseed oil and wood shavings. He thought about the bag. Should he lose it? Well, maybe it might turn out to be evidence, too. Probably better to keep it for the time being as well. Tubby packed the loot back in the bag and carried it all outside. He was starting to sweat.


  His boat, stored outside, was not an impressive craft, but a weather-beaten twenty-footer with an inboard motor that he used for pulling the girls waterskiing. He also occasionally took it out with Raisin Partlow, one of the few friends he had who still enjoyed fishing and beer. He climbed on board and rummaged around through a bunch of tangled crab traps. There was a compartment for tackle that was now empty.


  Neighborhood kids, or more likely his former brother-in-law Harold, had cleaned him out of tools and gear a couple of times, and now he did not keep anything of value around the boat. There was a storage area in the bow, stuffed full of some moldy life jackets. Tubby pushed the gym bag among them and covered it up. For some reason he did not want to have the money in his house, and he thought probably all the local thieves had given up on the boat by now. This was considered a good neighborhood. Lots of trees and lawyers, close to the universities, but if you left a bicycle in the yard unguarded for more than half an hour it would be gone. The neighborhood hired an off-duty policeman to drive around at night. He was a cheerful guy. He had never caught anyone that Tubby knew about, but he’d once helped Tubby push his car down the street when the battery died, so Tubby never complained about chipping in his monthly dues.


  Tubby stuffed his shirttails back into his pants and looked around. Only one of his neighbors was visible—a silver-haired lady in a flowery housedress, watering her plants under the sprawling shade of a live oak tree down the block. She was not paying him any attention. Across the street, an upstairs window curtain seemed to move, but he could not really be sure. You never could tell for certain in this neighborhood, with all the trees for cover and the houses close together, who was seeing what. It was generally a good bet that someone was looking around, as nervous as everybody permanently stayed about burglaries and other forms of mischief.


  Tubby tried to look normal, though he knew he could not quite make it since he was wearing a tie and stumbling around in a parked boat in the middle of the day. Oh well. He disembarked, dusted off his hands theatrically, and hitched up his pants. He got into his car and backed it out of the driveway. As he drove downtown he passed gaily dressed groups of tourists waiting for the streetcar at every other block. They were lighthearted. He was not.


  TWELVE


  Tubby spent the rest of the day in his office. He even sent Cherrylynn out for a roast beef sandwich with extra gravy from Ditcharo’s down the street. Mainly he tried to read and write various things requiring concentration, and to stay off the phone in case anybody he wanted to talk to called. Cherrylynn announced several times that people he did not want to talk to were on the phone, but each time he told her to take a message.


  He went home early and avoided his boat. He heated up a bowl of his housekeeper’s leftover gumbo for supper and ate it in front of the TV, watching an old Errol Flynn movie. The phone rang once, and his answering machine caught it. Nobody left a message. He gave up and went to bed early, but he had a hard time getting to sleep. He tried to erase all negative thoughts, any thoughts, but it didn’t work. Finally he got up and had a couple of shots of gin, and that did the trick.


  The next morning was more of the same. He moved around on automatic pilot, but his mind raced. He knew that outside there was more cash than he could ever use, but somewhere another shoe was about to drop. There was a good chance it was aiming for him. When he was a kid he had gotten caught stealing a pen from a card shop, and the owner had called his mother. She sat him down on the bed and asked him why he had done it. Didn’t he have enough pens at home? Since then he had never wanted to do anything that could ever make him feel so guilty. Still, he was no asshole, and only an asshole gives up almost a million bucks before he is pretty sure he has to.


  The thing to do was to go about his business and pretend it never happened. Tubby did not like moral dilemmas. He tried to avoid them whenever possible and to see things in practical terms—what worked and what didn’t. This monster had fangs, though, and a good bite on him.


  He skipped breakfast at PJ’S and ate toast. Then he dressed and drove down to Broad Street, site of the imposing Criminal Courts building. Its New Deal architecture dominated an area of vacant lots, boarded-up businesses, jails, and storefronts for bail bondsmen. There was a crowd of mostly black people waiting for buses on the corner, and another squatting on the courthouse steps munching Popeye’s and drinking Cokes while waiting for the system to grind along until it was their turn. It was easy to spot the lawyers hustling across the street and trotting up the steps since they wore suits and didn’t look scared. Next door was the ancient Parish Prison where guards were posted above the sidewalk in concrete turrets like miniature lighthouses, connected to each other by strands of razor wire. Visitors queued up at one gate, waiting to be searched so they could go in and talk about money, and kids dropping out of school, and court dates being postponed, with whichever poor fucked-up loved ones of theirs had the misfortune to be locked inside. They looked like they had spent all their lives in this line or one just like it. Besides the helpless, why was it that nobody but cranks, crooks, and characters hung out around the halls of justice? It was not even nine o’clock and it was already hot.


  Above twenty granite steps, towering brass-clad doors opened onto a cavernous hallway, wide and tall as a cathedral. It was cool and quiet there. Footsteps echoed off the walls, and the small knots of people congregating outside the courtroom doors spoke furtively. Other doors along the hallway were always shut, hiding places Tubby had never been.


  The courthouse crowd—the judges, magistrates, clerks, cops, secretaries, and jailers—used to be all white. Today the faces were nearly all black. It was something you noticed, no big deal. The quality of justice wasn’t much different as far as he could tell, though some of the new judges were more idealistic than their predecessors. Trouble was, the volume of business was so great that there was precious little time for fairness, compassion, mercy, all those good things. Tubby had been into most of the judges’ chambers and courtrooms here, and he could pass back and forth through the bars of the sheriff’s jail. He was part of the in-crowd, not like the folks outside on the steps, but the place still gave him the shivers, every time.


  Inside Courtroom L he saw Sandy Shandell, his medical malpractice client, sitting quiet and erect on one of the long mahogany benches, a sinner in church. Sandy turned around when the door opened and waved when he recognized Tubby, giving him a big smile. Not content with one legal problem—his spotted skin—Sandy had also been busted for assaulting a policeman. He had somehow raised his own bail and was now due to be arraigned. Tubby could have instructed him on the telephone how to enter a plea of not guilty all by himself, but Sandy had a volatile personality, to say the least, which seemed to produce an immediate allergic reaction in law enforcement personnel, so Tubby came down.


  Sandy was at his theatrical best. He was wearing a silky bright-yellow blouse with horizontal black stripes, and burgundy slacks with vertical white stripes. Thus he made your eyes cross even if you just glanced at him. He also had a purple scarf wrapped around his neck and thrown back over his shoulder. Tubby knew he was sensitive about his appearance since Dr. Feingold’s treatments. Where it was visible, on his cheeks and hands, you could tell there were pronounced chocolate drops on his otherwise cream-colored skin. His case, Tubby knew, would be worth substantially more if Sandy were a pretty young Sophie Newcomb grad instead of a flamboyant French Quarter cross-dresser. A jury might wonder why a few dozen liver spots would matter to someone like Sandy, but Tubby knew how vain she was. (Depending on the context, Tubby sometimes envisioned Sandy as a he, and sometimes as a she. He had quit fighting it, and now used whatever pronoun came out naturally at the time.)


  “Hey, Sandy, where y’at?” Tubby squeezed in next to him.


  “Tubby, thanks for coming,” Sandy gasped. That fruity touch was one of his mannerisms, which he sometimes turned off. He launched into his story.


  “This was absolutely not my fault. I was smoking a cigarette—I could use one now—outside of Major Cee’s on Bourbon Street, when this asshole cop, I think his name is Matthews, comes up and asks me what kind of pistol I’m packing. That’s right. I thought he meant a gun. I said, ‘What on Earth do you mean?’ and he taps my crotch with that plastic club they all carry and says, ‘Have you made your trip to Sweden yet for your operation?’”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “No! And you know how sensitive I am about that. And I don’t like anybody, especially some cretin cop from Arabi, touching my genitalia without an invitation.”


  “So what did you do?”


  “I called him a stupid honky yat motherfucking pig. Tubby, I know I shouldn’t have done that, but I was really mad. And then as soon as I said it I was scared, and I knew I was in trouble.”


  “What did he do?” Tubby caught sight of Sandy’s ring, a cameo. It was an ivory profile of a woman, her hair braided above her forehead, on a faint pink field. Was it something Sandy’s mother might have given him, or was it one of those pieces of other people’s history that you bought in a flea market or the antique shops that lined Chartres Street? Tubby didn’t know a lot about Sandy’s private affairs, thank God. He had heard, however, that Sandy had a significant other who was HIV positive. Sandy’s life was not all peaches and cream.


  “He said, ‘Get in the car,’ just like that, and arrested me. I said to myself, ‘Sandy, the man’s an asshole. He is not tuned in to reality. Just do as he says.’ I have a little voice that sometimes gets me out of these things.”


  “He didn’t hit you or anything?”


  “No.”


  “That’s good.”


  “I think they’re afraid to start a fight with me. I think they’re worried I might bite them or something and give them AIDS. Even when he put the handcuffs on me, he tried not to actually let his fingers touch me.”


  “All right. Did anybody see this?”


  “Sure, lots of people, but I don’t know who most of them are. Miss Nancy was there and saw it.”


  That didn’t help much. Miss Nancy was a gray-haired street lady in the French Quarter, who cast spells on the people she passed on the sidewalk.


  “Listen, Sandy. This is no big deal. The cop may not even show up for trial, and anyway it’s just going to be a fine. Have you got any money now?”


  “Only about fifty dollars.”


  “Well, you pay that to me, and we’ll just plead you not guilty. Save your pennies. This may not come up again for six months, and then you can decide whether to pay or fight it.”


  “Whatever you say, Tubby. What happens now?”


  “I’ll be right back.” Tubby went up to the clerk in front, and told him that his client, Sandy Shandell, was in court and wished to plead not guilty to a charge of assaulting a police officer. The clerk called out Sandy’s name, just to be sure he was there, took a long look at him, and shook his head at Tubby. That was that. Trial date in October.


  Tubby turned aside to let the lawyer who was pushing in from behind have some room and saw the bailiff waving him over. “Hi, Janelle,” he said to the black officer leaning against the jury rail.


  “Good morning, Tubby. I’ve been keeping an eye out for you. Sheriff Mulé wants to see you.”


  “Me, what the heck for?”


  “Couldn’t tell you. He saw your name on today’s docket and said ask you to drop by if I saw you.”


  Tubby had no idea what that was about. He contributed nothing to the sheriff at election time. They shook hands when their paths crossed at testimonial dinners and such, which was not often, but he had never actually had a meeting with the great Mulé. Tubby went back to where Sandy was sitting and told him to go stand in line at the rear of the courtroom and wait till his name was called. They would give him a notice telling him to come back for trial in 0ctober. It would take about an hour, and Tubby would see him later.


  “And let me collect the fifty dollars for today, as long as you’ve got it with you.”


  “Sure, Tubby, but I’ve got to take a cab home.”


  “Well, make it forty-five.”


  Sandy pulled crisp bills from her purse, and Tubby accepted them with dignity.


  “All square,” he said.


  Sheriff Mulé’s office was in the Community Correctional Center across the street. The heat smacked you as soon as you emerged into the sunlight, radiating off the white concrete of the jail. One of the nondescript buildings across the way had been painted over with a mural tracing the signal events in American history—the Revolutionary War, the Indian Wars, the Civil War, the World Wars, and Vietnam. It was signed “Sheriff Mulé’s Art in Prison Program,” but in truth it had been started by Mulé’s much admired predecessor, a Mediterranean lawman who, in New Orleans fashion, had retired to run an Irish pub in the French Market. Looking at the painting, Tubby reflected that nobody ever seemed to remember Korea.


  Beneath the exploding cannon shot, screaming eagles, and painted flags was a praline lady sitting on a metal folding chair. She wore a red bandana on her black head in the traditional way, and had on a double-breasted pink raincoat pulled tight around her despite the temperature. Her wares were on a cardboard boxtop on her lap. Tubby crossed the street to admire the round candies she had arranged neatly on a sheet of wax paper.


  “How much are they?” be asked.


  “Yes, sir, one dollar,” she said. “And they’re the best in town. Just take your pick.”


  Tubby studied his choices. “How’s business?” he asked.


  “Business isn’t never much good. I’m getting whooped by them vending machines inside.”


  “Why don’t you move up by the bus stop?”


  “They run me off up there. Or them kids try to steal whatever little I got. Down here they leave me alone. Besides, I got a godson in there.” She pointed across the street. “I think maybe he can see me.”


  “Your godson’s in jail?” Tubby picked out the one he wanted.


  “Yes, I’m sorry to say it.” She handed Tubby a caramel-colored praline, thick with pecan halves coated with sugar melted in cream and vanilla.


  “How long has he been in?”


  “Oh, I’d say better than a year.”


  “And he’s still here? I didn’t think they stayed that long in the jail. Maybe he’s been sent to one of the prisons.”


  “I couldn’t say. That’s where he went in, though, and he hasn’t come out.”


  Tubby bit his praline. A piece cracked off and Tubby grabbed at it and missed. He sadly watched it hit the sidewalk.


  “What’s your godson’s name?” he asked.


  “Jerome, Jerome Cook,” she said.


  “Well, I hope he gets out soon.”


  “I sure hope so, too,” she said.


  Tubby nodded to her and walked back across the street. Going up the wide steps to the Correctional Center he passed a group of guards standing around eating candy bars together. Their black uniforms made him nervous. They herded, washed, fed, and processed the five thousand or so prisoners, more than most countries confined, which Orleans Parish held on a daily basis, rode in Mardi Gras parades on horseback, and campaigned for Sheriff Mulé every four years. The sheriff reigned over them, dozens of public buildings, tent cities full of inmates, and millions of dollars. Mulé was a man to be reckoned with.


  The guard at the front desk told Tubby to have a seat, which he was glad to do until the perspiration chilled off his forehead. After a minute he got up and went back to the desk.


  “I need to see if you’ve got a man in here,” he told the guard.


  “What’s his name?”


  “Jerome Cook.”


  “Okay, let’s see.” The guard tapped information into his computer console, whistling tunelessly between his teeth.


  “Jerome Rasheed Cook,” he said. “Yep, we got him.”


  “What’s he charged with?” Tubby asked.


  Clickety-click, the man’s fingers moved over the keys.


  “That’s funny. I can’t exactly tell you. It doesn’t seem to be on the screen.”


  “How long has he been in here?”


  “I don’t know that either. ‘This doesn’t show any information on him.” He looked up at Tubby and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know what the problem is.”


  “Can you deliver something to him?”


  “You’re a lawyer, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What do you want to leave for him?”


  “Just give him my card.” Tubby reached into his coat for his wallet and slipped out his white business card. The guard took it.


  “Will you see that he gets this?”


  “Sure,” said the guard. “There’ll be someone going up to the cells in a few minutes. I’ll have them carry it up.”


  “Thanks,” Tubby said and sat back down. After a few more minutes, the guard’s phone rang and his name was called. The guard pointed him toward the elevator that led to the sheriff’s executive offices above. A quick ride later he was greeted by an attractive woman with a pile of curly blond hair, also in a black uniform, who took him through the door to the sheriff’s splendid office. You could hold court in here, Tubby thought. The city skyline could be admired through its picture windows. The floor was thickly carpeted, and the walls were covered with hunting trophies—cats, big birds, a bear’s head, even a stuffed alligator. Mulé, a small man, peeked above his desk twenty paces from the door. He was almost hidden behind an enormous stuffed bird of prey.


  Mulé stood up and extended his hand when Tubby came in. He was wearing a suit, brown as mud, with wide lapels.


  “Howya doing, Tubby? Thanks for coming by.”


  “Sure, Sheriff. You could have just picked up the phone.”


  “No, I wanted to have a face-to-face, and I heard you were coming down today.”


  “You’ve really got your antennae up.”


  “I try to take care of my friends. It ain’t always easy. Would you like some coffee?”


  “Sure, thanks.”


  Mulé pushed a button on his telephone and an inmate cautiously opened the door.


  “For this man, coffee, Pedro.”


  Tubby told him to make it black, and Pedro disappeared.


  “I see where Darryl Alvarez got shot,” Mulé said.


  “That’s right.”


  “Did he ever say who his business associates were?”


  “Not to me. What’s your interest in this, Sheriff?”


  “My interest is in keeping drugs off the streets. Also, he was one of my campaign supporters. I hate to see any of my supporters go like ‘that.”


  “Yeah. It’s a shame. He had a lot of friends.”


  “I know you were one of them.”


  “Not really. I got the case through Reggie Turntide, my partner. He doesn’t do criminal work.”


  “That’s right,” the sheriff beamed. “Darryl hadn’t made his deal with the U.S. Attorney, had he?”


  “No. You could ask the U.S. Attorney the same thing.”


  “My relations with the man aren’t that good,” the sheriff said with a grimace. That sounded right. A couple of weeks before the Times-Picayune had leaked the news that a federal grand jury was investigating various allegations of unconstitutional behavior at the jail.


  “Any idea who he was working for?”


  “Hell no, Sheriff, and I don’t even speculate. The last thing I want is to be hauled before some grand jury investigating organized crime.”


  “Right. That’s just the way it should be.”


  The sheriff stood up and circled his desk. He put his hand on Tubby’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze, almost as if he wanted to pick him out of the chair.


  “Thanks for coming by, Tubby. I really appreciate your help.”


  Tubby, rising, said, “I don’t know what help I gave you.”


  “You satisfied my curiosity. At least part of it.”


  Mulé showed Tubby the door. Exiting, Tubby almost collided with Pedro returning with a Styrofoam cup of coffee on a tray. “I had to make it fresh, sir,” he said.


  “That’s okay. Maybe the sheriff would like it.”


  “No, sir. He don’t drink nothing but Kool-Aid.”


  That was baloney, Tubby knew. Sheriff Mulé had twice hit the papers for being drunk and highly disorderly in very odd unsherifflike places, but he had yet to get locked up in his own jail.


  Tubby smiled again at the receptionist with the big hair, thinking that the black uniforms certainly looked sexier on the women than the men, and he got the elevator back to the ground floor. It was a relief to step out the front door into the free world. Mulé had showed an awful lot of interest in one crooked bartender. He did not like any part of his conversation with the sheriff. The man was connected – to the good guys and also to some characters too shadowy to classify. He had goons working for him who beat on prisoners, or so it was rumored. Maybe all jailers did. But there was also a newspaper reporter who had written about sex and drug rackets in the jail and who had been mugged so badly that he lost sight in one eye, culprits unknown. He had left town for a safer assignment. There was the uppity jailhouse lawyer who had filed dozens of suits over conditions at the jail, who was found with his throat slashed in the shower, done in, said the authorities, by his fellow inmates. All this was smoke, rumors, or allegations the sheriff had defeated in lawsuits. On the flip side was the celebrated community service—no charity gala was complete without him—but still it made you think.


  Tubby figured he needed to do something about the money soon. He was coming to the conclusion that there was something he wanted and something he did not want. He did not want the gym bag to be in his boat much longer. He did want the money.


  A once-pretty redhead on the downside of thirty shook her fanny, cellulite and all, in the face of an old Cuban stuffing an ashtray full of cigarettes in one of the seedy strip joints that had survived on upper Decatur Street. A couple of cop types Ali knew were at a tiny round table in the dark, leaning against the wall, having a private conversation. The taller of the two, a man they called Casey, waved Ali over.


  “You used to have a girl named Monique work here?” he asked.


  “We get lots of girls. About when would that be?”


  “About a year ago. You know who I’m talking about.”


  “Not really.”


  “Brown hair, healthy-looking, real country, all-American type. I’m sure she was real popular.”


  “Okay, yeah. I might remember her.”


  “You probably fucked her,” said the short fat guy with Casey. He was called Freddie, and he always had a radio or a pair of handcuffs hanging off his belt to show he was in law enforcement. Freddie burped up Budweiser.


  Ali didn’t say anything.


  “She turned tricks with the customers, didn’t she?” Casey asked.


  Ali shrugged.


  “When’s the last time you saw her?”


  “If we’re talking about the same girl, not since she quit.”


  “You wouldn’t be fooling me now, would you, Ali? She wouldn’t have come by and given you something to keep for her, would she?”


  “No.”


  “This is a big investigation. It’s not just me asking, it’s the Sheriff.”


  Ali didn’t know if that was bullshit or not. These half-assed policemen always talked like that, but Sheriff Mulé had once been in the joint in Casey’s company, so it was a possibility. Mulé had tipped well. It didn’t matter either way to Ali. He didn’t give a rat’s ass for Sheriff Mulé and the answer was the same anyway.


  “She didn’t leave me nothing.”


  Casey turned to look at Freddie, and Ali walked away. They might not be finished talking, but he was. He moved softly around the dingy room, emptying ashtrays, guiding his bulk by memory and night radar.


  “She’s got to have hidden it somewhere at Champs,” Freddie told Casey. “She don’t go nowhere else.”


  “That’s real smart, Freddie. Of course, we would have had the money by now if you weren’t such an incredibly dumb fuck.”


  “Hey, he had a gun. What was I supposed to do?”


  “Not cut his head off, asshole. They can’t talk that way.”


  “I didn’t know that fucking gun would shoot like that. We didn’t have anything that would fire so fast when I was growing up.”


  “You should have told me if you didn’t know what you were doing, Freddie. I could have got you a .45 or something.”


  “If we was to do it now, I’d do it right. I’d have it set on single shot.”


  “Let’s roll back the camera and you can do it right this time.”


  “We all make mistakes, Casey.”


  “Gimme a break, Freddie. We’re supposed to be professionals. You can’t hold yourself up as a professional and say things like ‘We all make mistakes.’”


  Freddie looked glum.


  “We all make mistakes,” mimicked Casey. “For Christ’s sake, let’s get out of here.”


  “I really am sorry.”


  Casey put his hand on Freddie’s wrist. “I forgive you. Everybody forgives you. Just concentrate a little more in the future.”


  Freddie said he would do that.


  After they left, Ali called Monique on the phone. He told her about Casey’s and Freddie’s visit and the parts of their conversation he had overheard.


  “Those are the same fucks who killed Darryl,” she said.


  * * *


  Tubby crossed over the Interstate on the Broad Street overpass and drove back to his house. The route took him past the Wembley tie plant, which always reminded him to check his own for gravy spots. Damn! What a stupid place to wear a fifty-dollar piece of silk. He parked and climbed into the boat. The bag was where he had left it. That was a small surprise considering it was in an unlocked compartment on a boat sitting outdoors in a quasi-major American city. Tubby had been half hoping it would be gone and he would be relieved of the responsibility of deciding what to do with it. Maybe, he thought, the fact that the money was still there was an omen he should keep it.


  After checking to see that the bag was still full, he counted out some of the cash and stuck it in his pocket. He zipped the bag up and tossed it in the trunk of his car. The day was going from extremely hot to extremely hot and muggy, so he switched on the air-conditioning as high as it would go. Then he drove to a bank branch in his neighborhood. Inside, after waiting a minute for another customer to conclude her business, he presented himself to a young woman seated at a desk whose name was Miss Bates, Assistant Manager, according to her plastic nameplate.


  “I’d like to open an account,” he told her.


  “Do you already have one with us?” She smiled.


  Tubby said he did not, though he had always meant to have one.


  “How much do you plan to open it for?” she asked.


  “One hundred thousand dollars,” Tubby said. He had formed a plan to open accounts of this size at every bank in town.


  “Oh my, my,” Miss Bates exclaimed. “You realize, of course, that it may take a week to ten days before your funds are available to write checks on, depending on where the bank your check is drawn on is located.”


  “I plan to deposit cash.”


  Miss Bates looked disturbed. “There’s a form we need you to fill out in that case. We have to report to the IRS any cash transactions over ten thousand dollars.” She rustled around in her desk. “I’m sorry. I’ll have to get one in the back. I won’t be a minute. You can be filling out the account agreement.”


  Tubby was on the street in seconds, mopping sweat from behind his ears with his handkerchief, an uncomfortable bulge still in his pocket. He wished he had a female confidante. They were much better at this kind of thing than he was.


  From a pay phone outside a Burger King, Tubby called his friend, Jerry Molideau, a financial advisor whose talent was to impress well-heeled businessmen and help them shield their valuable assets from creditors, the tax man, and spouses. He sent business to Tubby, and vice versa.


  He got past the secretary, and Jerry came on the line. They said hello.


  “A guy just asked me a question, Jerry. I don’t want to look dumb, so I thought I’d better call someone who knows the answer.”


  “Okay, shoot.”


  “My guy’s got a couple of hundred thousand dollars, and he wants to put it where no one can find it. Any advice?”


  “Sure. Open a Chinese restaurant and put all your cash receipts in your pocket. But seriously, that’s an interesting question, and I’d be glad to talk it over in person. On the telephone my best suggestions are to bury it in a tin can in his backyard, or buy Krugerrands and stick them in a safe-deposit box.”


  “Have you ever heard of a rule where you have to report big cash transactions to the IRS?”


  “Sure. If he buys his Krugerrands from a legitimate dealer, the dealer has to report all cash sales above ten thousand dollars to the government, just like a bank.”


  “Do dealers actually do that?”


  “Most do. Your average jeweler or boat salesman is marginally more afraid of the IRS than he is of losing a customer.”


  “Sounds un-American.”


  “Big Brother is here, Tubby.” Tubby said he might drop by to discuss this further and hung up. What to do, what to do? The problem was not paying taxes on the money. It was that he could not think how he could explain to the IRS, or anybody else who might ask him, where he got $950,000.


  It suddenly struck Tubby that a great many desirable things cost less than $10,000. If he wandered through downtown, where he had frequented the same shops for years, dropping wads of cash, his visits would definitely be long remembered. He had a reputation for being tight with a dollar. There were all sorts of shopping malls in the suburbs, however, and today would be just ideal to visit them.


  Driving west on the Interstate he checked in with Cherrylynn on the car phone. All of his messages were routine but one. His ex-wife had called, but he would deal with her later. He told Cherrylynn he was feeling a little down in the dumps and thought he might spend the rest of the day at the track. She could take the afternoon off, he said. She was too stunned to object. After he hung up, he realized how out of character he was acting. Well, that’s what financial freedom is all about. Destination Esplanade Mall. That was someplace he had never been.


  Several hectic hours later he was sitting in a bistro on Veterans Boulevard called Hooters, being waited on by Hooter Girls. He was on his fourth margarita, letting the good feelings build. In the trunk of his car, besides a bag full of money, were wrapped packages containing three diamond bracelets, which Tubby planned to give to his daughters, some incredible lingerie, for a person unknown but coincidentally of a size he imagined would fit Jynx Margolis, four sports jackets for himself, some nice shoes, a pile of hardcovers he wanted to read, and a pair of tickets for a Caribbean cruise.


  He had even popped into Andrea’s on impulse and had a wonderful plate of crawfish ravioli and a glass of red Beneventum that cost almost as much as the food. Reinvigorated, he cruised Veterans, looking for just the right thing. And there it was. The Harley-Davidson he ordered would take about a month to come in, but it was more bike than any man could tame. He had managed to get rid of only about $48,000, which was a little disappointing, but he felt great.


  It was exhilarating, not so much spending the money, but suspending the moral judgment he had carried with him since his North Louisiana Sunday School teachers, not to mention his parents, got through with him. It had followed him through law school and was at the guilty heart of the majestic law he had bound himself to. Now, on a pretty day, it had lifted off his shoulders like a helium balloon lost at the fair. His judgment was out there somewhere, he was sure, circling around like an angry crow, but he felt as free as the last man on Earth. He leered at the Hooter Girls with their copious bosoms and cantilevered asses, breasts pointed eagerly outward like the outstretched arms of a revival preacher, welcoming, warming. They wanted him to think they liked him, and by God they were succeeding.


  Rolling toward home on the Interstate, Tubby dialed his ex-wife on the car phone.


  “Is that you, Tubby?”


  “Yeah, can’t you hear me?”


  “There’s a little static. Are you calling me from your damn car phone?”


  “Yeah. You called me?”


  “We need to talk, and not on the phone. Has Christine spoken to you about her trip to Europe?”


  “First I heard of it.”


  “What did you say? You’re breaking up.”


  “I just went under a bridge. I said, first I heard of it.”


  “It’s going to cost four thousand dollars, Tubby.”


  “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”


  “What, Tubby? Are you doing something to that phone deliberately?”


  Tubby was holding it out the window. He pulled his arm back in. “Mattie, I’ll drop by.”


  “Did you say you’re coming over?”


  “Yes.”


  “When?”


  “Right now.”


  “That’s a surprise.”


  He hung up. One of life’s unpleasantnesses was about to go away. Tubby hummed to the rock ’n’ roll oldies on the radio. As he exited on Carrollton he was singing and thumping the steering wheel in time to the music.


  He rang the doorbell of the house on State Street, the house he and Mattie had shared for seventeen years and in which he had not lived for four years. She kept it up nice, he thought, but it could use a coat of paint soon. There were rust spots on the gutters in front with delicate ferns peeking through them. They had not been there when he left, he was damn sure of that.


  She came to the door wearing baggy white shorts and a madras blouse, earrings, and a matching tennis ankle bracelet, so he knew she had dressed up a little for the occasion. Nothing surprising there. She would want him to know how well she was doing, physically and emotionally, to go along with how poorly she was doing financially.


  Mattie was a head shorter than he was and had red hair and a tiny colony of freckles under each of her blue eyes. She had a big mouth, both figuratively and literally, which could break into the kind of smile that would make a state trooper tear up a ticket. The smile was the thing that had drawn him in years ago. That and her gorgeous tits, to be honest about it. But it was her way of always staying a step ahead of him in a conversation that kept him around. She was getting a little plump, but all in all, with three kids, she was looking pretty good.


  The first thing that hit him whenever he saw her was how long they had been happily, he thought, married, and how short had been the period of dissatisfaction before the divorce. Yet the years of their marriage, and the birthing and raising of children, were such a blur in his memory, and it seemed there were only a few fragments he could bring back clearly. But the painful days blasted back into his consciousness whenever they felt like it, and there was no on-off switch for them. After Tubby moved out, Mattie had taken her trips and had her affair, at least one that Tubby knew about, under circumstances he had found embarrassing and hard to forgive. When it was clear that their temporary separation would be permanent, when they both settled into their new and private lifestyles, the trauma finally passed. Now they had healed their own wounds as best they could, but Tubby knew that his were still close to the surface, waiting around.


  “Hi, Mattie.” He pecked her on the cheek as she tilted toward him.


  “Come on back.” She led the way to the kitchen. It was done in white and black tiles, which he had paid for, and a tiled bar where they used to eat their family meals together.


  “Would you like a drink?” she asked.


  “Are you having one?”


  “Just a little glass of wine.”


  “If you’ve got some bourbon, I’ll have some with soda.”


  “You never were a soda drinker.”


  “Hey, I’m getting sophisticated.” Actually he was getting drunk.


  “Where are the girls?” he asked.


  “Christine is in Florida. Collette is going to a party and may sleep over at her friend’s tonight. Debbie is probably at her apartment, but she may drop in later.”


  She organized the drinks efficiently, placed his on the counter, and moved around to the other side to perch on a stool.


  “What’s this about Europe?” he asked.


  “Christine has a chance to go with her Newman class for a month to Paris, and then to Italy. Everybody attends language classes, and they take bicycle trips and, you know, travel around. It’s going to cost about four thousand dollars for her tickets and tuition and some spending money. They’ll be staying in youth hostels, but even so…”


  “Four grand,” he said as he sipped.


  “I spoke to Vinny about it, and he thinks it’s covered in the decree.” Vinny was her lawyer, and here was where Tubby was supposed to get nervous and angry. He was sure Vinny had told her no such thing, but this was the tip-off that the tough negotiating was about to begin.


  “I don’t think four thousand will be a problem, Mattie. Let’s take care of it now.” He pulled a long envelope out of the breast pocket of his jacket and counted out $4,000 in $100s onto the bar. He pushed it over to her. “I want her to have a good time.”


  Mattie did not speak right away, which gratified Tubby a lot. Plus, from her little half smile he could see she was really pleased. She liked to argue, especially about money, but she liked money more.


  “Why, Tubby, that’s so sweet. Where did it all come from?”


  “Lucky day at the track.”


  “I’m so surprised. I thought this was going to be one of those long-drawn-out fights.” She came around the bar and kissed him on the forehead. Tubby inhaled the familiar perfume she wore on her neck and shoulders, and couldn’t keep from beaming.


  “I also brought you a little extra,” he said. “I know I’ve been slow a couple of months.” He pinched a half inch of bills from the envelope and pressed them into her hand. Such joy from soft, green rag paper, smelling of fingers and printer’s ink and leather wallets, a richness like fresh turned soil. Mattie’s mouth formed a perfect O as she stared at the warm pile in her hand. She was moved, deeply.


  “Oh, Tubby, this is not necessary,” like he had given her a present on their first date.


  He gave her the old smile and wink.


  She bent over, and this time the kiss was on the lips. Tubby himself continued to float somewhere overhead, watching it all happen, from his golden balloon.


  “Here’s a little tip.” Gently he slipped a few bills past the open neck of her blouse and tucked them into her bra.


  Her face lit up, on fire. It was happy. She held his hand to her breast, then brought it inside, guiding his fingers to pull aside her blouse and pull down the bra covering her right breast till, pushed skyward by elastic, it pointed at his face.


  “Why don’t you kiss it, sweet little baby,” she said. She pressed herself into his mouth, and he obliged, tasting old flavors. Slowly, with his free hand, he folded another bill and slid it into the band of her shorts.


  The electricity was running full current. With her free hand she undid her eelskin belt and pulled down the zipper. He tucked more $100s into her sheer panties. She yanked his belt buckle loose, pulled her breast from his face, kissed him hard, then knelt on the tile floor. She unzipped his pants and worked him free. While she caressed him moistly, Tubby selected bills, one at a time, touched her delicately about the cheeks and neck with them and let them fall. They formed a ragged green carpet around his horny one-time wife. It really took so little to make everything good, really good.


  THIRTEEN


  Tubby left in the morning before she woke up. It was raining lightly outside, and the air was sweet. He expected Mattie would be embarrassed about what they had done. To a certain extent, he was, too. When it’s over, it’s supposed to be over. By pure luck, none of the girls had come home. The last thing they needed was some false hope that their parents were reconciling. It had taken them long enough to adapt to the breakup. He looked forward to taking a shower at his house and then going to work to find out what he had missed during his shopping spree yesterday. There were still living clients to care about, and Tubby’s guiding principle was never screw a client.


  He left the money in the trunk of his car, not being able to think of a better place for it. After packing the smaller presents he had bought into a sock drawer, he showered, then fixed himself a cup of coffee, sliced up two satsumas, and ate the fruit. He locked up and drove downtown. He was in traffic on Claiborne Avenue when his car phone beeped.


  “Mr. Dubonnet, this is Cherrylynn.” Her voice was almost hysterical. “Someone broke into the office last night.”


  “How do you know?”


  “It’s a mess. The files are everywhere. Your desk drawer was broken open. The safe is open. They went through my desk. And Mr. Turntide’s office is torn up, too.”


  “Are the police there?”


  “Not yet. But I called them. Mr. Turntide told me to. They should be here soon.”


  “Right. Some ace detectives, I’ll bet.”


  “Only in the movies. But really, Mr. Dubonnet, you had better come down here. It really is a wreck.”


  “I’m already headed that way.”


  The police had arrived when he got to the office. Or rather, a lone officer in uniform was shaking his head over the carnage. The place was pretty much as Cherrylynn had described it. Files were dumped everywhere—on the floor, on the desks, in the hall. Books had been pulled off their shelves. His globe had been overturned. He was sad to see that his leather chair had been ripped open and the stuffing was pulled out. Mattie had given him the chair for Christmas when he first started practicing law. It was accustomed to his backside now and fit him just right. Worst of all, one of the oil paintings on the wall, an abstract by the local artist Still, had been slashed. The artist was also his client, but Tubby had actually paid money for the painting because he admired it so much. He liked it when people studied it and was proud to say that he knew the painter. It was going to be expensive as hell to fix.


  Reggie and Cherrylynn went with the policeman into the relative normalcy of the kitchen to talk. Tubby followed after them.


  “I can’t believe what they did to your office, Tubby,” Reggie said. “What could they have been after?”


  Tubby shook his head.


  “They sure got your office a lot worse than mine.”


  “It’s just devastating,” moaned Cherrylynn.


  “Come look at mine,” Reggie said. They walked down the hall through the litter. The wreckage here was on a smaller scale.


  Reggie lowered his voice. “This is pretty intense, Tubby. What’s going on?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Are you working on anything that could, you know, lead to this?”


  “Not that I know of.”


  “You think it could be connected with Darryl Alvarez?”


  “How do you mean?”


  “I don’t know. You tell me. Drugs? Money? Did he leave anything with you?” Reggie’s eyebrows twitched.


  “No.” Being partners didn’t mean you had to tell each other everything.


  “All of my clients are regular businessmen, Tubby.”


  Sure, thought Tubby. “Does that make them sweethearts?” he asked.


  Reggie blinked rapidly, maybe thinking. “It’s not really their style,” he said. “Plus, whoever heard of busting up a lawyer’s office just because you’re mad at him? This doesn’t look like vandalism to me. You better go over your client list, Tubby.”


  “You can bet I’ll give it some thought.” Tubby meant that. “Guess we better call the insurance company.”


  Cherrylynn came and got them. The policeman wanted an inventory. She also told Tubby that Clifford Banks was on the phone. Banks was the chairman of the Louisiana Bond Counsel Association. He represented municipalities and parish governments wishing to sell tax-free securities. He was known throughout the state. He never called Tubby Dubonnet, and Tubby tried to steer clear of guys like Clifford Banks.


  “I’ll tell him you’ll call him later.”


  “Right. No. I’ll take it at my desk.”


  He had to look for the phone. It was on the floor, underneath a pile of paper, but it was still plugged in. Cherrylynn had been picking up and reshelving books, but she stepped outside to give him some privacy.


  “Hello, Mr. Dubonnet?” It was a quiet, assured voice. A flat, slightly nasal accent. A Republican Garden District voice.


  “Yes.”


  “I’m sorry to call you out of the blue like this. It’s been quite some time since we were introduced at the Federal Bar Association dinner.” Tubby had only the faintest recollection of attending any such dinner. He thought it might have been two or three years ago. He did not recall that Clifford Banks had been in attendance, though you shook so many hands at those affairs that anything was possible.


  “I didn’t think you’d remember that,” Tubby said lamely.


  “Of course I do. Listen, I’ll tell you why I called. I have a client who is interested in the death of Darryl Alvarez.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “He is a potential heir to Mr. Alvarez’s estate, and he is trying to learn more about the circumstances of his death, and what the assets of the estate are, things of that nature.”


  “I wouldn’t know about either, Clifford,” Tubby said, but he was thinking that the other shoe was finally beginning to drop. “I was just representing him on a criminal matter. I don’t even know if he left a will. Who is your client?”


  “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say. I know a statement like that always raises more questions than anything else, and I assure you there is nothing to hide here, but I have to respect my client’s wishes.”


  “I don’t see how I can help you.”


  “You may be able to help me more than you think. I wonder if I might meet with you, this afternoon if possible, and perhaps I can explain a little more fully what I’m trying to find out. Could I drop by your office?”


  “No, I’m sorry, but my office is being remodeled right now.” Tubby righted a trashcan with his foot and tried to collect the wadded-up things that had spilled from it.


  “Then perhaps you could drop by mine,” Banks said. “Or, better still, why not let me buy you a drink after work. We could meet in the bar at the Fairmont.”


  Tubby had no desire to meet with him anytime, but he said, “Okay, what time?”


  “Whatever suits you. How about six o’clock?”


  “All right, I’ll see you there.”


  Tubby hung up and looked around his office. The cabinet safe wasn’t bank-vault quality, but someone had to know what they were doing to get it open. He had no doubt that the safe was the target. The burglar or burglars had probably cut up the oil painting and his chair just out of meanness. He walked outside and found the policeman sitting at Cherrylynn’s reception desk, writing up his report. He was tall and good-looking and very young. Cherrylynn was fawning over him. Tubby saw that the policeman had a cup of coffee, which his secretary must have fixed. The cop’s radio was on, bleating announcements of car accidents interspersed with static.


  “Do you know what you are missing, Mr. Dubonnet?”


  “Not yet.” Tubby gestured at the wreckage.


  “Do you have any idea who might have done this?”


  “Not a clue. Probably some doper.”


  “They would have taken your typewriters, and your curtains and your paper clips. Angry client?”


  “I don’t think I’ve made any that angry. Why don’t you take some fingerprints or something?”


  “I don’t know what we’d print. A lot of people probably come in here. To be honest, we can’t get the fingerprint teams out on anything but homicides or rapes. It’s a question of resources.”


  “How do you ever catch anybody?”


  “Well, you know, somebody turns them in, or, if something was stolen, it usually turns up. Also people confess. You’re not sure that anything was stolen?”


  “I’ll know better when I clean up the mess. But really there’s not much here to steal except the copier and the word processor, and they’re still here.”


  The cop looked around as if to confirm that, nodded his head, and went back to writing.


  “You find something gone, you call me,” he said. “And if you need a report for your insurance company, here’s the incident number.” He tore off a slip of paper from his notebook and gave it to Tubby.


  “And you call me if you learn anything or get a line on who might have done this.”


  Wasn’t that supposed to be the other way around? Tubby asked himself.


  “I will, Officer.” He bent over to read the man’s badge. Tucker. “I hear anything I’ll call you.”


  “Okay, and thanks. See you later, ma’am,” he said to Cherrylynn.


  “Such a nice fellow,” she said when he was out the door.


  “Very easygoing,” said Tubby. “Look, can you clean up this mess? I mean put the files in order. Call Maintenance and they can haul out the trash. I’ve got to get to court.” He couldn’t stand being there any longer, for some reason, and he needed to see Judge Hughes.


  FOURTEEN


  Monique went into mourning after Darryl got killed, but she managed to get the saloon back in operation. There was nothing official about it, but she had the keys and knew the combination to the safe, which nobody else did, so they all deferred to her. One night her apartment was ransacked while she was working, but she didn’t report it. She just cleaned up the mess and went on. At least they didn’t steal her bike. A man called her on the phone right after the shooting. She thought she recognized the voice as the guy on the balcony, the one with Casey who ordered a Wild Turkey.


  “Where’s the goddamn money?” was all he wanted to know.


  She screamed incoherently into the phone long after he hung up. She did not have the fucking money, and did not know what Darryl had done with the fucking money, and did not care about the fucking money.


  She began spending most of her time at the club. Except for Ali, the bouncer where she used to work in the French Quarter, she really didn’t have any other friends or much else to do. Even during her off hours she was usually upstairs in the office, exploring Darryl’s life. She studied the ledgers and some spiral notebooks she discovered in the safe, and got a pretty good idea about the nuts and bolts of the operation—what went into the bank and what went into the cash box. She left the bag of pot and the ornate silver cocaine server where she found them in Darryl’s desk. For some reason she wasn’t much interested in dope anymore, but she still would take a drink. The employees got paid, so they were no problem. Her first challenge came from the whiskey wholesaler who showed up with his truck on Thursday morning, his usual time, and who said he wanted to deal “with the boss, now that Mr. Alvarez ain’t here no more.”


  “I guess that’s me,” Monique told him.


  “Who’s going to be taking care of my bills?” he asked.


  “I will. You’ll get paid just like always. Just send me the invoice.”


  “Invoice, shit. Who’s in charge here?” he demanded. “Where’s the man?”


  That made her mad. “I’m the one in charge,” she said. “Now let’s get those bottles unloaded.”


  The man got back in his truck and slammed the door. He started the motor. Then he rolled down the window and said, grinding his gears, “If you’re in charge, you’ve got a lot to learn.”


  “Wait,” Monique cried. She hopped up on the running board and got her face up to a level with his. It wasn’t a pretty sight. She ripped the window frame with both hands, not planning to let him get away without her. “We need that stock. You can’t just drive away.”


  “Like hell I can’t,” he said. “Let go of my truck.”


  “Tell me what the problem is. I don’t understand.”


  He stared at her. “You got to know the deal. You can’t run no bar if you don’t know the deal.”


  “Okay, so explain it to me. What’s the deal?”


  The deal turned out to be very elaborate. Darryl paid the full inflated amount of each invoice by check. The liquor company paid a salary to Jimmy, the Champs bartender. Jimmy kicked back the money to Darryl, in cash. Darryl turned over part of the cash to the boss of the liquor company and kept part for himself. The way it worked out, the wholesaler’s costs were covered, the bar got liquor, everybody’s books balanced, and both bosses pocketed a little cash. And the driver usually delivered an extra case not shown on the invoice. And he deducted two bottles for his trouble.


  “And you give me a gift certificate for a fifty-dollar dinner for my mom and papa’s anniversary every year,” he told her.


  Maybe he made that last one up. Monique would never know.


  “Sounds fine to me,” she said and stuck out her hand. The driver smiled and took it. “How about unloading my whiskey?” she asked.


  “Yes, ma’am. What you need extra today? I got Puerto Rican rum or Taaka vodka.”


  She asked Jimmy about the setup later. “Sure, that’s the way it works,” he said. “I thought you knew about it.”


  “I didn’t know all the details,” she told him.


  “And when I cash the check, I take twenty dollars out as a tip.” His expression radiated sincerity.


  “I may let you up it to forty dollars,” she said. “Are there any other deals you want to fill me in on?”


  And so it went with the purveyors of food, napkins, toilet paper, toothpicks, and peppermints. Monique started to master the finer parts of running a business for the enjoyment of the public.


  She took to sleeping in the office, or on the couch in the lounge. Sometimes Jimmy would lock up while she slept, and she would come awake before dawn, the club strangely empty and silent, wondering where she was. Then she would hear the lake sounds normally muffled by the noises of the crowd—the waves lapping at the rocks, the cool wind from the north, the chimes of rigging ringing against the aluminum masts of the sailboats—and she would remember.


  Then she would go downstairs and walk around in the dark and stand on the spot on the floor where Darryl had bled to death. And she would take a tall glass from the wooden rack inside the bar and fill it half full of vodka and the rest of the way full with cranberry and orange juice mixed, and she would sit on one of the stools and smoke cigarettes by herself, waiting for the sun to come up so that she could know where the water ended and the land began.


  She was waiting like that, sitting behind the bar in the dark and staring over the stacked chairs at a blank picture window just starting to shift from ebony to charcoal gray, when she heard a scratching noise from the direction of the front door. At first she thought it might be a rat. There were a few about, a fact she had learned since she had started sleeping over. She had made the help set out extra traps. But it wasn’t a rat, she realized when she heard the front door swing open with a creak and felt a little gust of fresh air pass around the bar. A napkin in the clear plastic box beside her blew onto the floor.


  She concentrated on the space where the front hallway met the barroom. Her eyes were used to the night, and she watched alertly for movement and shadows. In a few seconds she saw the figure of a man framed by the entranceway. He moved silently in her direction, pausing with each step to listen. Monique reached for the gun under the register. She got it in her left hand and transferred it to her right without leaving the stool. The man must have sensed the movement because he crouched.


  “Who’s there?” he said in a low voice, like he wasn’t totally sure that anyone was there. She recognized the voice as Casey’s.


  “Me,” she said, and with both hands folded around the pearly grips, she focused what she had at his shadow and started shooting.


  “Shit!” Casey yelled and tumbled onto the floor. A table loaded with chairs turned over with a crash. Casey fired a weapon – she saw the flash but had no thought about where the bullet went – then, with a leap, he smashed through the window she had been looking through and rolled outside. She heard his footsteps running away on the dock.


  Monique stood frozen, both arms expended, pointing her pistol at the broken window, for a minute or more, and then she sat down on the floor.


  “Where’s the damn police?” she sobbed. Not even a dog barked. None lived by the lake. Just the rigging banging on the masts.


  “Where are the sirens?” she cried.


  She got up and walked around the room, stepping around tables and looking into corners. She stuck her head through the jagged hole in the window and looked at the trees blowing outside. A breeze picked up a Popeye’s bag and blew it down the street. She rubbed her hands over the pistol. She smelled its barrel. Somewhere there was a rat in here. At least she could blow that away. An orange streak split the sky.


  The sun came up. Monique sat outside on the dock, watching seagulls dive for their breakfast of minnows at the mouth of the harbor. She was in the company of a bottle of vodka and a row of orange juice cans. The Beretta 9 was on the plank beside her, glistening with dew. She hadn’t thought about it for a while, and didn’t know if it still held any bullets. Some early morning fishermen set up their gear on the rocks across the channel. One waved at her, and in a minute she waved back.


  She got on her feet, not smoothly, stretched, and went back inside to use the phone. It rang a long time before she heard her mama say hello.


  “Hello, Mama.”


  “Who is this? Monique?”


  “Yes, Mama.”


  “What are you calling so early for?”


  “I just got up early this morning. I thought you’d be awake by now. Is Lisa all right?”


  “Of course she’s all right. What makes you think she wouldn’t be all right? Where are you?”


  “I’m in New Orleans, Mama. I just wanted to hear your voice and talk to Lisa.”


  “You sound real funny, Monique, like you’re in a dream. Have you been drinking?”


  “No, Mama. I just had a real bad night. Is Lisa there?”


  “She’s here and in bed and that’s where I’m going to leave her. It’s too early in the morning to be making a phone call and waking people up.”


  “I know she’d like to talk to me.”


  “No, she wouldn’t. It would just trouble her right now. And you’ve been enough trouble to her already. I’m going to leave her asleep.”


  “Please, Mama.”


  “Monique, quit saying please this and please that. You get yourself back together first, and then we’ll talk about it.”


  Monique couldn’t think of anything else to say.


  “Okay, Mama. Well, then I guess I’ll let you go. You’ll tell her I called, won’t you?”


  “Yes, but I won’t tell her how you sounded.”


  “Goodbye, Mama.”


  “Goodbye.”


  FIFTEEN


  Tubby, whatsa big deal, huh? You just droppin’ in or what?” Judge Hughes gave Tubby’s hand a mighty shake.


  “I was just in the neighborhood, Al, and I thought I’d see if you were real busy.”


  “Gawd, yes. It’s always real busy. You see all those guys out there? That’s two pretrials and a temporary restraining order. Then I got a trial resuming at two o’clock.”


  Judge Hughes always smiled when he talked, so he looked kind of like a brown cherub because he was bald and had a round, plump face, big inquisitive eyes, and curly ears. Being a judge, you would think he had heard everything, but he always looked like he was curious about what you were going to say. He was invariably friendly and courteous to lawyers, though slow as molasses to render a judgment and sometimes hard to get on the bench. He much preferred meeting in chambers with just the lawyers around, to get it all arranged peacefully. He was probably Tubby’s oldest friend in the city.


  They had studied together in law school. The bond was firmed up when they had both clerked at the district attorney’s office and realized that they both regarded their boss, a flamboyant DA who always found fiction more persuasive than fact, ridiculous, not to say dangerous. Hughes was one of the first blacks to make a serious run for Civil District Court, and Tubby had walked him around to meet a lot of the white lawyers in town.


  “I can get out of your hair,” Tubby said.


  “No, let them suffer. I need a breather. That’s why I told Mrs. Carlozzi to bring you on in. So what’s new?”


  “I got a little problem.”


  “What kind of problem? How can I help you?”


  “It’s an ethical problem. It seems I’ve got something I don’t own, and I’m not sure who it belongs to.”


  The judge leaned back in his chair. “So what is it?” he asked.


  “You don’t want to know. Well, maybe later, but not now.


  “So you keep it, what’s the problem? After a while it’s yours by acquisitive prescription.”


  “There may not be a problem. I don’t think anybody has a legitimate claim to it, at least not better than my claim. The police might like to know about it. I don’t know for sure.”


  “You mean it’s involved in a crime?”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised, but I don’t know that.”


  “Are the police looking for it?”


  “Not so far as I know, and I doubt it.”


  “They haven’t asked you for it.”


  “Certainly not.”


  “So what’s the big deal? If the police want something, they’re not shy, they’ll ask for it. If they don’t ask, fuck them.”


  “That’s about where I’m coming out.”


  “If nobody’s asking for it, and you don’t know who it belongs to, keep it.”


  “Okay.”


  “Hypothetically speaking, of course.” The judge grinned.


  “Right. I realize you don’t have all the facts.”


  “Just declare it on your income tax so you don’t get Uncle on your tail.”


  “Hmmm.”


  “So what else you got?”


  “I got this urge to proposition my daughter’s sixteen year-old girlfriend. Is that all right? No, just kidding. I think that’s about it. I’ll be going.”


  “I saw Mattie at the Gibsons’ party,” the judge said. “She looked good. Divorcing you seems to have agreed with her.”


  “Yeah. I saw her this week. She is looking good.”


  “Let’s have lunch one day.”


  “Okay, Al, maybe Friday. I’ll be kind of busy until then.”


  “Call me Friday morning.”


  “You got it.”


  Tubby rose from his chair and started out, but Judge Hughes held up a hand to stop him.


  “Do you know what I tell judges from all over the country when I go to the Bar Association meetings and all those judicial conferences?”


  “No, what?” Tubby asked.


  “I tell them to come to New Orleans to see the prettiest girls in the world; do you agree?”


  “Sure,” Tubby said.


  “Well,” said the judge, getting up and stretching. He came around his desk to face Tubby. “You may or may not actually agree, but if you count the Vietnamese girls and the brown girls and the white girls and the black girls, you know I’m right. Just look around you. And what makes them so pretty is that they smile. I don’t know if it’s what we put in the water or what. In New Orleans, the girls smile. That’s why they’re so beautiful.” He squeezed Tubby’s arm. “You’ve got to keep smiling, Tubby. That’s my moral. And on your way out would you ask Mrs. Carlozzi to send in the TRO?”


  “Sure, see you, Al.”


  * * *


  Tubby made it to the Central Grocery before it closed, double-parked, and picked up a can of olive oil and a large sack of pistachios. The olive oil was for cooking and the pistachio nuts were for writing briefs. Since he’d started doing all of his own shopping and cooking, he ate much better things.


  After he got his groceries, he drove around the French Quarter to the old D. H. Holmes department store parking garage on Iberville Street. You parked your own car and took the keys with you. With almost a million dollars in the trunk, he was not about to turn the wheel over to some kid. Also it was rush hour, and he didn’t want to get tied up in business-district traffic driving across Canal to the Fairmont parking lot. It was just a short walk to the hotel.


  The Fairmont’s narrow lobby ran the length of the block. Since they tore down the St. Charles, this was really the only one of the grand hotels left. Carnival’s first royalty held court here, though they called it the Grunewald then, and Huey Long plotted upstairs to beat the New Orleans machine. The scheme for his famous “Round Robin,” which scuttled his impeachment, was hatched upstairs, so they said, and in a nearby room his assassins may have met secretly to plan his death.


  It was orderly and sedate, a nice contrast to his office, which he had spent the afternoon helping to reorganize. Nothing had turned up missing. That was probably because what the burglars were looking for was in the trunk of his car.


  Sazerac’s was the bar off the lobby. Tubby usually avoided it because it was likely to be full of conventioneers, but tonight, except for a couple of cigar chompers and the bartender, the place was dead.


  He recognized Clifford Banks sitting at a round table in a dim corner beneath an orange mural, painted by a WPA artist, of vegetable and fruit vendors in the French Market. Banks was smoking a cigarette, but he stubbed it out as soon as Tubby entered the room. He placed the ashtray surreptitiously on the adjoining table like he was ashamed of it. When he stood up to shake hands, Tubby had to acknowledge that he had a commanding presence. With streaks of silver at his temples, and his wide, clear blue eyes, he was a distinguished figure.


  “Hello, Tubby,” he said. His voice was generous and friendly. “Thank you for joining me.”


  “My pleasure, Clifford.” Tubby fitted himself into one of the soft black leather chairs. They contrasted with the rug, the curtains, and the base of the bar, which were red, like dark blood. A waiter appeared. Banks ordered a martini, straight up, please, dry with an olive. Tubby said he would have the same. A speaker hidden somewhere emitted Stravinsky. Or maybe it was drifting in from the symphony playing at the Orpheum across the street.


  “I don’t think I’ve seen you since the Bar dinner a year or so ago,” Banks said. “But I’ve heard you have been doing very well.”


  “I’ve been staying busy.” The waiter brought mixed nuts.


  “That’s certainly better than the alternative.” Banks chuckled. Tubby smiled. They smiled at each other.


  The drinks came. Banks fiddled with his red plastic swizzle stick. It was imprinted with the Fairmont Hotel crest and would have been something to grab for if it was tossed from a float at Mardi Gras.


  “Tubby, you may be able to help me,” he began. Tubby didn’t say anything but raised his eyebrows and tried to look cooperative. It was an effort to avoid staring at Clifford’s tie, a collage of purple plums on a cloudy pink sky.


  “I’ve got a client who is interested in certain assets of Darryl Alvarez. Would you have any idea what I’m talking about?”


  “Why don’t you tell me,” he said.


  Banks seemed to ponder this and took a moment to respond. He tried again.


  “I believe it’s cash, Tubby, a sizeable amount of cash.”


  “Where did you get the idea that Alvarez had a sizeable amount of cash?” Tubby asked.


  Banks nodded. “It could have been in a blue gym bag, Tubby. Alvarez didn’t give you anything like that, did he?”


  “Whose money was it?”


  “My client’s. And he is very anxious to have it back.”


  “Why doesn’t he go to the police?”


  “He would prefer to leave it a private matter.”


  “What does that have to do with me?”


  “I hoped, Tubby, that you would help us find it, and give it back.”


  “Why in hell should I do that?”


  “Because in fairness, and as compensation for your efforts, you would be entitled to be rewarded for your time, and because you could help us to avoid an unpleasant situation.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “I suppose I mean the unpleasantness of my client not getting his money.”


  “I don’t see how I can help you unless you tell me whom you represent or who claims the cash.”


  Banks again paused before he spoke. He consulted his cocktail napkin and mopped up a ring on the table. “Tubby, give it back,” he whispered. His eyes came up and latched on to Tubby’s.


  “I don’t think I want to continue this conversation. I’ll be leaving now.” Tubby got up, nodded to Banks, and walked out.


  “Sorry we couldn’t do business,” Banks said to his back.


  Tubby did not see it, but Banks lit another cigarette as soon as Tubby was gone. He asked the bartender for a telephone.


  Tubby walked back across Canal Street to the garage, glad to be outside. Iberville was not a busy street at night. In fact, it was downright deserted. He had to take a tiny elevator to “green,” where his car was parked. As he got on, a tall guy in a T-shirt, shorts, and running shoes glided in with him. Tubby pressed the number of his floor and glanced at his fellow passenger. The man gave him a distant smile. He had a long scar on his cheek, which he probably thought was sexy, and a lot of muscles.


  The elevator stopped on the third floor, and when Tubby stepped out the man came with him. Tubby did not like that, so he stopped to fish around in his pocket for his parking ticket. The man also stopped and looked at Tubby serenely.


  “What do you want?” Tubby asked, having a hard time controlling his breathing.


  “Let’s get in your car, Mr. Dubonnet. Then you do what I say.” The guy’s voice was not unfriendly. He was at least a head taller than Tubby was.


  “I don’t think so,” Tubby said, not very loudly.


  The man with the scar reached behind him and pulled out a small handgun that must have been holstered somewhere in the band of his running shorts, and he held it out for Tubby to see. Tubby was reminded of a policeman showing a badge. The man was simply providing the explanation for why Tubby should do what he was told. The gun was very small, but Tubby knew it could cause pain. He was no longer into guns. He had seen a lot of their victims. Before he could react, the man with the scar suddenly grabbed Tubby’s left ear and twisted it violently, bringing him to his knees.


  “Let’s go, little man,” he hissed, and started pulling Tubby with him.


  Just then the elevator door behind them whooshed open, and a Hispanic couple stepped off. Tubby’s ear was released in an instant, and the man palmed the gun.


  “Excuse us,” said the woman, a short, dark-haired figure with deep-set eyes. She was plainly irritated that her way was blocked by two men possibly fornicating.


  Tubby started running. Faded arrows painted on the concrete showed the ramp down, and down he went. He looked over his shoulder to see three surprised faces, then saw the guy with the gun start running after him. Tubby was pumping hard, trying to keep his footing on the greasy driveway, coated with years of car exhaust and oil pan drippings. His hard-soled shoes kept sliding, and he had to push off the wall to avoid sprawling headfirst onto the cement. He heard sneakers behind him when he ran past the ticket booth and hit the street. He cut left, toward Bourbon, where there were tourists and lights. Behind him he heard a commotion when the man following him got tangled up with an old derelict who was weaving down the block. Then the sneakers pounded after him again.


  On Bourbon Street the revelry was in high gear, and he ran straight into the crush. It carried him along toward the music. He was in a current of tourists and partygoers waving cups of beer and Hurricanes, small-towners pointing out freaks and laughing.


  Tubby went with the flow, but tried to go a little faster than the rest of the crowd. He needed to catch his breath, and he was trying to find a cop. Once he looked back and he saw the face of the muscle man. It was no more than twenty-five feet away, grimly keeping pace.


  The middle of the street was blocked by a ring of partyers watching some black kids tap-dance with bottle caps nailed to their shoes, the sights of a primitive city. They kept time to the Dukes of Dixieland blasting away inside. Tubby pushed around them, feeling rather than seeing his pursuer. And then he picked out a policeman, a cop on a horse outside of a loud rock ’n’ roll club, talking to a few out-of-towners and posing for photographs. Tubby rushed up and patted the policeman’s patent-leather riding boots, trying to get the cop’s attention.


  “Officer.” He really had to squeeze the boot to get the man to look down. He gave Tubby an angry glare.


  “Officer, there’s a man following me. He’s got a gun.”


  The cop leaned over to get a better look at Tubby. “Where is he?” he asked.


  Tubby pointed back in the direction he had come, but the guy had faded away.


  “He was right there.”


  “Do you know who it was?”


  “No.”


  “What did he look like?”


  “White male, real tall, over six feet, wearing jogging shorts and a T-shirt.” Tubby and the policeman scanned the crowd. A lot of the people on the street looked sort of like that.


  The policeman pulled his walkie-talkie off his belt and relayed the information to someone unseen.


  “We’ll look for him,” he said to Tubby.


  “Thank you, Officer,” Tubby said. Then he hung around, not sure what he was supposed to do next. The policeman stood up in his stirrups and looked around a little bit more. Then a pretty girl asked him where Pat O’Brien’s was, and then begged him to let her take his picture with her girlfriend holding the bridle. Tubby began feeling a little dumb just being there. People kept bumping into him. There wasn’t anyplace to sit.


  Maybe he could find a cab across the street from Antoine’s, he thought. Carefully looking around, he stepped back into the tourist flow. There was a row of cabs on St. Louis, down the block from the famous restaurant. Their drivers were sitting under a tall magnolia, drinking from plastic cups and playing dominoes. Tubby moved into the light with them, under a street lamp swarming with moths and lovebugs.


  “Uptown?” he asked, addressing the lounging drivers in general.


  “Taxi, here, sir.” A big fellow slid off the wall. “Finish for me, Ice Man,” he said to a skinny guy seated cross-legged on the grass, who took his place at the game. The driver opened the door of an old Cadillac painted white. Tubby got into the backseat quickly.


  “I’m going, too.” The man with the scar pushed in behind Tubby. Tubby kept on going, pulling the far door latch and popping out the other side of the cab.


  “Shit. Hey, what?” the cabdriver cried.


  Tubby was running again, but on dark streets now, nearing Jackson Square. He rounded a corner into an alleyway beside the dark cathedral, looking wildly for a weapon or someplace to hide. Some loose bricks were piled against the granite wall of the church, which a wino had probably used for a seat. Tubby picked one up and pressed himself against the wall. When the scarred man ran around the corner, Tubby hit him with it full in the face. He felt something squash, and blood sprayed out like beer foam. The man went down on his back, and Tubby kicked him in the groin. The man tried to curl up, but he was passing out. Tubby kicked him again, then stomped again and again on his head. Finally he got control of himself. The man’s face looked like a spit-out wad of chewing tobacco. He no longer had a scar, and he wasn’t moving. A hundred feet away, at the far end of the dark alleyway, silhouetted against the lights of Jackson Square, a well-dressed couple were frozen in place, trying to understand what they were looking at. The pigeons in the church eaves above fluttered and cooed. Tubby began to run again, away from the Square. “Get off the street, get where it’s air-conditioned, get a drink.” In that order, Tubby commanded himself.


  He stumbled into the back entrance of the Royal Orleans and leaned against the mirrored wall to catch his breath. Nobody was around. He studied his own face and tried to compose it into something he recognized. Thanking God for his Visa Gold Card, he limped upstairs to the front desk.


  He was shown to a room near the top. Room service brought him a pitcher of martinis. From his window he had a sweeping view of the lights of the Quarter and the black void that was Lake Pontchartrain beyond that. He left the curtain wide open because he needed the feel of space. He was not afraid so high up. After a while the alcohol began to take effect. Such an experience makes drinking respectable, he was sure. This was a lot deeper than he had planned to go. Life was a very nice thing to have, and money could not replace it. He had bought his little trinkets and taken care of a few pressing domestic details. Time to get off this train. Tubby fell asleep in his chair, his feet on the bed. He jerked and his glass fell to the rug, ice and whiskey melting into the carpet. An olive rolled under the window curtain, where it waited to surprise the next guest.


  He dreamed that his friends were with him. Jason Boaz, the inventor, was there. So was E. J. Chaisson. So was Reggie Turntide. They were playing soldier in the rice fields around Bunkie, but it wasn’t a game after all because the guns were real. They were on their stomachs, taking cover behind a low dirt levee pushed up by a grader to hold water in the fields. The water was rising, and already it was covering the green shoots of the young plants and soaking into their boots. His partner, Reggie, was crawling through the mud, his arms wrapped around the gym bag. They were receiving mortar fire but could not tell where it came from. Enemies were crawling through the rice like alligators. The ground was exploding and dirt was showering down, covering them. Jason rigged up an irrigation pump to a fat fire hose. E.J. opened a bottle of wine and poured it, red and thick, into a cracked glass. He handed it around like a communion cup.


  “Here’s to filthy lucre,” he said, and they drank.


  It was good to be among friends. Jason rose up, exposing himself to fire, and sprayed the enemy with clouds of flame erupting from his hose. But the wind blew it back on them. Everything, the rice fields, all his friends, were burning up. He had to get them out of there alive, or else he’d be all alone.


  SIXTEEN


  Tubby woke up alone, uncomfortable and chilly in an armchair in a strange room. He checked out, a wrinkled, unshaven version of the guest who had arrived, and got a sniff from the desk clerk. Tubby was feeling groggy and painfully stiff, and he paid no attention. He took a taxi back to the Holmes garage and asked the driver to take him all the way to his car. The man obliged and got a little something extra for his trouble. He watched until Tubby got his car started, then followed him out. Nothing bad happened.


  Tubby waved the taxi away and drove home. Everything looked normal from the outside. The morning paper was on the steps. Tubby picked it up and went inside. Nothing seemed to be out of place. He showered and shaved, took some Tylenol, and wandered around the house with a towel wrapped around his waist. The housekeeper wasn’t due until around eleven o’clock, and he would be dressed by then. He poured some tomato juice and swallowed his vitamins.


  He thumbed through the white pages, then used the wall phone in the kitchen to place a call.


  “Hello. This is Tubby Dubonnet. Is Clifford Banks in, please?”


  The secretary doubted it, but she was wrong.


  “Why, hello, Tubby. How are you?” He seemed genuinely concerned.


  “I’ll survive. I’ve located the asset you were looking for.”


  “That’s wonderful. I was afraid I wouldn’t hear from you.”


  “Yeah, and I’d like to turn it over to its rightful owner. Is that you?”


  “Absolutely not. I just represent the owner.”


  “I’ll bring it to you, then. I have to be in court for a couple of hours, then I’ll come to your office.”


  “No, that’s not a good idea. I think my client will have to handle that directly.”


  “Okay, where can I meet him?”


  “Let me call you back on that, Tubby.”


  “Let’s make it soon.”


  “Time is always of the essence, isn’t it?”


  Tubby hung up. He stared into his tomato juice for a moment, considered fortifying it with vodka, but he did not. He had to see a judge, and one of his little rules was always do that sober.


  Eddie Rodrigue and George Guyoz were killing time in the narrow hallway leading to Judge Maselli’s chambers. Between them and the door was the judge’s secretary, an ancient gray-haired lady with the eye and carriage of a vulture, generally regarded by lawyers of all sexes as one of the biggest bitches in the courthouse. Behind her back you could refer to her as “The Bitch” and everybody knew who you were talking about, but to her face you called her Mrs. Maselli, since she was the judge’s mother.


  “Tubby, howya doin’?” asked Rodrigue in a syrupy singsong that was his trademark. He was a soprano on the “Howya” and a baritone on the “doin’.” Eddie was a state representative from Westwego, and one of the friendliest men in New Orleans. He had a lot of silver hair, which he wore combed up bouffant-style like Liberace. His role in the Sandy Shandell lawsuit was zero. He represented Dr. Feingold’s excess insurer, the insurance company that would have to pay off any claims over $10,000,000. There was no way that Sandy was ever going to win that much, but Tubby had sued all of Dr. Feingold’s insurance companies on the theory that the more bags of money you got together, the more chances that one of them would spring a leak. It meant that Eddie was getting paid to come to court and shake hands, which suited him fine.


  Guyoz, by contrast, represented Feingold’s primary liability insurer, and his company would have to ante up whatever the jury awarded, minus the doctor’s deductible, of course. Guyoz always looked like there was something sour in his mouth. He had a neat toothbrush mustache, and reminded Tubby of Adolf Hitler. He did not seem to have much sense of humor, and none at all about this lawsuit, which did have comic possibilities.


  “All right, Eddie. How you been?”


  “Very fine, Tubby. Everything is just fine. Business is good.”


  Tubby said hello to Guyoz, and got a nod and a throat-clearing in reply.


  “Where’s the judge?” he asked Eddie.


  “He’s on the bench, but he keeps slipping back to his office. There’s some unfair trade practices trial going on, and Mrs. Maselli here,” Eddie smiled at Mrs. Maselli, “just told me they are reading forty-seven depositions to the jury. Can you believe that? Forty-seven depositions.”


  “You’re kidding me.” Tubby cracked open the side door to the courtroom and, sure enough, a lawyer at a podium was slowly reading questions from a transcript to another lawyer playing the role of the witness, who tonelessly read the answers from the same script to twelve jurors in various stages of catatonia. The judge had his face covered by his hands like he was weeping at a funeral. Boredom had driven off any spectators, but there were at least ten attorneys at the counsel table, staring off into space. One was surreptitiously reading a magazine folded on his knees.


  Tubby shut the door. “How long has this been going on?” he asked.


  “Mrs. Maselli says for two days, and one more day to go.”


  “How do you suppose they stay awake?”


  “They don’t. Hey, did you ever hear this story? Did you ever know Vick Borzey? He was Judge Christmas’s clerk for maybe twenty years. I think he’s retired now. Anyway, the judge is on the bench, and Fred Boudreau, or one of the lawyers with him, is examining this witness. It’s a maritime case. It’s dragging on, and they’ve just had their lunch break. Everybody’s sleepy, and Vick, you know, nods out. Boudreau asks the witness a question, and the other side’s lawyer cries out ‘Objection.’ Vick, the clerk, jerks his head up and yells, ‘Overruled.’ Judge Christmas holds up his hand and gets everybody up to the bench. ‘Victor,’ he says, ‘that ain’t your job. I’m the one who gets to rule on the objections.’” Eddie let out a whinny.


  “That’s funny,” Tubby said. “No, I never heard about that. Vick must have been dreaming he was the judge.”


  “Don’t we all, Tubby?”


  “Not me. I couldn’t stand the tedium.”


  “Sugar!” The judge’s voice boomed from his office. The Bitch jumped up—spry for a lady of advanced years—and pranced past the lawyers with her habitual triumphant sneer, like she had just beaten everybody in the room in some contest.


  “Yes, Judge,” she said when she disappeared inside. A moment later she stuck her head back out and asked whether everyone was present for the Sandy Shandell pretrial. Eddie said they were all here, and she told them to come on back into chambers.


  Judge Maselli was no intellectual wiz, nor was he especially hardworking. His day began late and ended early. Real court was held at the restaurant at the Warwick Hotel down the street, where he ate breakfast and lunch and enjoyed the afternoon happy hour, often in the company of lawyers who had cases on his docket. He held conferences in his chambers as rarely as possible because his mother was there. He genuinely appreciated her ability to manage that aspect of his life, but preferred to be elsewhere while she did it. Still, local rules of court adopted by his fellow judges required assembling lawyers shortly before trial to hash out details and arguments and, most importantly, to try to compel a settlement that would avoid trial. Already it took three or more years to get a jury trial. Without settlements it would take twenty.


  Maselli was scowling at the pretrial memoranda he was reading when the lawyers filed in and said, “Good morning, Your Honor.” They took seats in front of his massive desk like pupils at the feet of some great sage. The judge was in a foul mood because he had to be near the courtroom, if not physically in it, for at least four or five hours each day, trapped by impossible litigants presenting the thoroughly uninteresting testimony of accountants and engineers who were accused of cornering the market on some arcane piece of oil-field equipment the judge did not understand. The parties had rejected his settlement advice, and he was angry about that, especially with a defendant insurance company that had refused to pony up a million or two at his suggestion. There was only so much he could do to punish this defendant, since this was a jury trial, but he was getting in his jabs from the bench every chance he got.


  Now here was—guess what—another recalcitrant insurance company creating another mess that was headed for trial in two weeks. The judge ignored those seated before him for a minute, then he raised his eyes.


  “What can I do for you today, gentlemen?”


  Protocol dictated that the plaintiff talk first, so Tubby began.


  “You’ll remember this one right away, Judge. My client, Sandy Shandell, went to see Dr. Feingold for cosmetic skin treatments. The treatments were supposed to darken his skin color. This was for cosmetic purposes. There is no medical basis for performing treatments like these, still…”


  “Your Honor,” Guyoz, the insurance company’s lawyer, interrupted, “that’s absolutely not true. It’s experimental, but Sandy Shandell signed all of the necessary disclosure and consent forms.”


  Judge Maselli held up his hand and stopped Guyoz. “One at a time. Mr. Dubonnet can finish what he has to say. Then you’ll have your turn.”


  “All right, Judge,” Tubby resumed. “In any case, the treatments—if that’s what they were—were a disaster, and Mr. Shandell is left with these grotesque splotches all over his body. He’s an entertainer…”


  “He’s a transvestite stripper,” Guyoz interrupted.


  Tubby spread his arms and put on a helpless look.


  “Let him finish, Mr. Guyoz,” the judge snapped.


  “Yes, Your Honor,” Guyoz said.


  “It’s true he’s a dancer, but he’s a popular one. He makes an excellent income. Now, as a result of what the doctor did, he is often too inhibited to perform and needs reconstructive surgery. Even with that he’ll never be the same. We calculate his lost income to be in the neighborhood of two hundred fifty thousand dollars and change, his corrective surgery to be at least that much, and for pain, and obviously the tremendous embarrassment he has suffered, three million dollars.”


  “Now, there’s your side.” The judge turned his head, making Tubby think of the turret of a tank. “You can have your say now, Mr. Guyoz.”


  “Thank you, Judge. What we have here is an outrageously inflated claim. Mr. Dubonnet’s client is a sex show stripper…”


  “Dancer,” interrupted Tubby.


  “Dancer, whatever. He or she, whichever may be correct, works in various French Quarter establishments, where people go in for that kind of thing, and she makes tips or whatever people stick in her garters.”


  “Wait a second…” Tubby began.


  “At least that’s what she was doing the night I went there.”


  The judge looked interested.


  “Yes, Your Honor, I went to see how her supposed injuries were affecting her performance.”


  “And?” Judge Maselli raised his eyebrows inquiringly.


  “As far as I could tell, those freaks will pay as much to see a splotchy transvestite as one who looks normal.”


  “Judge…” Tubby began, but he was cut off by Maselli’s raised palm.


  “Mr. Guyoz. We are not going to let this matter, or this trial if we have to have one, degenerate into name-calling, insults, or the use of words like ‘freaks.’”


  “Sorry, Your Honor.”


  “Let me finish. Whether you approve of them or not, these clubs give a certain atmosphere to our city that we appreciate. I understand that you may not be aware of this. In Baton Rouge, where you practice law, they may not do things this way. But you do your cause no good when you use expressions like that. I probably shouldn’t say this, but you also do your cause no good when you acknowledge to me that the plaintiff has a splotchy appearance and when you distinguish that from a normal appearance. If you are conceding that he, or she, is no longer normal, is this case only about the measure of the plaintiff’s damages?”


  “Judge, I do practice in Baton Rouge, but I also keep an office here which I will be frequenting until this trial is concluded. And I am not conceding anything. You should not take my remarks to mean that Shandell has been made any less normal by Dr. Feingold. I’d say she never was normal. What we do know is she wanted to undergo a new and experimental procedure to darken her skin, knowing full well, after being adequately informed, that it had a good chance of failure and that, plain and simple, it didn’t work as well as she wanted. She is not ruined, Judge, and these splotches probably make her even more attractive to the customers of these unique joints.”


  “Mr. Dubonnet, I see you want to talk.”


  “It’s not really about how her customers feel, Judge, it’s how she feels. This is a person with feelings like you or me. She is embarrassed and humiliated about the way she looks, and she can’t do a thing about it. She wanted to be attractive to her friends and loved ones, and now she’s not, or at least so she feels. The disfigurement of her complexion is obvious to anyone, Judge. Maybe she can perform for Mr. Guyoz’s ‘freaks,’ but she wanted more from life than that. She…”


  “I see what your case will be, Mr. Dubonnet,” the judge said. “Okay, let’s see where we are. Mr. Guyoz, you heard Mr. Dubonnet suggest that his case is worth more than three million dollars. What do you say to that?”


  “I think fifteen thousand dollars is more like it, Judge, and that’s just to get rid of it.”


  “That’s a big gap. Eddie, do you have anything to add?”


  Eddie Rodrigue had been sitting quietly, bobbing his head in apparent agreement to everything anybody said.


  “It seems to me, Judge, that this is a real tough case from all points of view, but I don’t think the claims are big enough to touch my client, so like my daddy said I’m gonna ‘zip da lip.’”


  “Your father was a wise man, Mr. Rodrigue.” Judge Maselli closed his eyes for a moment. Then he opened them and said, “It seems to me that both sides here have a problem. You have a problem, Mr. Guyoz, because the disfigurement is apparent. You have a problem, Mr. Dubonnet, because we don’t know what value a jury might place on lost love in a case of this sort. Go out in the hall. If you work anything out, let me know. If you don’t, be here at eight-thirty Thursday-a-week for jury selection.”


  “Thank you, Judge,” all three said in unison.


  The talk in the hall did not amount to much. Guyoz said he still thought Shandell’s case stunk, and Tubby said he was going to be surprised how sweet it smelled to a jury.


  “We’re going to get a jury of the kind of people who understand a guy like Sandy,” Tubby told him. “They’re going to understand how he’s been damaged, and let me tell you, if you don’t know it, that you’ve got another big problem. There is no way that Dr. Feingold can’t look rich and conceited. He is rich and conceited, and the man is no actor. The jury will have no pity on him. Plus he knows he botched this up, and he feels sorry for Sandy. That’s going to come through to the jury loud and clear.”


  “So what are we talking about here, Dubonnet? Fifty thousand dollars? Seventy-five thousand?”


  “A lot more, Guyoz. Think three hundred thousand as a settlement amount. I believe a jury will give me a lot more.”


  “I’d send my son to Southern before I’d recommend paying that much to Sandy Shandell.”


  “That stuff doesn’t work in Orleans Parish, man. You might as well get your checkbook ready. And you’re not doing Dr. Feingold any good. The jury is going to hurt you so bad you’ll probably cancel his insurance.”


  “Like I told you before, you want to talk to Feingold and try to work something out, be my guest,” Guyoz said. “He’s got a twenty-five-thousand-dollar deductible to be concerned about. What I’m concerned about is the Goodhealth Insurance Company, and they’re not paying two hundred seventy-five thousand to a male stripper with adjustable boobs. You can tell that to Mr. Shandell, and he can stuff it wherever it feels good.”


  Guyoz twisted his mustache menacingly. He stuck his briefcase under his arm and marched away.


  “That man needs to learn to lighten up,” said Eddie.


  “He’s a prick,” Tubby said. Tubby tried to maintain an attitude that any opponent who did not wish to settle with him was a prick, but he thought Guyoz probably really was a prick. And he had hair growing out of his ears. Fuck him.


  Tubby made himself a quick salad at a little place near the courthouse that charged you by the ounce. He stared discontentedly at his nutritious plate and thought of finer things. He conjured up sautéed shrimp with roasted peppers and bright little roma tomatoes, and some pasta with a light buttery sauce, like he could be eating at Romairs if the world were just a little less imperfect and there were just a bit more time in the day. Surely, however, there was nothing better for the soul than lettuce, cucumbers, and sweet onions. Feeling pure of heart, Tubby hurried on his way.


  Back at the office he scooped his messages from the clip on Cherrylynn’s desk. He flipped through a couple. There was one to call Clifford Banks. He went to sit at his desk. Cherrylynn had moved in one of the chairs from the conference room while Tubby’s leather chair was at the shop. He drummed his fingers on the armrest while he stared at the message. Then he made the call.


  “This is Tubby Dubonnet. Is Mr. Banks in?”


  “Just a second, sir, I’ll see.”


  A few moments passed before Banks took the call.


  “Hello, Tubby, how are you?”


  “I’m peachy, what’s the deal?”


  “If you would like to meet, let me suggest a spot Uptown. ‘’


  “All right.”


  “There is a K&B drugstore not far from your house where Napoleon and Claiborne Avenues intersect.” Tubby was sure he had never mentioned where he lived to Banks. There was no big secret, of course, since he was in the phone book.


  “Yeah, I know where it is.”


  “Go there this evening around eleven o’clock. Park away from the store and wait in your car.”


  “Okay. Who do I look for?”


  “Somebody will find you. It will only take a minute.”


  “You can bet the place I’ll be waiting will be well lit.”


  “As you wish. All they want is the money, Tubby. That’s all they ever wanted.”


  And the son of a bitch hung up.


  The phone rang again.


  “Hello, Daddy.”


  “Hi, Debbie, what’s going on?”


  “I’m going to come downtown in a little bit to see if Hiller’s can fix the gold chain you gave me for Christmas. I thought maybe you would have time for a cup of coffee.”


  “Why, sure I would. What time do you think you’ll be here?”


  “Maybe three-thirty. Should I come up?”


  “Yeah, sure. Come on up and rescue me. We’ll go out and get something to eat or drink, you name it.”


  “All right, Daddy, see ya.”


  And the phone rang again.


  It was Cherrylynn, reporting that Jynx Margolis wanted to talk to him. He said he would take the call.


  “Hello, Tubby. What the hell is that?”


  “What?” Tubby was confused.


  “Some kind of damn roach just ran through my kitchen. Just a minute. Arlene! Arlene, did you see that enormous roach over there? See if you can’t capture that creature and show him the way home. Tubby, doesn’t this city drive you nuts? My house is clean, but they come in off the streets.”


  “They must know where the best places are to eat. Take it as a compliment, Jynx.”


  “I guess I might as well. Tubby, the reason I called is I need some money. You can understand that, I know. When are we going to make that pissant pay me?”


  “The hearing is,” Tubby checked his calendar, “the sixteenth. But look, toots, you need to get all your bills together. You need to be able to lay it all out why three thousand-dollars-a-month alimony pendente lite isn’t enough to get by on.”


  “I’d like to see you, or Byron, or Judge whatever-his-name-is get by on that.”


  “I didn’t say we could, but you need to get your bills together anyway. Byron is paying the mortgage, and I can’t promise you that the judge will think you’re getting shorted. You’ll have to make a case.”


  “I have plenty of bills, but they’re all in a box.”


  “Well, get them out. You know, your hairdresser bill from Salon Senoj, your manicure bill, the French spa, all those important expenses.”


  “Tubby, you’re fantastic.”


  “Come see me next week. I’ll take you to lunch.”


  “Okay, dear.” She hung up. Tubby started to plan his evening, but the phone rang again.


  Debbie suggested La Madeleine in Jackson Square, but Tubby did not want to go so near the scene of last night’s violence. There had been nothing about it in the newspapers. He was still shaking, and it would have helped him to see the whole thing objectified in print. Instead, he and Debbie walked to a pastry shop on Gravier Street, where both ordered coffee and almond croissants. Tubby slathered butter on his.


  “You don’t seem like you’re really here today, Daddy.”


  “Sorry, lots of work. Ignore it.”


  “Mother said you’re paying for Christine’s trip to Europe.”


  “That’s right.”


  “I think it’s so neat she’s getting to go.”


  “Me, too. I wish you’d had the chance in high school.”


  “I’m thinking of going next year after I graduate.”


  “Let’s talk about it when the time gets a little closer. How is summer school going?”


  “Okay, I guess. Lots of term papers to write. My problem isn’t with school.”


  “What’s your problem with?”


  “I probably shouldn’t tell you. I’m not sure Mom wants you to know, but it’s Harold. He’s been staying at my apartment for nearly a month now. I told him he could stay there while he looked for a place to live, which I thought might take him a week or two, but he’s moved in nearly everything he owns. I can hardly walk around in there, and I don’t know what to do.”


  You would think if you got divorced you wouldn’t have to worry about your ex-wife’s deadbeat brother, but no such luck.


  “Have you tried asking him to leave?”


  “Yes, but he’s very good at ignoring me. It’s hard to evict your uncle. But I’m going to have to get him out of there, or my landlord is going to kick me out.”


  “What for?”


  “This is the part I’m probably not supposed to tell you. Evidently Harold has been dealing drugs, which I knew nothing about, honestly. He got in a big fight with some guys he brought to my apartment last week while I was at school. The landlord called the police.”


  “Did they come out?”


  “Yes, and they got everybody to quiet down. They didn’t arrest anybody or anything, but my landlord is really uptight about it, and really, Daddy, I don’t need this going on at my apartment.”


  “You want me to help you throw him out?”


  “I feel so bad saying it, Daddy, but what else am I supposed to do?”


  “Look, you tell him he has to move out immediately. If that doesn’t work, I’ll come over this weekend and put his stuff on the street. You can mention that to him.”


  “Thanks, Daddy. It’s just that it sounds so mean. I don’t know where he’s going to go.”


  “Harold is almost thirty. He can figure it out.”


  “I guess.” She was happier now. They finished their coffee, and Tubby walked her back to her car.


  Over the throb of “Shake Your Body for Me,” Ali heard one of the girls scream in the back. He moved fast, leaving the bar and its sad-eyed customers to fend for themselves. He stepped past the sign marked PRIVATE and pushed open one after another of the doors to the rooms where the girls got dressed and sometimes gave quickies to the men who wanted them. Behind the third door a black girl named Jodi was sprawled on the floor, bleeding from her nose, shaking the cobwebs out of her head.


  Standing over her was the short, fat deputy named Freddie.


  Freddie swung around menacingly. “Get the fuck out of here,” he yelled at Ali.


  “I know you, asshole,” Ali said to Freddie as he stepped in and swung his big right fist, holding a banana-sized leather-covered blackjack in a wide arc that ended right between Freddie’s eyes. Freddie’s legs gave way, and he collapsed with a soft thud on the floor.


  “Go somewhere else,” Ali told the lady.


  He picked up Freddie and slung him over his shoulders. The back door opened onto an alley. In the daytime, when the ice-cream shop next door was open, it was a tourist byway. At night, only things with four feet skittered through. Ali stuck his head outside and saw no one. He ran with the body about twenty yards and dropped it in a pile on the cobblestones. Then he ran back inside his club and bolted the door.


  A little later a city policeman on horseback clopped slowly down the street. The horse, more than the officer, found the body, and lowered his nose to investigate. After inspecting the heap from his saddle for a full minute, the policeman dismounted. He rolled Freddie over, compared notes with his horse, and then radioed for backup and an ambulance to the morgue.


  For an hour, the alley was full of people and flashing lights, then it was empty and dark again.


  “The little fat fuck had an accident,” Ali told Monique on the telephone.


  SEVENTEEN


  Tubby pulled in to the parking lot at the K&B drugstore and cruised around to a space some distance away from the store as he had been told. He parked directly under a street lamp. He waited, watching cars come and go. Some kids, who should have been home at that hour, coasted through on bikes. Last-minute shoppers went in and out of the store. On the streetcorner a fat lady with a pink dress, wearing a frayed straw sombrero, was selling hot tamales from a banged-up wagon. Her stand was illuminated by the hot phosphorous glow of a camping lantern. Tubby was checking out an old man pushing a shopping cart up the broken sidewalk, when a tap on the passenger window startled him. His partner, Reggie, opened the door and got in beside him.


  “Hello, Tubby,” Reggie said softly.


  Tubby was almost too surprised to speak, but he managed, “Hello, Reggie. I didn’t really expect to see you.”


  “Yeah, well, that’s the way the King Cake crumbles.” He looked in the backseat and saw the gym bag. “Is that the money?” he asked.


  “Most of it. You know we could have done this at the office, or your house or mine.”


  “This is the way they wanted it, Tubby. I’m just doing as I’m instructed.”


  “What’s your interest?”


  “That’s a little complicated, Tubby.”


  “Are you just the money handler, Reggie?”


  “You could put it that way. Sometimes you get messed up in things that won’t let go of you.”


  “And that’s when you need a lawyer.”


  “I need a priest, not a lawyer, Tubby. When the DEA boys show up as planned but the treasure chest is completely empty, and suspicious people think it’s your fault, you need more than a lawyer. Let’s see what’s in the bag.”


  Tubby turned around and got it out of the backseat.


  “You sure got me this time,” he said to Reggie and handed over the prize. Reggie settled it on his lap and unzipped it. He took a quick look inside.


  “That’s a lot of cash,” he said to himself. He didn’t dig around; he just rubbed his chin and looked at Tubby. He took off his glasses.


  “Would you do me a favor?” he asked.


  “What’s that?”


  “Drive up Napoleon Avenue until I tell you to stop. I’ve got to turn this over to somebody else.”


  “I’m not leaving here, Reggie. I’ve gone as far with this as I want to go.”


  “It’s not like anything is going to happen to you. I mean, what worse could happen? I’m sorry about your chair and the painting. Honestly, Tubby, I only just found out a little while ago about your trouble in the French Quarter. I had nothing to do with that. I think they were kind of afraid to send another stranger to see you. They thought maybe you’d go off your rocker.”


  “So they sent someone I trusted?”


  “That’s basically it. But they really don’t trust me too much, and I’ve got to take them seriously. I’m scared as shit myself. They told me to get you to drop me off at a particular place on Napoleon, and then you drive away. That’s how I’m supposed to take the money to them. I’m the one taking the risk. It’s not like I get to make the rules. I’m under a little stress here, too.”


  “Shit,” Tubby said. He started the car.


  “Thanks, Tubby,” Reggie said. He zipped up the bag and put it between them on the seat. “Just drive up Napoleon toward the Lake.”


  Tubby rolled out of the lot. A block from the drugstore the wide street turned residential, and a ceiling of live oaks absorbed the streetlights and urban sounds and restored the tropical night. There wasn’t much traffic.


  “Where to?”


  “Right up to the end, by all that construction.”


  He was talking about an area where two boulevards intersected, and where the city had kept the streets torn up forever for a drainage-improvement project. No one could say when it would be finished.


  “Give me a little background here, Reggie. How did you get into this?”


  “Just doing what I do best,” Reggie sighed. “Putting Larry, Curly, and Moe together. You know me—slide in, slide out. Only this time I haven’t been able to slide out yet.”


  “It looks like you’ve got more hands-on involvement than is your usual style, Reggie.”


  “Yeah, Tubby. I made a mistake there. What I did wrong was I tipped off our esteemed Sheriff to the transaction. He has such a twisted mind, much more so than mine. He immediately liked the idea of ripping off the whole gang of thieves. Several of them were his friends, of course, but they hadn’t cut him in, so taking their money appealed to the Sheriff’s sense of justice. It was only a game to him, though. He didn’t have to put up anything to play. He just donated some dim-bulb muscle men who transformed a profitable investment venture into a murder case.”


  “What were you going to get out of it, Reggie?”


  “Money. Half of what’s in this bag. As you know, I love money. Now I’ll be lucky to get out of this with my good name and reputation intact. Nobody better find out about my side deal with the Sheriff.” He looked soberly at Tubby, who stared straight ahead, driving carefully.


  “You were going to screw your clients,” Tubby mused.


  “That I was.”


  “Well, you fooled me, Reggie. You turned out to be an asshole after all.” Now what is he going to do about me? Tubby wondered.


  “Right over there. That’s the spot.” Reggie directed Tubby into a sort of cul de sac where the road was supposed to go but was now blocked by a steep pile of dirt. Traffic had been routed away onto a long crescent of temporary blacktop around the construction.


  Tubby stopped the car and let it idle. It was very dark. “This is far enough for me,” Tubby said.


  “Take a walk with me,” Reggie said. He had put his glasses back on.


  Tubby looked at him and shook his head.


  “Let’s go,” Reggie told him. He showed Tubby the gun he was holding in his lap. It was a medium-size .38, and Reggie cocked it.


  “Why, Reggie, you surprise me again. I guess this means our partnership is over. You can have my clients.”


  “Thanks a million, Tubby. A joke a minute, right? I need you to get out of the car with me.”


  “If you’re going to shoot that thing, go ahead. I’m not getting out of the car.”


  “If you make me shoot you here, which I will, it’s going to mess up my plans, and I’m going to have to take it out on one of your darling girls. I’m not saying which one. You want to pick her right now?”


  Tubby was looking at a fiercer face than he had ever seen on his partner before. Did Reggie have this much backbone, or was he bluffing? Their eyes held. Tubby blinked first. He turned away and opened the door.


  “That’s two for you tonight, Reggie. You’re showing me talent for chicanery and deception I didn’t know you had.”


  “Thanks, Tub. Just keep on talking.”


  They both got out of the car. Reggie pointed with his gun into the darkness, in the direction of a path around the sand pile.


  “You might as well carry this for me,” he said, handing Tubby the gym bag. Tubby started walking where he was told to walk, with Reggie behind him.


  The whole area was surrounded with bright-red plastic fencing, and what had formerly been a wide street was now an excavation twenty feet deep and twice that wide. Like many New Orleans boulevards, these streets were built on top of vast concrete tunnels designed to carry off millions of gallons of rainwater. In a typical deluge they would fill up quickly. If it lasted more than thirty minutes or so, the pumping stations that forced the water uphill to Lake Pontchartrain six miles away would reach capacity, the tunnels would back up, manhole covers would pop off and release geysers, and the streets would start to overflow onto lawns and over doorsills. The city’s effort to increase pumping capacity and build ever-greater drainage systems was an engineering drama that had been going on for three hundred years. The project on Napoleon Avenue seemed to local residents to have been going on for much of that time.


  Tubby and Reggie stepped over the plastic fence and walked along the side of the dark ditch. Around them were cranes, bulldozers, and pile drivers, idle and caked with mud, waiting for the morning. People didn’t walk around the neighborhood here at night anymore. Tubby hoped for a watchman. The locals kept their doors and windows shut to try to block out the incessant roar of pumps and generators that labored day and night to move the sludge along. In the daytime this constant noise became background for pile drivers on tall cranes that slammed creosoted timbers, bigger than telephone poles, deep into the muck to support the concrete floor of the new expanded culvert. Construction pipes and steel reinforcement rods were stacked all over what used to be sidewalks.


  There was an overgrown kids’ playground by the trench, and Reggie took Tubby there: He sat down as if to rest on a pile of pipe next to the open chasm of the unfinished canal, the pistol held loosely in his hand. A cat, almost invisible in the night, ran across the playground and nuzzled up against Reggie’s leg. He brushed it away with the barrel of the gun.


  “Take your wallet out of your pocket very carefully, Tubby, and give me whatever money is in there.”


  “What for?”


  “You’re being mugged. I’m afraid you’re going to be another victim of urban crime.”


  Tubby reached into his pants for his wallet and as he did so asked, “Is this really necessary, Reggie?”


  “I’m afraid so. I know you very well, and for a crooked man you’re straight as an arrow. Darryl’s dead, and you won’t be able to let me get away with it. All of this would have been avoided if Darryl had just had the money with him when he went for the dope, like he was supposed to. The fact that he didn’t is still confusing to me, because if he planned to rip us off, Champs would have been put out of business, all legal, in about forty-eight hours. This should have been a win-win situation for me. I would have done all right if the deal had been consummated, and even better if we had snatched the payroll. I didn’t make any plans for ending up with no dope and no dough. Now I’ve got more dissatisfied partners than you’d ever believe. And I’ve got to break up my happy marriage with you.”


  “Why didn’t you ask Darryl for a refund?”


  “Darryl refused to give it back until he saw what we were going to do to take care of his case. He knew you weren’t in on the transaction, but he was unusually clever when he gave you the money to hold. He knew it wouldn’t occur to us right away that you had it. At least that’s what I think Darryl was thinking. He never told me. Then the fool got killed.”


  Tubby handed over the few bills from his wallet. Reggie took them and said, “Toss your wallet on the ground and hand me the bag, homeboy. You’re staying here.”


  “It’s all yours,” Tubby said and passed the bag like a basketball right at the gun. He stepped in with it and tried for a field goal at Reggie’s crotch. He connected at the same time Reggie fired. The muzzle was in the gym bag so some of the sound was trapped. Tubby felt a pain in his side but it did not stop him from catching Reggie on the chin with his right fist. It was a solid shot, making upward contact while Reggie was bending downward to deal with the pain in his groin, and it caused Reggie to stumble backward over the stack of pipe and into the hole behind him. He didn’t even yell. And he had the gym bag with him.


  Was that it? Tubby’s adrenaline was pumping. He boxed the air, looking for an opponent. Come on, Reggie. Stand up and fight, he was thinking. You’re not going down that easy, are you? It’s all on the line now, partner. He pivoted, fists up, but nobody was sneaking up behind him. He faced off to the sides. Nothing. So he dropped his hands.


  Tubby leaned over the grimy pipes and tried to see down in the ditch. There was a little light from the boarded-up convenience store on the corner, and he thought he could make out something floating around that could be Reggie. There was a rough wooden ladder leaning against the side of the excavation. Tubby was tempted to leave Reggie where he was, but the thought that he might need medical attention bothered Tubby. Also, he hated the idea of leaving all that cash down there for some Boh Brothers employee to find.


  He got on the ladder and started down. It was like a cave. After his first step, he remembered that his right side was hurt. He felt the area around his belt, and it smarted, but it did not feel too serious. He went down a little farther. The bottom rungs were in gray soupy water, being sucked gently along by the pumps making the racket overhead. He tentatively put one foot into the water and connected with something solid about calf deep. It all smelled like ripe sewage, but it was cool down here. Tubby splashed along until he reached Reggie’s legs, which were sticking up out of the water. The rest of Reggie was submerged. The gym bag bobbed up and down by his feet.


  “Looks like one for me,” Tubby muttered to Reggie’s feet. “You were a hell of a lawyer, but not much of a street fighter.”


  Tubby picked up the wet bag and sloshed over to the ladder with it. He lodged it against the wall. Then he went back and got Reggie. He floated him over to the ladder and hoisted him onto his shoulders. Good thing he wasn’t a heavy guy. “Looks like my ol’ partner ain’t going to make it,” Tubby told himself out loud. Being around death was uncomfortable. Tubby’s hands were shaking. But he had been there before. He collected himself.


  It took a struggle, but he got the body and the money back up the ladder. He lay beside the quiet form on the grass and panted. Nobody seemed to have taken any notice of anything that had happened. Cars still drove by on the other side of the construction, and the pumps droned on. What could he do with Reggie?


  Tubby looked around while he caught his breath. The gray cat came over to investigate, then leaped away when Tubby blew at it. He started to pay attention to a pile driver at the far end of the playground. It was cordoned off by plastic fencing. What he was looking at was its massive cylindrical weight, taller than a man, suspended by cables in the air. He got to his feet and went over to get a closer look. Climbing over the fence, he saw that the weight was positioned over a hole bored in the ground. Tubby couldn’t see what was down there, but it must be one of the pilings. The hole was about eighteen inches in diameter. He scraped some gravel down it, but he heard no sounds of the rocks hitting. It looked like the crew had knocked off in the middle of the job.


  Tubby went back and got Reggie. He dragged his partner to the fence, rolled him under it, and got him up to the hole. He placed Reggie’s legs in the shaft, and then slid the rest of Reggie in. Poor Reggie made no complaint. Tubby pushed some dirt into the hole after him. Then a lot more dirt. Then he crossed himself.


  Tubby limped back to his car and drove home, trying to make the sick feeling go away. Wait until later. He left the muddy gym bag in the front hall, put his clothes and his shoes in the washing machine, then walked naked to the shower. He stayed under the hot water for a long time trying to get rid of the smell. When he got out, dawn was just beginning to break. He dressed and got back in the car. He picked up a large coffee at the McDonald’s drive-through on Claiborne, then cruised slowly back up Napoleon. Traffic was beginning to move downtown. A paper boy worked steadily up the street pitching the Times-Picayune at front doors. Tubby parked two blocks away from the detour.


  To others it might have been a lovely morning. The air was clean, like it had just rained, but Tubby didn’t notice it. On the other side of the drainage excavation from the playground, along the one-lane roadway through which traffic was temporarily herded, was a bus stop bench. He sat down and opened his coffee. There was a sweet olive tree in bloom somewhere close by. Its floral perfume drifted past in the little gusts of a morning breeze.


  Tubby watched a work crew assemble across the job site. They were also drinking coffee and talking to each other. One of the helmeted black guys started gesturing, and the group broke up. A worker wearing blue jeans and a khaki shirt climbed up into the cab of the pile driver. The machine awoke, letting out a loud pop of steam. It popped again. Then the hammer came down, the sound of another day of work beginning. Tubby took a swallow of coffee and swirled it around with his tongue. Each blow was punctuated by a loud explosion of compressed air. Tubby counted twenty blows before he got up and walked back to his car. Rest in peace, Reggie.


  He drove back to the K&B drugstore. As soon as he parked, a pickup truck towing Monster Mudbug’s Rolling Boiler on a flatbed trailer pulled in beside him, taking up three spaces. The Monster himself leaned out the window.


  “I saw your car, Mr. Tubby, and I wanted you to see my flatbed.”


  “That’s great, Adrian. I’m glad to see you’re not driving the Boiler on the highway.”


  “I’m just using the trailer for long trips. I didn’t think I should try to drive the Boiler all the way to Lafitte. I got an appearance at a seafood festival today. And you know I can’t afford another ticket right now.”


  “If you’re going to be on the road, it’s much better to be legal,” Tubby said wearily.


  “I know, but it’s not always practical.” Adrian laughed.


  “Very philosophical, Adrian.”


  “Well, see you later, Mr. Tubby. I just wanted you to see that I was taking your advice. And guess what? I got insurance, too.”


  “Don’t kid me, Adrian.”


  Adrian laughed again and pulled away slowly. Tubby fished a handful of change out of his pocket and went to use the pay phone at the side of the building. He didn’t like talking business on his car phone. He punched in Dr. Feingold’s home number.


  “Jesus, Tubby, you’re up early this morning.”


  “Sorry if I woke you up, Marty, but listen. I got a way to settle your lawsuit.”


  “Why are you calling me about that at 7:30 in the morning?”


  “Because it’s a very good way, but I have to do it quickly. It ends up costing you just five thousand dollars, plus you get to take a nine-hundred-thousand-dollar tax loss.”


  “Tell me more, Santa Claus.”


  “It’s like this. You put up five thousand dollars. Your insurance company puts up maybe fifty thousand, and an anonymous donor puts up nine hundred thousand in your name.”


  “What’s this about an anonymous donor?”


  “Let’s just say it’s someone with an interest in Sandy’s welfare.”


  “Who would be that interested in his welfare?”


  “Maybe his mother. What do you say?”


  “I need to think this over, Tubby.”


  “What’s to think over? Besides, you have to decide now. This offer won’t wait around.”


  “All I would put up is five thousand dollars?”


  “Correct.”


  “Well, gee, Tubby, what am I missing here? How can I get hurt?”


  “I don’t see how. Whether you take the tax write-off is up to you. I’m not saying yes or no. It might be better to forget that part. All I’m saying is the anonymous donor is never going to come forward and say it was his money. Five thousand dollars from you, and a yes right now, and this case is over as far as you’re concerned.”


  “Well, if this donor is putting up that much, why do I have to put up the five thousand?”


  “That’s for screwing up the operation, Marty. You have to pay something for that.”


  “Hmmm. All right. What do I have to do?”


  “Send me a check for five thousand dollars.”


  “Okay. What else?”


  “Nothing. I’ll see you later.”


  “Call me for lunch.”


  Tubby hung up and fed the box another quarter. “Do you know how I could reach Mr. Guyoz?”


  “Who’s calling?”


  “Tubby Dubonnet.”


  “Just a second, I’ll see if he’s free.” Jesus, Tubby thought, this guy must always be at the office.


  “Morning, Tubby. I’ve got a meeting. What can I do for you?”


  “I spoke to Dr. Feingold, and I think we can work out a deal. The final number isn’t certain, but I need two hundred twenty-five thousand dollars from you.”


  “The case isn’t worth that much. I talked to my people, and I’ve got authority to settle for seventy-five thousand dollars, and that’s all I can do.”


  “Make it one hundred thousand and meet me at CDC in one hour, and we’ll read it into the record.”


  “That’s a proposition I might consider. I’d have to make a call.”


  “Make your call. It’s one hundred thousand. Everybody pays their own costs, how about that, but you’ve got to waive your subrogation rights back against Dr. Feingold. What he pays, he pays, but he doesn’t owe you anything for the deductible.”


  “I’ve got to get back to you.”


  “You need to do that right away. This needs to be done this morning, or I can’t put it together.”


  “Don’t rush me.”


  “I’m rushing you. Remember, we’ll eat our costs. Right away you’re making five or ten thousand dollars.”


  “I’ll call you.”


  “I’ll be at my office in ten minutes, and we need to be at court before ten o’clock.”


  They both hung up, seeing who could be first.


  Cherrylynn was already there, reading the word processor manual and sipping coffee at her desk. Tubby told her good morning and asked her to call Judge Maselli’s chambers to alert Mrs. Maselli that the parties to Shandell versus Feingold would be in early to read a settlement into the record.


  Guyoz’s call came in before Tubby had a chance to pour a cup of coffee from the pot Cherrylynn had made. “Seems we have a deal at one hundred thousand dollars,” he said gruffly. “We’ll need a complete release of all claims, of course, and it may be thirty days before we can pay.”


  Tubby silently snapped his fingers. “Thirty days is okay. You need to release your claims against Dr. Feingold for his deductible, and we need to read it into the record this morning.”


  “What’s the hurry? I’ve got a deposition at ten-thirty.”


  “The hurry is right now is when I can put the deal together. It has to be now. You’ll be long gone by ten-thirty. Just meet me in Maselli’s courtroom in half an hour.”


  “We’ll need to read the release into the record.”


  “Of course.”


  “Good.”


  Tubby flipped through the Rolodex for the number and called Sandy Shandell. The phone rang for a long time. There was a pause after it was picked up before Sandy’s voice came through. The hello was rough and not too pleasant.


  “Good morning, Sandy. This is Tubby.”


  “Oh hey, Tubby.” He was trying to come around. “What’s going on?”


  “We’re going to settle your case. I need you to come to court, like right now.”


  “Settle my case? Wait a second, Tubby. I’m a little foggy this morning. What time is it?”


  “It’s almost nine o’clock.”


  “I just went to bed a little while ago. Is today the trial date?”


  “No. We’ve got a deal. They’re ready to pay us off.”


  “How much money am I getting?”


  “How does six hundred thousand sound? Actually you’re getting about one million, but I take one-third as my fee.”


  Sandy wasn’t speaking, then he started bubbling. “Oh, I had no idea. That’s not for real. Come on. It’s a joke, right?”


  “It’s great, I know, Sandy. It’s such a good deal I can’t believe it either. But you have to be there, Sandy. You have to run out of your house and catch a cab to the courthouse right now. Am I connecting, Sandy?”


  “Yeah, Tubby, sure. I’ll catch a taxi. I’ll be right there. Tubby, I’m putting on my pants while I’m talking to you.”


  “Okay, see you.” Tubby hung up.


  “I’m going to run an errand, then go to the courthouse,” he called at Cherrylynn as he rushed out the door. She just waved and kept on typing. The airline ticket office was right around the corner.


  Sandy was already pacing in the hall outside the courtroom, a morning shadow covering his chin and cheeks, unconcealed by the light powder and rouge he must have applied in the cab. He was wearing patriotic pants, striped red, white, and blue, held up by suspenders with stars on them. He had on a Barcelona Olympics T-shirt commemorating the Lithuanian basketball team. It showed a skeleton making a dunk. He ran at Tubby and gasped in a whisper, “This is so incredible. It’s not really happening, right?”


  “We’ll see. I think it will. Let’s go into the courtroom and find out what’s going on.”


  It was motion day, and the courtroom was filling up with lawyers. Up front, Mrs. Maselli was shuffling papers, with a line of attorneys in front of her waiting to sign in. Despite the fact that everyone was wearing a suit, the atmosphere was informal. Lawyers were reading the newspaper, swapping stories, and fixing their makeup. Some were studying their files. A couple of women sat in the jury box, huddled in conversation. Tubby put Sandy on the back row, and tried not to notice that the other occupants of the bench automatically slid a few feet away from him, almost unconsciously. Sandy seemed oblivious.


  Guyoz was on the front row writing on a yellow pad braced on his square briefcase. Tubby sat down beside him. They said good morning.


  “I’ve written out the release we’ll need,” he said.


  “I’m sure it’s fine.” Tubby closed his eyes to rest a minute.


  The door to Judge Maselli’s chambers opened, and the judge came in fast, in his black robe, and stepped up behind the bench.


  “All rise. Oyez, Oyez, the Civil District Court for the Parish of Orleans, State of Louisiana, Division Y, is now in session, the Honorable Dominic Maselli presiding. All quiet in the courtroom,” commanded the bailiff.


  Papers dropped, conversations stopped, briefcases closed. Tubby jumped up and moved half the distance to the bench, where he stood, politely, waiting for the judge to peer at him over the docket sheet. Finally the eyes came up, and the judge acknowledged Tubby.


  “Yes. First we have a settlement to put into the record. Is that right, Mr. Dubonnet?”


  “Yes, sir, Judge,” Tubby said. He moved to the counsel table, and Guyoz came and stood beside him. Tubby looked to the back and waved up Sandy, who stumbled into the aisle, collected himself, then nimbly pranced to the front to stand behind Tubby.


  “Everybody ready?” the judge asked. They nodded. “This is 94-07642. We need the court reporter to take this down.”


  “Good morning, Judge. I’m Tubby Dubonnet, representing Sandy Shandell, plaintiff, and this is Mr. George Guyoz, representing Dr. Martin Feingold and the Goodhealth Insurance Company. We have a settlement today of this matter, and we wish to read it into the record, Judge, as follows.”


  Tubby picked up Guyoz’s yellow pad and began to read. “The plaintiff agrees to release and forever discharge the defendants from any and all claims he has or may have against either of them arising out of or relating to the medical procedure performed upon him by Dr. Feingold and described in plaintiff’s petition, and any and all alleged damages caused to him by the medical procedure. Goodhealth Insurance Company agrees to pay the sum of one hundred thousand dollars within thirty days of this date by check payable jointly to me and to Sandy Shandell.


  “Goodhealth also releases any claims for subrogation or recovery of any deductible in connection with its insurance coverage of Dr. Feingold. Dr. Feingold agrees to pay the sum of nine hundred and five thousand dollars to Mr. Shandell.”


  Guyoz sat up straight like he had been poked from below, but before he could speak the judge asked, “Is that a total judgment of one million and five thousand dollars, Mr. Dubonnet?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Is Dr. Feingold in the courtroom?”


  “No, he isn’t, Your Honor, but his share of the settlement is already paid, and I will state for the record that the judgment is entirely satisfied as to Dr. Feingold at this time.”


  The judge thought for a second, and then nodded. He asked, “Do you have anything to add, Mr. Guyoz?”


  Guyoz could not think of anything, except to say that each party was to pay its own costs. Tubby acknowledged that.


  “All right,” the judge said. “Is that Mr. Shandell behind you?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “Do you understand, Mr. Shandell, that you are releasing your claims against the defendants?”


  Sandy was in a military mood. “Yes, sir!” he shouted, like a Marine recruit.


  “Very well, so entered.”


  “Thank you, Judge,” Guyoz and Tubby said as one.


  “What’s next?” Judge Maselli asked as they walked out of the courtroom.


  Guyoz wanted to talk outside about how Tubby had persuaded Feingold to part with $905,000, but Tubby shrugged him off, and eventually Guyoz stomped off to the elevator. Sandy was rocking up and down on his heels. Tubby was pumped up, too.


  “Looks like you struck it rich, Sandy. You want to come by my office after lunch tomorrow, we can cut you a check for six hundred thousand, less whatever I’ve got in it for costs. When the insurance company check comes in, I’ll let you know. You got to be real careful with this money, Sandy.”


  “I’m going to be real careful, Tubby. I’m going to be ultra-responsible about this. I’m going to put so much aside for living expenses, so much for a sex-change operation, and, of course, I’m going to have a great party. You have to come to that.”


  “Sure, I’ll come. Look, you want to invest some of this money so it doesn’t get lost, you come and talk to me. We’ll look at some options. This kind of money could cover your bills for the rest of your life if you’re smart about it, Sandy.”


  “I don’t know how to thank you, Tubby. I’m buzzing all over. Let’s go smoke some pot.”


  “I really can’t right now, Sandy. I’ve got things to do. But let’s get out of here.”


  EIGHTEEN


  Tubby drove to his daughter’s apartment building by the 17th Street Canal in Metairie. This late in the morning, she would be at school, but he figured that his ex-brother-in-law Harold would either be inside sleeping off his evening pizza, or else out by the pool with the breakfast of champions. Might as well check the pool first. Good guess—Harold was lying on a lawn chair with a beer in his hand, a mini-cooler beside him, doing nothing. A big dog was rolling around in the grass, but there were no other people around. Tubby thought Harold might be asleep, but the lad set his beer can on the concrete when Tubby walked up and put on his sunglasses—a protective maneuver. Tubby slid one of the plastic pool chairs over and sat down.


  Harold took the initiative. “Hi, Tubby. I didn’t know you were coming. Today’s my day off, and I’m drinking a little beer. Would you like one?”


  “No, thanks, Harold. How would you like to get the fuck out of Dodge? You’re causing trouble around here. Everybody is getting annoyed.”


  Harold could deal with that. “It wasn’t my fault, Tubby, and I’m really sorry the police came over. I was completely clean, honestly. I know Debbie was upset, and I’m really sorry. As soon as I can get some money together I’m moving. I’ve got a job starting next week. You know the record shop on Oak Street?”


  “Here’s a plane ticket to Hawaii,” Tubby interrupted, and handed an envelope to Harold. “It’s for one o’clock this afternoon. How would you like to go?”


  “To Hawaii? I’ve never been to Hawaii, but I’ve got some good friends there. Hey, this ticket is for Reggie Turntide.”


  “I know. He won’t be able to use it. It’s nonrefundable. They never check the names on the tickets.”


  “What do you need me to do in Hawaii?”


  “Not a damn thing. I just want you gone. I’m paying you to leave. I’ll give you five thousand dollars travel money. One thousand right now, and I’ll mail you the rest when you get there. Just drop me a postcard and tell me where you are.”


  “All I have to do is get on the plane?”


  “That’s right. Clear all your junk out of here. Put it on the street. I don’t care where it goes, but it gets out of here. Turn off the AC and leave Debbie’s key in the mailbox. Call a cab. The plane leaves in three hours.”


  “It’s a deal, Tubby.”


  “Pay attention to the fact that that’s a one-way ticket, Harold.” Tubby gave him $1,000 in cash and left.


  When he walked into his office Cherrylynn reported that Mr. Turntide had not come in, and he had lots of calls. So did Tubby. One of the messages was to call Clifford Banks. Also Mrs. Margolis wanted to come by at one-thirty. He asked Cherrylynn to go down to Mumphries and get him a shrimp po’boy, dressed, and a Barq’s red cream soda and whatever she wanted for herself. Tubby pressed Banks’s number.


  “What happened?” was all Banks said.


  “What do you mean, what happened?”


  “Where’s Reggie?”


  “He showed up at the drugstore. He took what I gave him, and we parted company. He didn’t come in today. End of story.”


  “He didn’t make an appearance where he was expected.”


  “That’s your tough luck.”


  “Do you know where I can find him?”


  “Reggie and I aren’t partners anymore. Find him yourself.”


  “Goodbye, Tubby.”


  “Fuck yourself,” Tubby thought. Or did he say it out loud?


  Cherrylynn came back with the sandwiches. Tubby shut the door to his office and sat at his desk. He really was not hungry. He closed his eyes and thought about the sound of the pile driver. He wondered where the smell of sweet olive was coming from on the forty-third floor.


  Clifford Banks took a table in the bar at Champs. He asked the waitress to bring him a scotch and soda and to ask Monique to come over. In a little while she did.


  “You wanted to talk to me?”


  “Yes, won’t you sit down?”


  “Who are you?”


  “My name is Banks. I was associated with Darryl Alvarez in one or two ventures, and I know a little bit about your relationship with him.”


  Monique sat down. She took a cigarette out of her pants pocket, and he offered to light it. She shook her head and lit it herself from a pack of matches.


  “It was very unfortunate what happened to Darryl. I want you to know I had nothing to do with it, and I regret it deeply.”


  She nodded and exhaled smoke through her nose.


  Banks paused to light a cigarette from his own pack.


  “Now I am on a quest,” he said. “A quest for a million dollars. Do you know where it is?”


  She shook her head.


  “You see, I was holding it for other investors. People who have done business with me in the past and rely on me not to simply lose their money. They want it back, of course. If I can’t find it, I will have to pay it off myself. That is not impossible, but it will certainly have a negative impact on my estate and what I had in mind to leave to my children. Do you understand me?”


  “Sure, you’re on the hook.”


  “Well put.” He sipped his drink. “I am also looking for a man named Reggie Turntide. Do you know where he is?”


  “Never heard of him.”


  “Medium height, glasses, receding hairline, weak chin?” That sounded just like the man who drank Wild Turkey, that first night with Casey, right upstairs. But she shook her head.


  “Perhaps we can make a deal,” Banks said. “I would be willing to pay a substantial sum, say ten percent, on whatever amount you can help me find.”


  “I don’t know where your money is, Mr. Banks. And I don’t really care. I don’t have it. I suggest you ask your partners.”


  “Partners? What do you mean by partners?”


  “The cops you had working for you.”


  Banks looked puzzled.


  “There were no cops working with or for me,” he said. “This was a deal just between Darryl and me. Reggie assisted, but we had no police associates.”


  “The guy you just described had them.”


  “That’s hard to believe.”


  “Believe it.”


  “I don’t suppose you have any proof.”


  She opened her matchbook and showed him the writing inside: Casey, 555-3233.


  “Here, it’s yours.” She flipped it across the table. “Find out where he was when Darryl got busted. That might tell you something. Ask him where your damn money is. Ask him what he was doing the day Darryl got killed.”


  “Very interesting,” Banks said. “You don’t happen to know what department he is in, do you?”


  “I think he’s some kind of bagman for Sheriff Mulé.”


  “You don’t say.” Banks stuck the matchbook in his coat. “I think I’ll look him up.”


  “I’d take some friends with you.”


  “Oh? Well, thank you for that advice. I do have some friends. I’ll have them pay a call on Mr. Casey in my place.” He stood up.


  “Thank you,” he said.


  “Pay for your drink at the bar,” she said.


  He blushed, but she watched as he settled up at the register and left.


  The buzz of the intercom woke Tubby up.


  “Mrs. Margolis is here,” Cherrylynn announced.


  “Oh, sure. Wait just a second and show her in.” Tubby stretched and rubbed his face. He brushed some crumbs off his shirt and shoved his sandwich aside. Cherrylynn opened the door and permitted Jynx to enter.


  “Hello, Tubby.” She came over to let him kiss her on the cheek. “Goodness, are you frying fish in here?”


  “That’s my lunch. I forgot to eat it.”


  “Busy, busy. First things first. Byron surprised me and mailed a check. The peace bond you put him under must have worked. I want to pay you a little of what I owe you.”


  “That’s great, Jynx. I don’t have an up-to-date bill, but I expect it’s around six thousand dollars.”


  “Well, I can’t pay that now, of course, but here is a check for two hundred fifty dollars just to show you my good faith.”


  Tubby sighed and took the check.


  “Now let me tell you what the jerk has done. He thinks if he gives me a little money I’ll back off the property settlement, but I won’t.”


  Tubby shut her out, and tried to think of pleasant things. It was hard. The conversation stopped. Jynx was looking at him.


  “I’m sorry, Jynx. I think I missed the last thing you said. I’m really tired today. Maybe I’m coming down with something. Could we do this another time?”


  “What you need is a good back rub.”


  “A back rub?”


  “Yep, that’s what you need. They always work for me.”


  Now here was the pleasant thought he had been looking for.


  “Why don’t you give me a back rub?” he asked her. That was blunt, but it gave him a little room to back-pedal if she got mad.


  She fluttered her eyelids on purpose. “Well, I suppose I could, counselor.”


  “Let’s get out of here.”


  “Will this come off your fee?” She looked coy.


  “I try to return favors,” Tubby said, “but I never cut my fees.” Like hell.


  Monique walked through the door marked DUBONNET & ASSOCIATES. She had made an appointment, and Cherrylynn showed her into Tubby’s office.


  “Mr. Dubonnet?”


  “Yes.”


  “My name is Monique, from Champs.”


  “I know who you are. Please sit down.” He showed her to one of the upholstered chairs. His tone was soothing, and Monique felt very calm, for a change, like she was in the right place doing the right thing.


  Tubby took his place behind the desk. He smiled. “What can I do for you?”


  “I guess I need to talk to a lawyer.”


  “Well, that’s what I am. What do you want to talk about?”


  “I have about fifty thousand dollars to invest, and I would like you to help with that. Also, I have found what I think is Darryl’s will. His friend Jimmy gave it to me. I think he left the club to me. Could you help me with that?”


  Tubby folded his hands on his desk. He looked content, as if what she had said gave him great satisfaction.


  “I’d be glad to,” he said. “Extremely glad to.”


  “There’s another thing. I have this problem in Alabama. I’m on probation. I want to get it taken care of.”


  “That could be complicated, but, sure, I think I can help you with that.”


  “Also, I need to get custody of my little girl. She’s living with my mama.”


  “It sounds like you’ve got a lot to talk about. How about a cup of coffee?”


  “That would be fine. Could you give me some idea about how much it will cost?”


  Tubby picked up the phone to summon Cherrylynn and coffee. “Don’t worry about that, Monique,” he said. “This one’s already paid for.”


  THE END
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  Chapter One


  Under normal circumstances, getting a Louisiana PI license is so routine as to be boring—you take a course, you pass a test, and you pay your money. Usually, there’s only one slight catch—you can’t be issued a license unless you’re already hired. But Talba Wallis seemed to have found another one.


  She was already hired, and she’d made ninety-seven on the test. For nearly five months she’d worked as an apprentice for Mr. Eddie Valentino of E.V. Anthony Investigations.


  And still, she almost didn’t get her license.


  You have to submit a few little things with your application—a copy of your driver’s license, five-by-seven-inch photo, and fingerprints. For the last, the State Board of Private Investigator Examiners provides official FBI cards. All you have to do is take them to any law enforcement agency that offers a fingerprinting service and plunk down a few small bucks.


  “Piece o’ cake,” Eddie said. “Take ya ten minutes, max.”


  So one gorgeous September day on her lunch hour, Talba drove out to 715 South Broad Street, headquarters of the New Orleans Police Department.


  A good thing it’s close, she thought. She had a client coming in at one, and at three, she had to resume her surveillance of a suspected errant wife. The woman was a college professor whose last class was over then, and Talba was in a hurry to wrap up the case. Eddie’s jokes about “extracurricular activities” were getting tedious.


  Nonetheless, she was in a great mood. She sailed in feeling buoyant and powerful. Finally, finally, she was getting the damned license. She liked the job a lot. A whole lot. And a funny thing, it was a great way to make friends. It wasn’t something anyone ever thought about on career day at school, but once you said the words private investigator, it was amazing how many people blurted, “I’d love to do that!”


  They wouldn’t, of course. For one thing, there was the tedium—of records searches, surveillance, online research, court appearances, intake interviews, half a dozen other things. For another, most people thought divorce cases were sleazy, and these were a good chunk of the work. Actually, Talba liked them—she liked catching scumbags (of either sex) and, though originally hired for her computer skills, she’d turned out to be good at it. It wasn’t a job for everybody, but, despite the fact that she was such a computer wiz she impressed even herself, a sensitive and talented poet (in her opinion), and a baroness (she’d decided), it suited her.


  So she was in an excellent mood as she entered the building. A female functionary sporting two-inch purple nails with a tiny picture on each of them pointed to a door on the right. No stairs, no elevator. Couldn’t be more convenient.


  Talba stepped through to a nearly dark, closet-sized anteroom opening onto a large, light comfortable-looking room, which was populated by two people—an enormous woman in a black dress and a smallish, wiry-looking man in uniform. Both were African-American, as was Talba herself. The well-padded woman had a motherly look to her. Pencil in hand, she was poring over something in which she seemed to have a deep and abiding interest.


  She may or not have heard Talba enter, but either way, she didn’t look up. The man was talking on the phone. Talba stood politely for a few minutes, curious as to what was so important the woman couldn’t take time out to serve a customer. And finally, she got tired of it. “Excuse me,” she said.


  The woman looked at her over nondescript glasses that couldn’t hide a pair of bulging eyes. A thyroid thing, Talba thought, figuring it was causing the weight problem.


  “I’m here to get fingerprinted.”


  “Whatcha need prints for?”


  “I’m applying for my PI license.”


  “That’ll cost ya thirty dollars. You can get it done for fifteen dollars at the Jefferson Parish Sheriff’s Office.”


  “Here’s fine. I don’t mind the charge.”


  The woman raised an eyebrow, as if she disapproved of spendthrifts. “Ya filled out ya cards?”


  “No, do I need to?”


  “Use black ink and be sure ya print.”


  In the anteroom, there was an end table she could probably write on, but not enough light to see. “May I come in to fill them out?” There were at least five empty desks.


  “This room’s part of the police department.” The woman went back to her paperwork, leaving Talba rummaging for a pen and hoping if she found one, it would be black.


  She ended up going outside to fill out the card.


  When she returned, the large woman seemed almost cordial. “Come on in,” she said, with a near-smile, and Talba opened the dutch door separating the spaces.


  The other woman came forward to sit at the front desk. “Let me have the cards and ya driver’s license.” The instructions on the application had been explicit—the fingerprinter must see the applicant’s license. The woman studied the documents for almost five minutes before she finally raised her head, face outraged, suddenly a different person.


  “You got different names on these things!”


  It was true.


  Talba’s birth name was an embarrassment to all concerned—to herself, to Miz Clara, and to the human race in general. A white obstetrics resident who thought he was funny had named her. However, the state required the same name on your driver’s license that appeared on your birth certificate.


  “Talba” was her own name, the name she’d given herself and always used except when performing her poems, at which times she used its ceremonial form, “the Baroness de Pontalba.”


  She pointed out where she’d written her official name on the FBI card, in the space asking for aliases and AKAs. “I’d prefer to use ‘Talba’ on my license,” she said.


  “You can’t do that. Ya name’s Urethra.” It took all Talba’s strength not to wince.


  Damn! Something was severely off here. The license was issued by a state board—what right did a city functionary have even to express an opinion on the subject?


  But the fat lady wasn’t the sort you argued with. Talba said, “The board might agree, I don’t know. Can’t know till I apply.”


  The woman wasn’t listening. She’d begun doing something online, holding Talba’s license and FBI cards as she clicked her way through what was evidently a Yellow Pages site. “There’s no Eddie Valentino in here.”


  The card had asked for her employer’s name and address. “I work for E.V. Anthony Investigations. Eddie’s the ‘E.V.’ part.”.


  “I’m gon’ call the state board.” The woman got up and waddled to a glass cubicle in the back of the room. Talba heard her dial and say, “This is Sergeant Rouselle.”


  This woman was a cop? That was a shocker. She wasn’t in uniform and she wore no badge. Besides that, she seemed not to have either the personality or the build for it. Minor bureaucrat was the way Talba’d pegged her. The sort who got off on ruining people’s days.


  Cop or no, she suddenly realized, she was about to become snarled in a bureaucratic snafu that was going to make her miss her one o’clock.


  She walked back to the cubicle and held out her hand. “Sgt. Rouselle, I think I’ll go over to Jefferson Parish, after all. May I have my license, please?”


  The sergeant turned on her, shouting, bulging eyes blazing behind dirty lenses. “You’re going to jail if you snatch this out my hand!”


  Talba backed away, “I wasn’t going to—”


  The other officer got off the phone quick and strode over to the cubicle, patting air as if to calm a child. “Now, ma’am, just calm down. Just take it easy now.”


  “But I didn’t… look, all I want to do is go. I’m on my lunch hour.”


  “I get the feeling you’re worried you’re going to get your boss in trouble. This is nothing to do with you and nothing to do with him.”


  What language was he speaking?


  Who cared?


  “Look, Officer, I’m on a schedule.”


  “Just take it easy and nobody’s going to get in any trouble.” It suddenly got through to Talba exactly what the situation was: He was telling her the sergeant really could throw her in jail if she wanted to. All she’d have to do was say Talba assaulted her to get her license; or had pot breath; or anything she wanted to. In a word, she was trapped.


  She sat and steamed. After about twenty minutes, Officer Rouselle waddled on out. “All right. You want to get fingerprinted?”


  Talba looked at her watch, considering. There was still time to make her one o’clock—barely—if the show could just get on the road. “Can we do it now?”


  “Now?" the sergeant shouted. “Can we do it now? You don’t respect my title or my position, do you? I need a little more respect out of you, missy. Hear me: you must use the same name on these cards as is on your driver’s license…”


  Talba was desperate to scream at the woman: It's not up to you, Fat Stuff! It’s up to the state board. But that was definitely going to get her arrested.


  It developed the sergeant could read her mind. She just stared, heaving a huge sigh. And then, still clutching Talba’s license, she picked up the phone.


  “Captain Regilio, please. Well, then, the lieutenant.” Talba’s heart thumped in a way it hadn’t since she’d gotten in a shootout the previous spring. It’s the adrenaline, she realized. Damn! This petty bureaucrat has me scared to death.


  That pissed her off almost more than the rest of it.


  Then there was the problem of how the hell she was going to explain to Eddie (or her mother or even her boyfriend) that she was innocent—whatever the charge. The fact was, she did have a mouth on her. The irony was, for once she was keeping it shut. Eventually, two uniformed male officers and one white woman in shorts arrived to receive another ten minutes of Sgt. Rouselle’s rants. “I called y’all in because this woman’s trying to provoke me.”


  Suck it up, Talba told herself. Keep your mouth shut or you’re going to jail.


  Her teeth hurt from gritting them. Finally one of the other officers gently pried the license from Sgt. Rouselle’s grasp and handed it back to Talba, who once again held out her hand. “May I have my fingerprint cards?”


  “I’m gon’ confiscate those. They’re not your property, they’re the FBI’s.”


  Oh, yeah? So now you’re the FBI?


  She looked beseechingly at the others, but they only stared back poker-faced.


  Well, who cared? At least she was legal to drive back to the office. She never had to breathe a word. She’d just go tomorrow to Jefferson Parish and no one would be the wiser.


  She arrived back at the office at five after one. Her client was sitting in the reception room, and Eileen Fisher, Eddie’s office manager, looked way too nervous for comfort. “That Ms. Wallis?” Eddie hollered. “Ms. Wallis, could you come in here a minute? I just had a phone call from the state board. What’s this about you gettin’ arrested?”


  It was a hell of a way to begin a career.


  But Eddie had been gentle with her. “I’m gon’ let you off this time, Ms. Wallis. So long as you learned somethin’ from this experience.”


  “If you mean I’m supposed to suck up to some power-hungry harpie out of Kafka’s worst nightmares…”


  “I don’t mean that a’tall, Ms. Wallis. I mean I hope ya learned to never, ever, for any reason do anything in any New Orleans city office you can do somewhere else. I mean that, now. Save us both a lot of time, lot of headache.”


  She was about to say, Yes sir, she sure wouldn’t, and leave clicking her heels together, when he held up a finger. “And one more thing if you don’t mind—could ya make some kinda effort not to be more trouble than ya worth?”


  That was a month ago. She had her license now—in the name of Talba Wallis, thank you very much. But the whole gig looked to be falling apart again.


  She could barely hear the words through the fuzz in her brain: “Miss, are you all right?” The speaker was the other driver, a white man in his forties.


  Hell, no, she wasn’t all right. Four days of surveillance and she finally had the pond scum in the Cadillac with the paramour, feet away from her camera lens. Inches from delicious triumph.


  But now nothing. Nothing but a hurting back, a totaled car, maybe a missed paycheck. Maybe even the ax—after that little episode with Sgt Rouselle, Eddie’s patience was pretty thin.


  And her mama, Miz Clara, did so love having her baby daughter employed! Even as a PI. Time was when Miz Clara thought there were only three suitable jobs for a Wallis child—doctor of medicine, speaker of the house, and first African-American president. But that was before she caught onto the stage-mom potential of having a flamboyant daughter who happened to be not only a poet, performance artist, and computer genius but also a detective.


  And now a little thing like a missed stop sign was about to ruin it all. One minute Talba was barreling toward truth and justice; the next, a force from hell struck with a sound like a gunshot, leaving her humiliated and hurting. For a moment she thought maybe it was a gunshot; she wouldn’t put it past the lying, low-down sack of manure she was following.


  But, no, it was a Ford Explorer—a car about twice the size of Talba’s Camry—which had been lawfully moving through the intersection. She hadn’t seen the car or the stop sign. A crowd was beginning to gather. A siren wailed in the distance. And Talba’s back was killing her.


  In her current state, she really couldn’t go back to the office and deal with Eddie about this thing. He could be slightly more of a pain in the patootie than Miz Clara herself.


  There was only one good thing about this—that it wasn’t Eddie’s car that got wrecked. And not just because his was really his wife Audrey’s Cadillac. It was handsomely appointed with the Global Positioning System that Talba had bought half-price from some fly-by-night spy shop having a fire sale. She had a weakness for shopping at spy shops; her idea was, with the GPS Eddie could track her if she got in a tight spot. But after spending a week’s salary on it, she realized he didn’t even have a laptop for the tracking system. So, under great protest, she’d made him let her install it in his own car.


  Under very great protest. Eddie claimed the Twenty-First-Century PI needed only six pieces of equipment, one of which was a child’s toy and only two of which were electronic—cell phone, tape recorder, video camera, conventional camera, binoculars, and Tee-ball bat. The last was the closest thing to a weapon he ever carried. “It’s well-balanced, with a good grip, and heavy enough to do some damage. And it’s absolutely legal,” he told Talba when he presented her with hers.


  Groaning, she retrieved it now, along with her maps and the other five items. She put the entire PI kit in a Guatemalan bag she had in the trunk, thinking that where it really belonged was in a new car. But she sure couldn’t shop for one bent over like she was.


  So she called Babalu Maya for an appointment and got the tow truck to drop her at Whole Foods on its way to Camry heaven. Babalu, bodyworker extraordinaire (whose real name was probably Barbara), lived within spitting distance of the only store in New Orleans where you could buy a head of lettuce for the cost of a new Camry. Talba could walk the block and a half if she didn’t collapse first; she could hobble it, anyhow. Or so she thought. She found the effort made her nauseous.


  “Girl!” Babalu’s face said Talba’s pain was her pain. “I swear to God you’re pale.”


  Babalu was white; she said things like that. Talba was not merely African-American but black. Good and black, thank you very much. She knew she was nowhere near pale, but she couldn’t be looking her best.


  “Give me that bag and sit down. Just sit down, now.” Talba still had stairs to climb. Babalu exerted pressure on her shoulders; Talba yielded. And before she knew it Babalu had done something, she hadn’t a clue what, that made it possible to straighten up.


  “Can you make it upstairs?”


  Talba nodded gratefully and hobbled up ahead of Babalu, who evidently thought she might have to catch her if things didn’t go well. Talba knew the drill so well she didn’t even pause, just went into the first room off the hallway, removed her shoes and earrings, and slid gingerly onto the massage table.


  Babalu said, “Tell me about it.”


  “Well, I didn’t see the stop sign. This tank or something hit me on the shotgun side—caved in my whole front end.”


  “You are one lucky female.” Babalu’s pretty face screwed itself up. She had short blond hair that she wore in a careless, shaggy bob, clear, satiny skin, and some kind of chain tattoo crawling up her arm—Celtic knots, she said, but it gave Talba the creeps. Like some kind of metaphorical half-handcuffs. Babalu had smiled the time she mentioned it—and not a nice smile, either; as if the effect was deliberate.


  Talba said, “Lucky. How come I can’t quite see it that way? I’m pretty sure my car’s a total.”


  “Oh, I’m so sorry. Wish I had one to lend you.” That was the way she was, Talba thought. A nurturer; a healer. She knew Talba only as a client, and yet she behaved like a friend.


  Talba groaned again and changed the subject, hoping for distraction from the intermittent pain. “Okay, enough about me. What’s new with you?” She arched her back against Babalu’s fingers.


  “You haven’t been here in too long, or you’d know. Feel that? These muscles think they’re bone. A little stress, I’d say.”


  Talba ignored the last part. “Or I’d know what?”


  Babalu waved her left hand provocatively; its fourth finger glinted. “I’m getting married.”


  Talba tried to sit up, just to take in the news. Babalu leaned over her chest and pushed her down. Tough. But her cheeks were flushed and she was smiling. Talba gave up. “Hey, that’s fantastic!”


  “Yeah. I’m pretty happy.” The blush deepened.


  “Well, tell me everything.” This was good. There was nothing so distracting as a little romance.


  “He’s… cute.”


  “Yes? And?”


  “Well, he’s from Mississippi, and his name is Jason. He’s about six feet tall with dark, gorgeous hair…”


  “Umm hmm. Blue eyes, I bet.”


  “Yeah. How’d you know?”


  “You like that. I remember.” A bodyworker, she reflected, was like a hairdresser or an exercise partner. There you were for an hour, just the two of you—of course you were going to talk about who you were dating. “He’s probably an actor.”


  Babalu nodded. “Pretty good, too.”


  “I knew it. You’re such a stage-door Jenny.”


  “I like people with talent—the way I grew up was just so… I don’t know…”


  “Stuffy?”


  “What makes you think that?”


  “You’ve got that deb look. Except for the tattoo, of course. And the zany hair.”


  Babalu laughed. “Carefully cultivated. We were trailer-trash, actually.”


  “Back to the guy. Does he have a day gig?”


  “He’s… ummm… a stock trader.”


  “A trader? With the market in the toilet?”


  Babalu shrugged. “He seems to do okay at it.”


  “That’s a fair-sized rock he gave you, anyhow.” She realized Babalu hadn’t said one really personal thing about the man. “What about him really, though? What’s your favorite thing about him?”


  “My favorite thing?” The question seemed to catch her offguard, but she recovered quickly. “You think I’m going to talk about that?”


  “Don’t. Ow. It hurts to laugh. Also, you’re mashing a tender spot.”


  Instantly, Babalu’s fingers lightened up. Talba sought once more to distract herself. “Okay, what do you like least about him?”


  “Least?”


  “Yeah, least. I know you’re crazy in love and all that but search your conscience—there’s got to be something.”


  Talba could have sworn Babalu’s hands tightened on her back—even pinched a bit. She heard a sound like a sniff. Damn! She sure didn’t want to get a cold.


  But it wasn’t that. The sniff was followed by a sound like snurf, a smothered sound, but there was no mistaking it; Babalu was crying.


  “What is it?” Once again, she tried to rise, thinking to hug the healer, but Babalu held her down.


  “No. Let’s finish the session.”


  Talba didn’t move, but she wasn’t about to keep quiet. “Girlfriend, what is it?”


  “I think he’s cheating on me.”


  Oh, boy. Talba had heard plenty of this kind of thing lately. Louisiana might have no-fault divorce, but there was still the issue of spousal support, which was why she was surveilling a low-down scumbag cheater when the Explorer slammed her. Proof of catting around could pay off handsomely, but that was irrelevant in Babalu’s case. What was relevant was, the marriage was off to a rocky start and it hadn’t even happened yet.


  “You can’t marry an asshole who’s cheating on you. Babalu, hear me—you do not deserve this. Give the man his ring back.”


  “You’re scrunching up again.”


  “You’re getting me upset.”


  “Well, I just said he may be. He’s probably not. Maybe he’s… I don’t know—maybe it’s something else.”


  “Talk to me. Tell me about it.”


  “I can’t. You’re scrunching up. You want to walk out of here or not?”


  Talba tried to relax.


  “You know what I need? I need a detective.”


  “No, you don’t. You need out.”


  “Could you relax, please? Look, can I come to your office tomorrow? Talk to you about it?”


  She sounded so pitiful Talba said okay, maybe they could trade services. But she never thought Babalu’d show up.


  Chapter Two


  Babalu was there at nine a.m. sharp, which was more than Talba could say for herself. Because of her mishap of the day before, she’d had to take the 82 Desire, and you never knew with buses. She didn’t get there till 9:20 and she knew from experience that Babalu’s first appointment was at ten. “You’re serious about this.”


  “How’s your back?”


  “Much better. How’re you?” Talba asked the question gingerly, not wanting it to sound like an accusation.


  Babalu’s honey-blond hair needed washing; it more or less stuck up in spikes. The circles under her eyes were so pronounced it occurred to Talba she was doing drugs. But Babalu was the cleanest liver she knew—drank green tea instead of coffee, and nobody in New Orleans did that. “He stood me up again. I’ve got to know, Talba. I can’t sleep or anything.”


  “I can believe that. Sorry we don’t have any green tea.”


  “Coffee’s okay today.”


  “You’re going to need it. By the way, do you have a ten o’clock?”


  Babalu nodded.


  “We won’t be out of here by then. We have this instrument of torture Eddie invented to scare away customers, called the intake interview. If you can survive it, you might as well marry the guy, because that proves you can handle anything.”


  It was supposed to elicit a smile, but Babalu wasn’t in the mood. She whipped out her cell phone, canceled the appointment, took off the vintage jacket so nicely complementing her jeans, and sat down. Talba got the feeling she wasn’t in the best of tempers.


  “Sure you want to go through with this? It gets pretty ugly.”


  “I’ve got to do it, Talba.”


  Talba felt for her, though if the man in question were her own sweetie, Darryl Boucree, she thought perhaps a hit man might be more to the point than a detective. She began the tedious procedure of invading every single corner of Babalu’s and Jason’s privacy.


  The first part was just like girlfriend talk. “How did you two meet?”


  “At a poetry reading.”


  They laughed. Babalu and Talba had met the same way. Both were poets, as a matter of fact, in their nonworking lives.


  “Is he a poet?”


  “Well, he thought he was. Before people started throwing things at him.”


  “Oh. How’d he take it?”


  “He kind of laughed. He was just trying it on for size. As I said, his art really is acting. But he loves it that I’m a poet.”


  Babalu’s poems were full of metaphors about the body—about muscles and bones and joints. They were quite beautiful, Talba thought. Her own were much earthier, more inclined to narrative.


  “Have you met his family?”


  “Oh, yes. They’re from Canton, just outside of Jackson. His daddy’s a high-powered lawyer or something.” She giggled. “I had to wear long sleeves so they wouldn’t see the tattoo.”


  Talba raised an eyebrow. “Your idea or his?”


  “Oh, mine. He seems to be the black sheep. I mean, they kept asking him questions about when he was going to get a job.”


  As well they might, Talba thought. “What did he say to that?”


  “He said he had a job—investing.”


  “I thought you said he traded.”


  She flushed in embarrassment. “I guess he didn’t want to admit that.”


  Talba felt frustrated. “What’s he investing? He’s a young guy, no job…”


  “Well, that came out at the time. His mom said he was ‘gonna run through all granddaddy’s money’ before his first child was even born.” She shrugged. “I guess he has some kind of inheritance.”


  “How’d that make you feel? Talking like that in front of you?”


  “Actually, they were pretty nice. I think they liked me.” Again, Talba raised an eyebrow; this time she left it raised and gave Babalu a stare like a snake about to strike.


  Babalu gave her back a smug-cat look. “I practically wore a circle pin. I was raised in a small town too, you know.”


  “Girlfriend, you got more problems than the tattoo and the hair. What on earth did they make of that name of yours?”


  “You mean Bobbie Lou? We didn’t even have to lie—they just heard it that way.” Talba and Babalu got to share a laugh, a good thing, considering the grimness of the circumstances.


  And then it was on to the boring stuff, followed by the nasty stuff.


  Where did Jason live? What vehicles did he have? Ever married before? Any children? Who were his friends? What was his schedule? How about his physical description, phone numbers, hobbies, interests, habits? Did he smoke, drink or do drugs?


  Well, what did he like? Was he left-handed or right-handed?


  Had he ever been violent? Was he a fast driver? (This was to plan the surveillance.)


  Then, there was Babalu. Who were her friends and relatives and what did they look like? (There had been cases of husbands buying lingerie with gorgeous blondes who turned out to be the wife’s best friend helping him shop for her birthday.)


  Talba personally knew of one—Eddie had carefully videotaped the whole thing and ruined the surprise party.


  What was their sex life like? This was Talba’s least favorite question, but she had to admit, it was usually productive. Babalu pulled at a chipped bit of black nail polish. “Well, that’s one of the things that’s got me worried. He’s kind of… lost interest.”


  Now, that was unusual. Usually, if there was a paramour, frequency increased; sometimes the misbehaver even got more inventive.


  But this was an engagement, not a marriage. Talba could think of cases in her own life in which the relationship simply cooled on one or both parts. She figured that was probably what was happening here. It was all she could do not to reiterate that Babalu absolutely must not, should not, could not marry this man—he was wrong, wrong, and wrong. But what the hell—pretty soon she was going to have pictures.


  “Is that why you think he’s cheating on you?”


  Babalu grabbed hunks of her dirty hair and pulled on it. “He just doesn’t seem interested anymore. I think he’s trying to break up with me.”


  “Why not just ask him?”


  She was quiet, thinking a long time before she spoke. “I don’t know if I could handle the answer.”


  “What makes you think—”


  Babalu held up a hand. “Stop. I know what you’re thinking. I need to do it this way. I want to know everything. I want to know and have him not know I know. I need to buy myself time to think about what to do.”


  “What to do! I’ll tell you what to do.”


  Babalu’s eyes misted over. “Talba, please.”


  Talba eased up. The healer, the talented poet she held in such esteem, was really much more fragile than Talba liked to believe. She remembered something Babalu had once told her about her name—Maya meant peace or something, but Babalu was an Afro-Caribbean god or saint, always depicted with a crutch. “It’s the archetype of the wounded healer,” she said.


  Talba hadn’t pressed it, taking it at the time for some kind of general metaphor, something about everyone being wounded. But it occurred to her now that this woman, so strong on the outside, had internal wounds so severe she didn’t even have the self-esteem to get rid of a scrofulous piece of shit who was cheating on her. Well, fine. Talba could help with that. And not by nagging either. It would be her pleasure to shoot a home movie that would stand up in court. Not that that was needed—she just liked to do things right.


  The second Babalu left, Talba sat down to do what she always did after an interview, and found she hadn’t done the first thing right. Eddie had taught her two primary rules of doing business—first cash the check; second, run a background check on the client. Babalu had paid her retainer in cash (not surprising—she liked her own clients to pay cash), so the first wasn’t necessary. However, due to that oddity, Talba had no way of knowing what her client’s legal name was; and it hadn’t occurred to her to ask. In fact the whole background routine had slipped her mind, and now that she thought about it she found it creepy. Maybe you made an exception when you knew the client. Certainly her subconscious had.


  But something nagged at her. Did she really know Babalu?


  She knew Babalu wasn’t a charlatan. Maybe that was enough.


  She busied herself backgrounding Jason instead, an eminently boring task, since everything checked out down to a very decent credit record. (This was something PI’s weren’t entitled to, but Talba knew how to get it and on this occasion, since a friend was involved, she went for it.) Granddaddy must have done well by him, she thought. That part boded well for Babalu; it was something to cling to.


  Next on the agenda was a recon of the surveillance area, and it was nearly time for lunch. She could get some fresh air and do the recon at the same time—right after she rented a car.


  Jason lived in the area of town referred to as the Lower Garden District, not to be even slightly confused with the Garden District proper, which was very proper indeed. The lower version was hip, upwardly mobile, mixed in just about every way, and a little dicey—actually a by-the-numbers neighborhood for an unemployed actor. It offered good deals if you didn’t mind watching your back.


  Jason’s building was a rambling old Victorian that had been chopped up into apartments; he had the second floor front, and Babalu had said he usually kept the curtains closed so he could see his screen. Brown velvet curtains, she said; very masculine. Okay, fine. Apartment identified. Now the vehicle. Talba looked, with envy, for a dark blue Camry, and indeed there it was, its plate number nicely matching the one her trusty computer had just told her had been issued to a Jason Wheelock at this very address. All systems go. The bird was in the nest.


  The next issue was her own security. There was a reasonable amount of traffic, both vehicular and pedal, and there were plenty of black people in the general mix. She wasn’t going to stick out too much. She just wished her rental car weren’t white, which was all they had by the time she got there. She felt a little conspicuous in it.


  Yet she knew she probably wasn’t. Unless there was a neighborhood biddy who spent her days peering out the window, chances were good no one would notice her at all. The surveillance ought to be a piece of cake—anything would be, compared to the turn her afternoon was about to take. She hadn’t yet told Eddie about the accident.


  * * *


  Eddie felt himself shaking his head, which made him feel old. “Ms. Wallis, Ms. Wallis.” He wished he could come up with a better response, but his young associate had left him more or less speechless, and it wasn’t the first time. “Ya ran a stop sign?”


  She’d just told him that. He was trying to wrap his brain around it. “Well? Did ya hurt yaself?”


  She looked uncomfortable. “I, uh… I think I’ll be okay.” She was holding something back.


  He had a pair of reading glasses he liked to wear at times like this. He perched them on his nose and looked over them at her. “Spit it out, Ms. Wallis.”


  “Actually, my back was killing me, but I went to a body-worker to get the kinks out and now she’s our client. That’s who I—”


  “The babe with the tattoo?” He was annoyed. How had she turned an idiotic mistake into an opportunity for bragging? He changed the subject quickly. “Just how did ya happen to run a stop sign? Ya got carried away, didn’t ya?”


  Her hand closed into a fist. “I had him, Eddie. With a redhead about half his age.”


  He shook his head again. “Ya wasted three days’ surveillance running a stop sign? Ya know what I oughta do? Swear to God I oughta—”


  “Look, I can get him next week. He picked her up at her gym. She’s got yoga on Tuesdays—the client says that’s his golf day. What do you bet they have a standing date? All I have to do is show up at the gym right after her class and do an instant replay.”


  “Without the demolition derby, ya mean.”


  “I won’t even charge you for it—I mean, it was my fault I didn’t get it.”


  He considered. “Ya almost got yaself a deal, Ms. Wallis. I like the part about not chargin’ me. The only thing is, how’m I gonna explain to the client we need another week?”


  He thought he sounded pretty tough, but she had the brass to look him right in the eye: “Lie, Eddie. How else?”


  He’d taught her that. That and everything in the world she knew about lying. It was her worst subject, too. She was great on the computer, a lot better on electronic devices than a law-abiding citizen ought to be, perfectly good at interviewing, and a pretty fair little rainmaker. But she was a truly lousy liar. At least she had been when she first started working for him, and this was the most important element (even more important than the secret of the Tee-ball bat) in a PI’s bag of tricks. She was just starting to get the hang of it.


  And now she was flinging it back in his face. Damn Talba Wallis. She reminded him way too much of his daughter Angela—always getting the best of him.


  “You handle it, Ms. Wallis. It’s your mess, not mine.”


  “But, Eddie, how can I claim I’m in the hospital if I’m the one calling the client?”


  “You’re in the hospital?”


  “An Explorer hit me; I’m at death’s door.”


  “Oh, I wish. I just wish, Ms. Wallis.” He clenched his teeth. “All right, I’ll call Susie Q and tell her.” He looked at his watch. “But this time next week, I want the redhead wrapped up, and I want a full client report on this desk right here. Ya hear me?” He tapped his in box for emphasis. “Three p.m. Wednesday.”


  “Yessir.” She was looking smug. Damn. He should have done something tougher, but what? Fired her? No way in hell was he going back to computer-jockeying. The fact was, he needed Ms. Wallis. She was female, she was young, she was black—all of which he more or less disapproved of—and she was a pain in the butt. But for right now he needed her, dammit.


  He made his voice as gruff as he could. “Okay, what about Tattoo Tammy?”


  “Cheating boyfriend.”


  “Boyfriend! Why doesn’t she just break up with him?” Something funny happened to Ms. Wallis’s face, something he’d never seen when she talked about a client, and they’d had plenty who had all her sympathy. She looked all fuzzy and mixed up, like a child whose mama’s in the hospital.


  “I don’t know. She’s clinging to him like a lifeline. I get the feeling she’s kind of stuck together with Band-Aids.”


  “And you don’t mind being the bearer of bad news?”


  All that sweet fuzzy-muzzy left her, all of a sudden she was the woman in the iron mask. “I just want to help her get the sumbitch out of her life.”


  “Ms. Wallis, Ms. Wallis.” He was shaking his head again. He hated it when she swore. Just hated it. “Ya mind keepin’ a civil tongue in ya head?”


  “She’s going away for the weekend—suggests we do the surveillance while she’s gone.”


  “Well, if the paramour’s married, that ain’t gonna work.”


  “Yeah, I know. I’ll start it tonight.”


  “Where’s the guy live?”


  “Lower Garden District.”


  “You’re not doing that alone. No way.”


  She gave him a cockeyed smile. “I’m a big girl.”


  “Yeah, sure. When hell freezes over.” At least he could tease her.


  “Actually, I’m fine there. Nobody even notices me.”


  “I can’t even trust ya not to run a stop sign.”


  “You’ve got three other divorce cases. Who’s going to do the surveillance on George Richardson if you do this one? Not to mention Walter Carpenter and Gina Piccolo.”


  The hell of it was, she was right—he didn’t have the time. “Goddammit! Nobody in the whole town’s gettin’ along these days.”


  She smiled at him, knowing she’d won. “Except you and Audrey, I trust.”


  Why didn’t she stay the hell out of his personal business? He waved her away and didn’t give her or her tattooed buddy another thought until she phoned Friday night.


  The thing about these cheating cases, Talba had noticed, was that the wronged party usually had a pretty good idea of what was going on. Sure enough, just as Babalu had predicted, no sooner was she out of town than Jason closed his chocolate-brown curtains and walked down his front steps so obviously freshly showered and spiffed up for a date that Talba could almost smell his cologne.


  He got in his dark-blue Camry and drove to a restaurant on Magazine Street, where he met an extremely attractive woman who seemed a few years older than he, and the lovely couple had the good grace to sit right by the window. Talba got as good a picture as she could, but a flash wouldn’t have been cool in the circumstances.


  So far so good. So beautifully according to script she thought of quitting right then and there. But there could be lots of reasons for having dinner with a woman—maybe she was directing a play he was in; or maybe she was his aunt.


  She looked like she had money—nice haircut, good manicure, expensive casual clothes. Talba wished she’d gotten a look at her shoes and bag—these told the tale best. She was willing to bet they were expensive. This woman definitely didn’t seem a match for Jason, who, she had to admit, was quite a looker. But a more or less unemployed actor. This woman was too rich, too straight, maybe too old. She probably wouldn’t even speak to a tattooed person.


  Eddie had a saying for domestic cases: The longer, the later, the stronger. So far as he was concerned, if the subject left the paramour’s house at one a.m., it was a lousy case. Three a.m. was a lot better. All night, of course, was pretty hard to refute. Talba had brought a Thermos of coffee with her.


  Maybe they’d hold hands at dinner. Or kiss in the parking lot. That would be good enough for Babalu—she didn’t need something to take to court.


  But, no, they didn’t. In fact, they maintained such a respectful distance Talba thought perhaps the thing was innocent. And after dinner they split up, Jason going to the parking lot the woman in a different direction.


  Oh, well. The night was young. Maybe he’d go to a bar and pick someone up. In fact he swung out of the lot and waited—until a white Lexus drew up alongside him. The driver was his dinner companion.


  Okay, here we go, Talba thought. We’re going to Sweet Thing’s house. That was what Eddie called all the female paramours: Sweet Thing. She hoped this one didn’t live in some white folks’ neighborhood where they’d shoot her on sight.


  Her hopes were dashed when Sweet Thing drove straight to Old Metairie, a swish suburb nearly as snotty as Uptown. But whatever the social prejudices of the residents, just about none of them were black. There was no way she was going to pull off a night in front of a suburban mini-mansion without someone calling the cops. This was the bad part of surveillance—you never knew where you were going to end up.


  She called Eddie on her cell phone. “Boss, I need your help. I’m in Old Metairie.”


  “Well, hell. Get out.”


  “The subject’s in some lady’s house. I can’t leave now—I’ve just about got him.”


  She heard him sigh. “Miz Wallis. I’ll get ya for this.”


  She breathed a sigh of relief and gave him the address. Eddie sighed. “I’ll take a taxi and get out a block away or something. All we need is two cars on this, things aren’t bad enough.”


  Talba cordially hoped it wasn’t going to be a long night. Not only was Eddie getting on in years, but he had the worst bags under his eyes of any human she’d ever seen—great tumorous bulges paved over with purple gator-skin. You could make a fine pair of shoes out of them, now that she thought of it. But on Eddie’s face, they looked like something from the lost luggage department. She sure didn’t want to see them get any worse.


  He slipped silently into the car. “Why didn’t ya call ya boyfriend to join ya? Be half as cheap for the client.”


  It wouldn’t though. She wasn’t going to charge Babalu for her half of the double hours. “Two black people in Old Metairie? Only thing worse than one.”


  “Naah. You could always start making out if anyone came by—nobody’d bother ya.”


  “I’ll remember that for next time.” It was a typical Eddie remark—maybe serious, maybe a joke, but at any rate not her idea of a fun date.


  “You take the first shift. I’m rackin’ out.” He leaned back and started snoring almost immediately. She could smell the alcohol on his breath and regretted getting him out of his nice cozy house on a Friday night—but she knew he’d do it to her.


  She let him sleep. As long as no one came along, she didn’t need him.


  It was after one when Sweet Thing’s door opened. Out came Jason and, sure enough, the lady was right behind him, in a Japanese kimono. He turned to kiss her good-bye, but she stopped him, pointing with her chin toward the rented car, which, if it hadn’t been white, would have blended a lot better. Jason wrenched his body around, and Talba scrunched down. “Eddie. Wake up,” she hissed.


  “Wha…?” He woke as suddenly and thoroughly as if a shot had been fired and assessed the situation. Talba sneaked a glance. “Omigod. He’s coming over here.”


  The two of them must have had quite a bit to drink. Jason was swaggering toward them, puffed up like John Wayne. Eddie said, “Put your head in my lap.”


  “Do what?”


  “Just do it!” He pulled her down, and as she floundered, struggling for breath, she raised an outraged face in his direction. He had his head back against the seat, mouth open, eyes closed, and he was breathing heavily. Getting the hang of things, she started to move her head in a rocking rhythm.


  “Excuse me!” Jason said loudly, almost shouting, whereupon Eddie raised his head, faked a beautiful deer-in-the-headlights, and then there was silence, as Jason realized what he’d interrupted—or thought he had. Talba heard nothing for a moment, and then laughing, as Jason apparently told Sweet Thing the coast was clear—there were neither casing burglars nor spying PIs out there, just a couple of crazies getting off.


  “Can I come up?”


  “Miz Wallis, I wish you would. This is playin’ hell with my dignity.”


  She sat up, pouting. “It didn’t do much for mine, either.”


  “It was a beautiful thing, though. Faked him right out. And look over there now.” The other happy couple, secure in the knowledge that no one was watching, were openly necking.


  Chapter Three


  Monday morning bright and early Talba matched the Metairie address to a Dr. and Mrs. Peter St. Clair, wealthy patrons of the arts who frequently gave bundles to various small theater groups. Apparently, Dr. Pete traveled and Mrs. Pete (whose name was Valerie) did what she pleased.


  It wasn’t any fun writing the client report. But on the other hand, Babalu certainly knew what to expect; maybe she wouldn’t be too upset.


  “Trust me,” Eddie said. “She will.”


  Talba didn’t ask her to come to the office—just couldn’t put her friend through it. If Babalu was going to cry, she could do it in the peace of her own home.


  Babalu’s face was drawn, her cheeks too bright. Talba said, “Are you okay?”


  “I just…” Babalu seemed to be moving in little jerks. “I’m fine, really.”


  She seemed so birdlike, so unable to keep still, Talba wondered briefly if she could be on speed. But she quickly dismissed it—there was hardly a less likely candidate in the state of Louisiana.


  She declined her hostess’s offer of tea in favor of just getting it over with. “Babalu, I’m sorry. You were right about him.”


  Babalu’s head went slack against the back of the sofa, revealing a tiny scar at her scalp. “You deserve much better,” Talba continued. “This guy is…” She finally settled on a word that might make her client laugh. “…a slut.”


  It didn’t work. “We’re talking Jerk City here. Mondo dickhead.”


  Babalu wasn’t into female bonding. She seemed to want to be alone with her pain. But just to be sure, Talba kept still, waiting for a sign.


  Finally Babalu said, “Do you know who the woman is?”


  “Someone named Valerie St. Clair.”


  This produced a completely different reaction. “Oh, shit! Oh, fuck! How could she do that to me? Oh, my God, what a bitch!”


  “Who is she?”


  “She’s a client, damn her eyes! Big patron of the arts. I introduced them.” Big ironic sigh. “I thought she could help him.”


  “Mmm. That’s rough. I feel for you.” She would have, even if the client had been a stranger. But she knew Babalu. Knew how nurturing, how kind she was. How much she wanted to be loved. “Listen, let me make you some tea.” And so she stayed awhile, trying to heal the healer, and thanking the stars for her own boyfriend, the admirable Darryl Boucree.


  That night, thinking about Babalu’s pallor, her herky-jerky movements, her near hysteria, Talba was so disturbed she couldn’t watch TV with her mama, and, in the end, couldn’t even enjoy a recreational session of surfing the net. She wanted nothing so much as to call Darryl, to be reassured by the kindness and decency of her own man. Darryl was a high school teacher, musician, and sometime bartender, a guy who worked three jobs to help support his out-of-wedlock daughter. But he had a gig that night, and anyway, she would see him the next.


  Images kept coming to her. In the end, the only thing to do was write a poem. But even at that, she wasn’t successful. The images were of birds in an oil spill, soaked and miserable, so much tinier than when their feathers were fluffed; doomed if they tried to remove the taint. They were too disturbing to work with.


  As if he knew—as if he’d guessed—Darryl arrived the next night with flowers. “I don’t deserve you,” she blurted.


  “You do. You are a baroness.”


  “True, so very true.” Baroness de Pontalba was the nom de plume she used, and when she said it, she always emphasized the pronoun—as in, “I am a baroness.” She had named herself after the pioneering nineteenth-century white woman who developed and built the famous Pontalba apartments at Jackson Square. Quite a figure in her day, she was hated by her father-in-law, who eventually pumped her full of lead. But the intrepid baroness survived and, with two fingers missing and two bullets in her chest, went on to earn a place in history, which was more than you could say for the father-in-law. To this day he’s remembered only as the man who shot the baroness.


  But none of that was the reason Talba chose the name. She picked it for two reasons—the first was that she wanted to steal something from a white person, or rather from white culture—in fact, very specifically, she wanted to steal a name. She had her reasons for this, and they had nothing at all to do with hating white people, which she didn’t at all, or else she wouldn’t have been able to abide Eddie Valentino.


  The second was that she wanted to be a baroness.


  “Does Your Grace plan to invite me in?”


  Actually, Talba hadn’t planned to. The fact was that, after a string of losers, Talba had finally brought home a boyfriend who delighted her mama so much Talba suspected her of wanting him for her own. Miz Clara would offer him supper and try to keep him around as long as she could. And Talba desperately wanted to go out. Now.


  Even now, Miz Clara was getting impatient to see him. Talba could hear real shoes clicking behind her instead of her mama’s accustomed scruffy blue slippers. “ ’Zat Darryl Boucree I hear?”


  “Sure,” Talba said to him. “Come on in.”


  Miz Clara was all over him. “Darryl, how ya keepin’ yaself? How come you been such a stranger?”


  He hadn’t, of course. Talba met him away from her mother’s cottage as much as she could. She liked living with her mother—had moved in just for a few months and stayed—but a person had to have some semblance of adult life.


  “Miz Clara,” he said, “you know I can’t stay away from you for long.”


  “Hmm. From my food, ya mean. I been makin’ smothered chicken. Y’all want some?”


  “Ohhh. That sure sounds good.” He’d stay and eat it if Talba’d let him.


  “Nosiree, Mr. Boucree,” she said. “You promised me Italian.”


  “Okay. Italian it is.” He’d promised no such thing, but he was a quick study. She liked that about him.


  “My car or yours?” he said when they’d made their escape. “Yours, of course. I hate that damn white thing.”


  He opened her door. “Have you looked for a new one yet?”


  “I checked out the ads on Sunday. But I can’t really afford anything new—or half decent, even. The accident was my fault, you know. If the insurance pays for it, you know what that does to my rates.”


  “Maybe you should just bite the bullet—you really need a car. Venezia okay?”


  “Always.” This was a great hangout for cops and all manner of hard-bitten characters. Eddie had introduced her to it. She loved it though not for the food, especially.


  “Well, you can’t keep renting a car. That’s a quick way to the poorhouse.”


  “I would have the one job in the world that absolutely requires a car.”


  “Sure can’t do surveillance in a New Breed cab.”


  “Oh, God. Surveillance.”


  “What?”


  “Nothing. Or rather, something I don’t want to think about. I had to tell a friend her boyfriend was cheating on her.” They arrived at the restaurant and went in. Curiously, Darryl didn’t pursue the subject. She asked him about school—he taught English at Fortier High School—and about his gig the previous night, and about his daughter, Raisa.


  He had amusing stories about the first two and worry about Raisa. Always a difficult child, she was acting out more than ever. He wanted to find her a therapist; his ex was opposed.


  Talba’s stomach churned when she thought about Raisa. If she married Darryl—and things were heading that way—this giant, seemingly insurmountable problem became hers. Motherhood itself seemed insurmountable, much less third parent to a young volcano. Come to think of it, she’d not only get Raisa, she’d get her mother, and that would be even worse.


  Yet she hated herself for thinking that way. She knew Darryl wouldn’t if the roles were reversed. She wanted Darryl and she was going to have to accept this one day. Perhaps, she thought, she wasn’t mature enough yet.


  In fact, there was no doubt of that. Maybe she’d met him too early. She still had things to do, unfinished business that really had to be addressed.


  Suddenly, a great sadness came over her—sadness for Babalu, who thought she’d found her man and had been betrayed; and for herself, though why, she wasn’t sure. Maybe because sooner or later she was going to have to give up something. But not Darryl. Uh-uh. She wasn’t that stupid.


  His voice grew soft and monotonous when he spoke of Raisa, and he tended to look away from Talba. His way of dealing with the pain. It made her nervous, seemed to under score her inadequacy. She was glad when he changed the subject.


  Wrapping himself around a meatball, he said suddenly, “How’s your own little problem coming? You thought about that any more?”


  She knew what he meant and it wasn’t her feelings about Babalu or even Raisa, for that matter. It was something so repellent she didn’t want to think about it—largely because it loomed so huge in her life it made her feel tired. Feel like tucking her head away like a turtle, a favorite pastime of hers in times of stress. Yet it nagged and gnawed at her. It was this: long after he left her mother, her father had been murdered. When she got her PI license, she made up her mind to solve the case. This was her unfinished business.


  And she really didn’t intend to give up on it. But she hadn’t even started.


  She just shook her head, smiling, willing him not to press it.


  He said, “Come on. Let’s go to my house.”


  “What about tomorrow?”


  “I’ll take you home—we’ll get up early. But you know what you ought to do? You ought to leave some clothes at my house, so you can dress there and go straight to work when you need to.”


  “Woo. I thought you’d never ask.” She snuggled up to him.


  “I didn’t think I needed to. For heaven’s sake, baby—you know I want you there.”


  But the simple fact was that he didn’t often take her home with him on a school night. Once there, she stayed—he lived across the river, at Algiers Point, and it made no sense to drive back and forth over the bridge.


  He had a wonderful house in a quiet neighborhood, a Victorian cottage that he’d fixed up in manly but comfortable fashion. Her favorite part was the living room seating area, consisting of two brick-colored sofas on which to recline and drink wine and talk into the night. When they were settled there, he brought up the subject again—her unfinished business with the universe.


  It was strange, she thought. Why was he doing it?


  “Tell you what,” he said. “I’ve got Raisa Sunday, but I’ll take you car shopping Saturday if you’ll start working on it.”


  “Why?” she asked. “Why do you care?”


  “Because you haven’t written a poem about it. That’s a really bad sign.”


  It was. It meant she was turtling out on it. Well, she had the next day off. It was Wednesday, but since she’d worked the surveillance the weekend before, (and also finished the report on the redhead), Eddie’d given her a mental health day. She could start in about eight hours, if she had the nerve.


  She woke up thinking about it, about what she could do to pursue it, and it came to her that it might be easy, that she knew someone who might even know the answer—who could certainly point her in the right direction.


  He was the retired minister of First Bethlehem Baptist, the church Miz Clara still went to, that Talba had been taken to every Sunday of her life as a child. She’d become reacquainted with him recently (on another case), and something he’d said to her then, something she hadn’t understood at the time, made her think of him.


  He’d told her that he’d seen her father in church after he left the family. Had he come back with his woman? If so, the old man might know her name; Talba could track him through her.


  The minister’s name was the Reverend Clarence Scruggs, and he’d been a terror in his day, petrifying her and the other kids Sunday after Sunday with shouted threats of “eternal damnation in the blazing flames of hell.” Sometimes she had to sleep with the light on after one of his sermons. He was probably the reason she didn’t go to church today. But, thanks to him, nobody could say she wasn’t God-fearing. If she ran into God in a dark alley, she’d probably pull out the pepper spray.


  The Reverend Mr. Scruggs was now living in public housing and he’d changed. When she went to see him last year she found instead of the raving demagogue of her youth a gentle old man with a rather stilted way of speaking, utterly devoted to his sick wife.


  “Had it not been for my wife I might have lost my way entirely,” he had told Talba. “She is my dearest love and it is a privilege to care for her.”


  He spoke of his anger when their child was stricken with “a rare and painful disease,” though he was, as he said, “the fiercest soldier in the army of the Lord,” and of his wife’s loving gentleness with the child, and of the way it had transformed him.


  Listening to him was a bit on the surreal side—even in conversation, he spoke in the cadences of sermons—but Talba had been utterly moved by the sincerity of what he had to say and by his amazing metamorphosis into a sweet old gent. She really should have been back to see him.


  Darryl drove her home early enough that the two of them had time to grab coffee before Darryl went to work. As soon as her eyes were fully open, she said, “I’m going to do what you said.”


  “What?” But he hadn’t forgotten; she knew he just wanted her to say it.


  “I’m going to work on my big case. Today, in fact. Get ready to find me a fabulous car for pennies.”


  “I feel a… a what…”—he squinched up his eyes—“…a Subaru coming on.”


  “A what? Why a Subaru?”


  “You really want to know?”


  “Sure—are you psychic now?”


  “I’ve got a buddy who knows somebody whose uncle wants to sell one. Or something like that. I’ll bet we could see it Saturday.”


  “What? All that rigmarole just to get me to work on the case?”


  “Naaah. Coincidence. Maybe it won’t work out—I’ll take you to see every car in the classifieds. We’ll have a lot of fun.”


  “That I don’t doubt.” She’d heard Subarus were pretty good cars.


  She needed to take the reverend a present. But what? She couldn’t get Miz Clara to bake him a cake even if her mama were home—any mention of her father and Miz Clara sulked. She ran him off after he took up with another woman and that wasn’t even his worst trait; drugs and abuse were two others Miz Clara had mentioned.


  In the end Talba cooked for the reverend herself. She had to go shopping anyway—her brother Corey was coming to dinner that night. She bought chicken and greens for Miz Clara to fix later on, and the makings for mashed potatoes and peach pie, her own contributions to the meal. For Reverend Scruggs, something sturdy, she thought, and ended up with pot roast. She spent the morning making it, then packed it up and drove to his building, a high rise for seniors. She hadn’t wanted to phone first—she’d dropped in unexpectedly the first time and she wanted to do it again.


  What she saw when he opened the door made her smile. It was the same something she’d seen before—the Reverend Mr. Scruggs wearing only pants, an undershirt, and a very distressed look at being caught half-dressed. He’d lost weight she thought. “Why, Sandra Wallis.” He called her by her childhood name. “I’m happy to see you, child. Happy indeed. You come in and make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back; let me just go see to Ella.” She knew he was going to put a shirt on.


  He returned in a fresh white one, hair spruced up as well.


  “How is she, Reverend Scruggs?”


  His face, animated before, showed briefly a flash of trouble and sadness, then tucked itself into a mask of stoicism. “The end is very near, I fear. That is, I fear for me, for I will miss her most fervently. But I rejoice for her, as she will soon be with the God she loves so much.”


  Talba remembered how much she enjoyed his nineteenth-century phrasing; what she’d forgotten, more or less, was the frightening figure of her childhood. No one could have told him when he was forty, or even fifty, she thought, that he’d end up a meek old man in public housing, and proud of it—proud of learning what he called “the way” from his wife.


  She touched his knee. “You’re one of my heroes, Reverend.”


  He looked away. “‘Brother’ is fine, Sandra. You know that.”


  “I’m sorry about Ella.”


  “Do not be. She is beloved of God.”


  “I wish I’d known her. She must have been extraordinary.”


  “She still is, Sandra. She still is. With only a strand of her memory left, with barely a spark of strength, she still is.”


  “I brought you some pot roast.” She had put the whole thing, vegetables and all, in a disposable aluminum pan. “Half an hour in the oven at three-fifty.”


  “Why, I thank you. I will surely enjoy it.” Surely. It was a use of the word that had almost passed from the language. Somebody really should do an oral history with the guy, she thought. “Perhaps Ella will even be tempted.” The sadness flicked onto his face again and lit there. He shook his head from side to side. “She will very rarely eat anymore.”


  Talba’s eyes filled up, not so much at his sorrow but at the thought that this would happen to Miz Clara one day, and to her as well, and even to Darryl. We should really have a better way of dealing with death, she thought, and then went back to pretending it didn’t exist.


  “Reverend, I need to ask you a question.”


  “I thought you would one day. Is it about your father, by any chance?”


  “How did you know that?”


  “You need to tie up loose ends. I understand that.”


  “Can you help me?”


  “Perhaps.” He nodded several times. “Perhaps. But not the way you think. I know what you think you need to know because of the kind of work you do, and I beseech you, do not pursue that course.”


  Beseech, she thought. “Why, Reverend, I don’t know that I’ve ever been beseeched before.”


  “Don’t make fun of an old man.” He spoke so sharply she caught a backward glimpse of the man he had been.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t…”


  “Never mind, daughter. I know my speech is strange and stilted. It comes of reading the Bible several hours a day and having few people to talk to.” Indeed, there was no television on the premises.


  “I love the way you talk.”


  He put his hand on hers. “Listen to me. This is the important thing. You’ve got a baby sister out there somewhere.”


  Talba felt as if someone had poked her in the solar plexus, not an unpleasant sensation, and one she’d had before. It happened when she heard something so true, so unexpected, it was like having the breath knocked out of her.


  Chapter Four


  She knew about the baby. The one her father had had with the woman he lived with after the family broke up. Perhaps because Miz Clara had so deliberately distanced her children from her former spouse, it had simply never occurred to Talba that this child was her sibling.


  “My God,” she said, unable to stop herself. Reverend Scruggs would probably call this “taking the name of the Lord in vain.” She glanced at him to see if he was offended, but saw only concern. And eagerness, perhaps. He’s ministering, she realized. This is making him happy.


  “Reverend Scruggs, you’re right. That is the important thing. I mean, if I do have a sister. I never even knew if the baby was a boy or a girl.”


  “A girl. I remember that; it was a girl. I baptized her.”


  “What?”


  “I didn’t tell you everything when you were here before. I couldn’t—you know that. But I baptized that girl, and if she is alive today, she is your sister.”


  “Why wouldn’t she be alive?”


  “There is sadness in the world, Sandra. You know that too.”


  “But do you know anything?”


  “I do not.”


  “Well, then. All right. I thank you for setting me straight. I’m going to look for her and find her. What was her name? Do you recall?”


  He shook his head sadly, and Talba saw that he had already searched his memory. “I am sorry to say that I do not.”


  The next question was the one she had come to ask. “The mother’s, then—my father never married her, did he?”


  “I don’t believe he did, no. But I do not recall her name.” Talba exhaled, disappointed.


  “All I can be sure of is that it was not Wallis—therefore the baby’s probably was not, either.”


  “There must be baptismal records.”


  “Perhaps.” He looked vague and a bit doubtful. “You must ask Miz Blanchard about that.” Lura Blanchard, who’d been church secretary in his day.


  She asked for Miz Blanchard’s address.


  When she left, she gave the reverend a tight hug that must have surprised him—she was sure it embarrassed him. She hadn’t lied when she told him he was one of her heroes. She’d always been depressed by those who said people couldn’t change. What was the point of living if you couldn’t change? Nobody she’d ever met in her life had changed as thoroughly as Clarence Scruggs, who had metamorphosed from a fire-breathing demon into what he’d then believed he already was—a true spiritual being.


  It made Talba love him. Though she’d seen him only three times in her adult life, she loved him. The sight of him just about made her cry. He’s good enough, she thought. So I got a shitty father. This can be his replacement. She made a vow to bring him something to eat once a week from now on, and knew she wouldn’t, which made her ashamed.


  It was hard seeing old people; sick people. They made you feel bad about yourself. She wondered about people who worked as care-givers—how they did it, what they were really like. Whatever they were like, they were different from Talba, but if she had a baby sister, she could at least treat her like family—even if it harelipped Miz Clara. Which it was bound to.


  She hated the thought of calling on Lura Blanchard, who was much older than the Reverend and probably just as saintly, and who’d probably also depress her with the vague sense that she ought to be doing more for people, with guilt about her own youth and vitality.


  The minute she saw Miz Lura, though, she realized she’d forgotten something about her—that she was the sort of old lady who’d probably bury all her friends. That kind didn’t need to be cooked for.


  Indeed, she was outside watering her yard, trying to keep the few surviving flowers alive in the late September heat.


  She was a shrunken old lady who managed a certain elegance, having hair straight enough to wear long, in a bob that came to her earlobes, and the energy to dress up every chance she got. At the moment, she looked as if she’d just come back from something—taking food to old people, probably. She was wearing a polka-dot voile dress that would probably sell in a vintage store for decent money but that maintained its original freshness.


  Talba had plenty of vitality for a twenty-something, but Miz Lura probably had more.


  She squinted at Talba. “Who’re you, child? I know ya, but these cataracts gettin’ to me.”


  “I’m Talba Wallis, ma’am. My mama calls me Sandra.” The old woman turned off her hose and stepped forward to the sidewalk. “Oh, law. Sandra Wallis. Ya ever find the Reverend Scruggs that time?”


  Nothing wrong with the woman’s memory, either. Several months ago, she’d rifled the church records to find the former minister’s address.


  “I did. Have you seen him lately? His wife’s about to die.”


  “Ella? I’m sorry to hear that. I always liked Ella. I better take ’em over some food.”


  “I’m sure they’d appreciate that,” Talba said, wondering if this meant she was off the hook and figuring it probably didn’t. “He sent me back to see you.”


  “Oh?” Miz Lura might have cataracts, but her eyes were hawklike.


  “He says he baptized my baby sister—the girl my daddy had with—uh…” Her throat closed on the words; Miz Lura didn’t make her say them.


  “I know who you mean, child. I know who you mean. You come in, won’t you? I’ll pour us a nice glass of iced tea.” Miz Lura lived in a funny, countrified section of the Ninth Ward, where the houses, unlike Miz Clara’s, had little pockets of dirt where you could grow flowers. They were as small as hers, though, and this was a Victorian-era shotgun that dolls could have lived in. It was painted plain white, rather out of keeping with its gingerbread. Miz Lura probably had a no-nonsense son or grandson who helped her keep it up. Talba would have been shocked if it hadn’t been neat as the lady herself, and she wasn’t disappointed.


  There wasn’t much furniture, and what there was looked like items the son or grandson had passed on when his family could afford something better. The plaid sofa just didn’t seem like the kind of thing Miz Lura would pick—particularly to go with the fake Oriental rug and gold brocade chair she’d probably inherited from her own mother; or maybe from a lady she’d worked for.


  A nice picture of Dr. King hung over a table with a little Virgin Mary statue on it, though to Talba’s knowledge, Baptists didn’t go in much for Mary. Perhaps somebody’d given it to her. There were votive candles on the table, too, set on an embroidered white starched cloth—something you’d never see in Miz Clara’s house.


  Miz Lura saw Talba looking at her altar. She said, “My friend down the street’s a Catholic—says when she asks the blessed Virgin for something, she gets results. She give me that when my grandson was sick last year—nearly died of the sugar.”


  Diabetes.


  Talba smiled. “Bet he got better, didn’t he?” If he hadn’t, she figured Mary’d have gotten the boot.


  “He’s as fine today as this fine weather. I promised Miz Mary I’d keep her in candles long as I lived if she’d do me that favor. I’m going to keep my promise, and I don’t care if you tell ya mama.”


  Talba had to smile again. Miz Clara probably would be scandalized. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


  “How is Miz Clara?”


  Talba said she was mean as ever and they went on like that for awhile, till finally Talba said, “Reverend Scruggs says I ought to go find out whatever happened to my baby sister.” Miz Lura squeezed some lemon in her tea and stirred it, trying to decide what to make of that. Finally, she said, “That sounds like a mighty Christian notion.”


  “Well, I don’t know about that.” Statements like that made Talba distinctly uncomfortable. “But he did make me curious.”


  “I should think so.”


  “He couldn’t remember her name, though. Or her mama’s.”


  “Don’t tell me he thought I would!”


  “Well, no, ma’am, I don’t think so. I think he thought you know where the baptismal records were.”


  Ms. Lura pursed her lips and sucked a little bit. “Let me see. Let me see—1983, was it?”


  “Somewhere around there.”


  “Well, you know, we had that fire in ’eighty-nine.”


  “Fire?” Talba asked. Ever since her mama stopped making her go to Sunday school and church every week, she hadn’t kept up with church history.


  “Lightning struck our steeple—wasn’t the first time, either.”


  Don’t giggle, Talba said to herself. Wrong audience for any of your jokes.


  But Miz Lura collapsed laughing herself, her body folding, her small brown hand slapping her skinny leg, which she simultaneously used to stomp the floor. (In ladylike fashion, of course.) “Kind of makes you wonder, doesn’t it? Yes, Lord, we must have had some sinners among us that year. Not much damage, but it did destroy the storeroom.”


  “Where the files were,” Talba said. She’d already figured it out. “You wouldn’t remember…”


  Miz Lura was already shaking her head. “I never even knew that baby name. The mama, though. I remember her name.”


  “You do? How on earth can you remember something like that?”


  Miz Lura nearly died laughing again. “I’m ninety-two years old, Sandra. Some folks say I’m losing my memory, but I can sho’ tell you one thing—Miz Lura Blanchard know her own name. Yes, ma’aaaam. Sho’ do.”


  “Miz Lura, you were not my daddy’s paramour—I know that for a fact.”


  “No, ma’am. I shore wasn’t. But that don’t mean I don’t know my own name.” She fell to cackling again, really enjoying this, whatever it was. “That woman name was Lura. Just as sho’ as you’re born. Mmmm-hmmm. Lura. You can take that to the bank.”


  “Really? Lura like you?”


  “Yes, ma’am. Lura like me. Mmmm-hmmmm.” She fanned herself with a round cardboard fan attached to a tongue depressor and sporting a picture of Jesus as a white man.


  “And what was her last name?”


  “Well, now, that I don’t know. Never did, probably. But one thing I can tell you—she was a Methodist. Went to that church over by Claiborne. You know the one?”


  A Methodist. What a thing to remember after all those years.


  She left Miz Lura with promises to come again, thinking that if the woman had gone to the trouble of living ninety-two years, she at least deserved a visitor now and then.


  That afternoon she phoned Darryl and reported her progress, feeling more peaceful and in tune with him than she had for a long time. Then she went in the kitchen and started cooking again, for Corey and his wife Michelle.


  Corey had fulfilled the Wallis family destiny. He’d actually embraced one of Miz Clara’s chosen careers for her children, though the lowliest of them. Corey was a mere doctor, but Miz Clara was happy to take what she could get. She was tickled pink in fact, and Talba resented him for making her look bad. But as Talba said in her own defense, in a democratic country, a baroness wasn’t going to get elected president, or even to Congress, and Miz Clara would just have to live with it.


  It was bad enough Corey was the favorite child—at any rate, the one most often bragged on—but Talba didn’t like his wife, either. Why, she wasn’t sure—a kind of reverse snobbery, perhaps. Michelle came from a prominent Creole family, Creole in the sense of light-skinned black. Michelle’s skin was very light indeed, her hair very nearly straight. Was this what bugged Talba, the simple fact that she was so different? Sometimes she thought so. But it wasn’t nearly so simple—it was more that she sensed a deep snobbery and disapproval coming out of Michelle, which in itself wasn’t so bad. But the phoniness surrounding that made Talba plain tired—stuff like trying to compliment Talba on her taste when she clearly hated her showy baroness clothes.


  Or maybe it was nothing deep and psychological at all. Maybe Michelle really was the narrow-minded little airhead Talba thought she was.


  Miz Clara was frying the chicken and making cornbread to go with that and the greens. Talba was supposed to do the rest of the meal, and though she knew Michelle would prefer something like brown rice and a fruit salad, she took a perverse pleasure in mashing the potatoes with a ton of butter and milk and whipping up the peach pie. Well, the pie was for Corey—he dearly loved peach pie.


  “Be sure and make plenty,” Miz Clara said. “Remember, she eating for two.”


  Hope she gains a ton of weight, Talba thought. The one thing she could identify about Michelle that really did make her jealous was the woman’s snaky body. Formerly snaky—she was about to have the first Wallis grandchild, a fact about which Talba felt deeply ambivalent. (Of course Michelle’s family—the high-and-mighty Tircuits—were probably highly embarrassed about it, which was the irony of it all.) But to Talba, though the Wallises had neither name nor social position, their greater intelligence made them superior.


  “There the doorbell now.”


  Talba was just pulling her pie out. “Go get on your shoes, Mama. I’ll let them in.”


  Miz Clara already had her wig on, but she hated getting out of her blue slippers before she had to. She cleaned white people’s houses for a living; she liked to give her feet a rest when she could.


  Talba had to hug the damn woman; there was no way around it. Michelle’s eyes flicked over her. Talba had on orange jeans and a lime-green T-shirt—not her performance clothes, which Michelle plain didn’t get, but still chosen more or less to irritate her sister-in-law, who wore black slacks and a crisp white blouse.


  Talba said, “You look nice,” and watched Michelle struggle to think of a way to return the compliment.


  “Big as a house,” Corey said, but she wasn’t. She looked like a snake that had recently eaten. “Nice pants, Little Bird.”


  “You mean that ironically, of course.”


  “Of course.” He grinned.


  For a long time, there’d been tension between them; lately, they were feeling easier with one another, and Talba felt she shouldn’t blow it by being mean to his wife. She resolved to be good.


  “Well, come on in and sit down. Mama went to get her shoes.”


  She got out some wine and Perrier (for Michelle), and they sat for awhile, talking of the Saints and the weather; when Miz Clara joined them, they got serious about baby names and due dates. They were well into dinner before Michelle asked Talba about her work.


  “We seem to have a lot of domestic cases these days. You know—sitting in a car waiting for some guy to come out of a motel with his sweetie.”


  “How sordid! You mean you really do that?”


  Talba picked up an entire breast and bit into it. (She’d have cut it if Michelle hadn’t been there.) “Somebody’s got to,” she said. Michelle’s delight in her own unworldliness rankled Talba, who tended to respond by baiting. “Anyway, I enjoy it. I love nailing the cheating bastards.”


  “Ah! Language.” Miz Clara still acted as if Talba were a child. Everyone ignored her.


  “It’s a part of life I wouldn’t care to know about,” Michelle said.


  “Well, I hope to God you never do. I caught the fiancé of a good friend the other night—it could happen to anybody.” Corey spoke up. “Talba, that’s enough.”


  “Oh, well.” She turned to Michelle with a raised eyebrow. “Anybody not married to my brother, I mean.”


  But the damage was done, and the evening never completely recovered from it. Nobody who was pregnant wanted to think about infidelity.


  Why do I do stuff like that? Talba asked herself when they had gone. She started noodling at the keyboard.


  The first thing that came out was a parody of an old song:


  Who’s the worst person I know?


  Sister-in-law—sister-in-law!


  Damn, she thought, Ernie K-Doe beat me to it.


  The next thing wasn’t her usual style at all, which tended to be more narrative than didactic. It was a kind of admonitory rap:


  Woman born of money


  Woman born of pride


  Woman born of Daddy King


  And spawned of Mama Queen


  Woman born of everything


  Gets sold on the TV screen—


  Woman, you no woman—


  Woman, you a girl!


  You think abortion shouldn’t be


  ’Cause people ought to be smart


  You think you too good to be taxed


  ’Cause the poor such lazy bums.


  Well, let me ask you somethin’ big—


  What you do, ’cept for your nails?


  What you do, whitey-pants?


  What’s smart about bein’ so dumb?


  You get a little piece of luck,


  You think you queen of the sky


  Anything bad ever happens—


  You run to your daddy and cry.


  Listen, woman born of money,


  Woman born of pride


  You ain’t nobody special


  ’Cause you had a nice smooth ride.


  Listen, woman born of money,


  Listen, smooth life-rider,


  You still a girl, but


  You still be ridin’.


  Your nails ain’t done,


  Your show ain’t over—


  What happens in the next two acts?


  What if the fat lady sings off-key?


  What if the curtain falls down on your ass?


  You ready for any of that?


  It wasn’t a poem she could ever read in public—might not even be a poem at all, but it was a start. And for now it was good enough. It got to the heart of what bugged her about Michelle—and about certain white people, and anybody at all who thought they were better than anybody else. They weren’t really complete people. Maybe that was okay if they weren’t in your family; but when they were about to become your niece or nephew’s mother, it tried your patience. Or so she told herself. Miz Clara would probably say she ought to go to church and leave the judgin’ to God.


  Chapter Five


  Matter of fact, Miz Clara didn’t say a word; just grumped around the next morning, making Talba feel duly reprimanded.


  Sandra, ya just jealous, she might have said. She’d said it before. Or, Why can’t ya just accept ya brother’s choice? Which was more to the point.


  This time Talba had an answer: You never know, Mama. Maybe I will. The fat lady hasn’t sung yet.


  Poetry was very clarifying, she found. She wished she’d written the poem before the dinner.


  She went off to work as grumpy as Miz Clara, and when she got a call from Jason Wheelock, she was in no mood. She gave him her frosty baroness voice: “What can I do for you?” He paused a long time before he spoke. Good, she thought. He’s properly intimidated. “I need to see you.” His voice was low and serious. “It’s about—”


  She cut him off. “I know what it’s about. I don’t think we have anything to say to each other.”


  “Look, we really need to talk. Please…” He sounded as if he were about to cry. When he paused to compose himself, she dived in.


  “I really wouldn’t be interested.” She hung up with a momentary flash of satisfaction. Let him suffer, she thought. I’m not going to put up with him coming over here and telling me there really was a perfectly plausible explanation. Uh-uh. Not in this life.


  She went back to the day’s supply of background checks—Eddie loved giving her these, because he hated anything you did with a computer, and she quite enjoyed doing them. She’d hardly gotten her teeth into the first one when she heard the outer door open and close, then a man’s voice talking to the receptionist, Eileen Fisher. In a moment, Eileen came in, her plain, round face strained and worried.


  “Talba. Jason Wheelock to see you. He says it’s urgent.”


  “Damn!”


  “I could say you’re in a meeting with a client.”


  But it was too late for that. Talba heard a man’s footsteps coming down the short hall, and then Jason was looming behind Eileen. Talba had never seen him up close, but her impression was of a happy-go-lucky guy, someone who didn’t really want the responsibilities of adulthood. The man she was looking at looked like he’d just lost his grandmother.


  Did I do that? she thought.


  She really enjoyed domestic cases. She liked catching the lying bastards and rubbing their noses in their own muck. If it broke up their romances, fine—they should damn well have thought of it before they cheated. She wasn’t about to get sympathetic at this late date.


  She said, “Jason, I really don’t have time to see you today,” and was in the act of rising to show him out when he said, “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you. Babalu passed away Tuesday night.”


  Passed away. It was such a mild phrase and told you so little, designed to buy time till you could handle the details. To Talba, it sounded like some kind of peaceful escape, as if the person had simply gone to bed and never awakened. But it was almost never that. There was always a story. And the story usually involved words that weren’t nearly so soft.


  The news was so shocking Talba paused, bent with her butt in the air, for way too long. Eileen looked like she was about to push the panic button. Her head kept swiveling toward Eddie’s office. Talba really couldn’t deal with her right now. She straightened up. “What happened?”


  “I’d like to come in and tell you.” He spoke calmly, sounding like the adult she hadn’t pegged him for.


  “Of course. Eileen, it’s all right.” The receptionist fled. “Sit down.” They both sat, and Talba waited, searching her memory for any hint of poor health from Babalu.


  Suicide! she thought, and the thought was like a blow. What if she couldn’t handle Jason’s betrayal?


  “She died of an overdose,” he said.


  “Overdose? Of prescription drugs?” But Babalu never took drugs.


  “Of heroin.”


  “Heroin! She’s the last person…”


  He nodded. “That’s right. She was murdered.”


  Talba shook her head. “I don’t know if I’m ready for all this. Why are you so sure?”


  “Because she didn’t use heroin.”


  “She did once, if that’s what killed her.”


  Now he shook his head, “She didn’t. She was a healer. I knew her. She. Didn’t. Do. Heroin.” Each word separate, jaw clenched, as if he’d been having an argument about it.


  “What do the police think?”


  “They think she committed suicide.” His delivery was sullen, that of a child harangued by authorities. “They found your report.”


  “Suicide occurred to me, too.”


  His head was virtually flapping in the breeze again. “No way. She. Didn’t. Do. Heroin. Therefore she couldn’t have committed suicide.”


  “I know you want to believe that…”


  “Look, don’t you think I’ve been through hell in the last two days? I loved her. We were going to get married. I cheated on her and she’s dead. I’d like to kill myself for what I did.” He wouldn’t meet her eyes now, looking at his lap, speaking in that low, depressed, chastened voice.


  Talba was at a loss. She wanted him out of her office, so she could think about all this, let the shock wear off.


  “Well, I appreciate your letting me know.”


  “I didn’t come here to let you know. I came here to hire you. I want you to find the murderer.”


  “Me? Of all people! Why me?”


  “Because you knew her. You cared about her. She talked about you. She even read me some of your poetry. She admired you a lot.”


  “But you have reason to hate me.”


  “I don’t hate you.” He changed position, seeming uncomfortable. “The person I hate’s myself.”


  I can see that, Talba thought, but didn’t say. It looked as if a long, unpleasant morning was about to get a lot worse; she was going to have to humor him, at least for awhile. “Well, tell you what,” she said. “Why don’t we get some coffee and get comfortable. Would you like some coffee?” She got up and went to get some, mind racing. At least he didn’t seem dangerous, she thought. Who and what he was wasn’t clear to her, except for one thing—he was a very depressed, very chastened young man. She could at least hear him out.


  When she returned, he took the coffee without thanking her, hardly seeming to notice its existence. “I hate myself for what I did. But I’ll tell you something—I did it out of… well, sadness. Babalu was distant. She was moody; she wouldn’t tell me what was wrong. I felt she was trying to move out of the relationship. She wouldn’t even…” He stopped, a kicked-puppy look descending onto his features as if blown there by the wind.


  Remember, Talba said to herself, he's an actor. She said, “She wouldn’t even do what?”


  “She kept putting me off about the wedding date. She wouldn’t set a date.”


  She shrugged. “She thought you were cheating on her.”


  “No. I mean, I wasn’t then. This whole Valerie thing was a reaction—do you understand that?”


  “I understand it makes you feel better to think that.” He was making her impatient.


  He sighed. “Listen, I swear—the whole thing started with her.”


  She heard Eileen start back down the hall and didn’t bother to reply until the other woman arrived. “Everything all right?” Eileen asked.


  “Fine.” Talba nodded, reassuring Jason, she hoped.


  He looked embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to speak so loudly.”


  “I guess I was harsh. I’m sorry.”


  “No. You’re right. I guess I sound like every asshole who ever cheated. But look here. Babalu’s dead. I think something was going on with her, something she wouldn’t tell me, and”—he swallowed—“I think she got killed for it.”


  Yeah. Something was going on. Like she was doing heroin. But that didn’t ring true for Talba—she couldn’t see Babalu doing heroin any more than Jason could. “What do you think it was?” she asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  “You must have some idea.”


  He was finally drinking his coffee, taking huge gulps purely for the caffeine. “No. I don’t. Babalu was a very mysterious person.”


  Talba sighed. “You’re not kidding. Anybody who calls themselves Babalu Maya’s got something going on. Do you even know her real name?”


  “Sure. Clayton Robineau.”


  “Well, there’s two names that don’t go together.”


  “Why?”


  “Clayton sounds like she owns the town. Robineau probably pumps gas.”


  For the first time, Jason cracked a smile. “You’re probably right. She’s from a town named Clayton. Near Baton Rouge. Robineau’s her married name.”


  “She was divorced?”


  “Yeah.” His face closed down with sadness and defeat.


  “But I don’t know much about the ex-husband. She wouldn’t talk about him.”


  “Well, I’m intrigued about this town thing—her having the same name, I mean. What kind of family did she come from?”


  He’d known that was coming. He all but winced. “She hadn’t introduced me to them.”


  “You sure y’all were engaged?”


  “You know we were. It was in your client report. I read it.”


  “You’re not describing a person who acts like they intend to get married.”


  “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. She was distant. And a lot more so lately.”


  “All right.” Talba was taking notes now. Maybe he really was a potential client. “You must have known something about the family.”


  He nodded and crossed his legs, apparently grateful she’d asked him a question he could answer. “Her father was a banker. I guess that makes you a big deal in Clayton.”


  Talba’s mind ran a movie: “You’ve got that deb look… ‘Carefully cultivated. We were trailer-trash, actually.’”


  “And her mother was some kind of beauty queen once upon a time.”


  Talba frowned. “That’s a weird way to describe your mother.”


  “I don’t think so. The way Babalu told it that was the important thing about her. Look, there was a reason she didn’t introduce me to her family. She didn’t get along with them.”


  “She was estranged from them?”


  “I guess so. Partially, anyway.”


  “Okay. What’s their name—Babalu’s maiden name?” Jason was easy to read—or else he was such a practiced actor he made you believe what he wanted you to. He looked utterly amazed. “Patterson.” He set down his coffee cup on her desk. “I swear to God, I didn’t even know till after her death. I had to get her best friend to tell me.”


  She raised her eyebrows. This was getting ridiculous.


  “Where were you planning to get married? The bride’s home town?”


  “She wouldn’t discuss it.” His voice was clipped, his eyes vacant.


  Talba put down her pen. “Okay, she was mysterious. But when you get right down to it, who’d want to kill her? Any ideas?”


  He shook his head.


  “Well, I’ve got one,” she said. “How about your girlfriend?”


  “Valerie? Are you kidding? She was just having a fling.”


  “Is that what you were doing?”


  “Sure.”


  Talba pursed her lips. How like a man to assume that, because he had no investment in a relationship, the woman didn’t either. “Well, how well do you know her? Maybe she’s nuts.”


  He leaned back in his chair, putting his right foot on his left knee. “Okay, maybe I deserved that. I don’t know, it wasn’t that I didn’t want to know Babalu, it was just that…”


  That mostly you wanted to have sex with her. She said, “Mind if I ask what you two talked about? It doesn’t seem to have been family history.”


  “Music,” he said. “Poetry. Acting.” He paused. “Religion. Babalu was a very spiritual person.”


  “What kind of religion?”


  “All kinds. She had her own beliefs.”


  “Were they the same as yours?”


  “No, I… I guess I’m not religious at all. And she liked everything—Hinduism, Buddhism; Santeria, even. She taught me what it was.”


  “Was she a devotee?”


  “Oh, no. She wasn’t part of any group—she went to a Catholic retreat last weekend and she wasn’t even Catholic.”


  “What did you two have in common? It seems as if you hardly knew her. What did you see in her?”


  He looked Talba in the eye and spoke with dignity. “She was a healer,” he said. “I admired her so much. She was gentle and wise. And fine. And she seemed so alone—I wanted to take care of her.”


  For the first time, Talba understood what Babalu saw in Jason, other than a pretty face. When he spoke like that, he exhibited a gentleness and a fineness himself. Despite what she knew about Valerie, Talba thought this was a man who was capable of seeing Babalu for who she was and loving her for it.


  He’s an actor, she reminded herself. Still, her instincts said he was on the up-and-up.


  “If I take the case,” she said, “I’ll need a retainer.”


  He nodded. “Of course. That’s not a problem.”


  She recalled that he did have a decent credit rating.


  “Look, is there any way we can get into her house? You must have a key.” It was probably illegal to use it, but she figured now was no time to research the law.


  “I do and I left some things there—you know, clothes and stuff. I’m supposed to meet Mary Pat tonight to get them.”


  “Mary Pat?”


  “Babalu’s best friend. The family left her in charge until they can clear the place out.”


  “Think Mary Pat would mind if I came along with you?”


  “I think she’d be delighted. She’s destroyed about this.” When he had gone, Talba called the coroner to confirm Babalu’s death. And then she went out and walked for awhile, trying to get the thing to sink in.


  Babalu dead.


  Babalu and heroin.


  That didn’t compute at all—Jason was right about that. On the other hand, it was an absurdly cumbersome way to kill someone. For one thing, it would probably take two people. For another, it would take heroin. If Babalu was murdered, why choose such an offbeat method?


  Well, anyway, now she had a good enough name for a background check. But about all she learned was that Clayton Robineau had lived at Babalu’s address and owned Babalu’s car.


  Chapter Six


  When she arrived at Babalu’s house that night, Jason was alone. “Mary Pat couldn’t face it,” he said.


  So is this breaking and entering? she wondered. Had he really had an appointment with Mary Pat?


  But, in truth, she didn’t care that much as long as Jason wasn’t dangerous, and since he’d hired her, she figured that at least she was in his good graces.


  He opened the door to the stairway that had seemed such a hurdle on Talba’s last visit. It seemed merely forlorn now. Talba realized there were details she still didn’t have. “Who found the body?” she asked.


  “I did. I usually came over after work. She didn’t answer when I called, but I didn’t think anything about it. The place was dark when I got here.”


  He flipped the switch as they reached the top of the stairs.


  “I did this, and there she was.” His eyes flicked to the narrow living room off to the right, to the sling chair right in their line of vision.


  “In that chair?”


  “She was half falling out of it, and she had foam on her mouth. I could see the hypodermic, still in her arm.”


  “What did you do?”


  He had stopped at the top of the stairs, apparently unable to go any further. His hand half-covered his face. “I went over and held her. I knew she was dead. Have you ever seen a corpse?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well. You know then. Her eyes were open, and when I touched her… Never mind. I can’t go there.. But I did hold her. I had to hold her.”


  “What about the syringe?”


  “The syringe?”


  “Didn’t that dislodge it?”


  “Maybe. I don’t even know. I just backed away and called nine-one-one and then everyone else I could think of. Mary Pat wasn’t home—she was the one I really wanted to talk to. You know who I finally ended up with? You’re going to laugh.”


  “Who?”


  “My mother. I called my mother. She kept me talking till the cops got there.”


  “I thought the nine-one-one operator was supposed to do that.”


  “Is she? I hung up on her. I was bouncing off the walls.” The apartment was very stark. Talba had noticed that on previous visits. The walls were white and the furniture tended to the crisp rather than the cozy. There were books, though, in two tall cases.


  “Mind if I walk through the place first, just to get the feel?”


  “Of course not. Do whatever you need to do.”


  She walked down the hall, peeking briefly into the familiar appointment room. It was also a stark room, rather Japanese in flavor.


  A small back bedroom was a little more cheerful. Painted yellow in contrast to the white of the rest of the place, it contained a bed with flowered duvet cover, Victorian dresser, and white rug.


  The apartment was out of keeping with the New Orleans philosophy and lifestyle, which was something along the lines of too-much-is-not-nearly-enough. But, then, Babalu was no good-time Charlene. She probably had some spiritual reason for wanting things simple.


  Still, Talba had always found the apartment, even in happier times, a bit on the depressing side. Even if Babalu were poor—and Talba imagined she made quite a decent living—there were small luxuries she might have permitted herself. Things like flowers, for instance. Inexpensive decorative items. Talba ought to know—she’d turned Miz Clara’s cottage into something out of the Arabian Nights.


  Should she go through the dresser? She didn’t have the stomach for it—at least not now. She retraced her steps, and when she got to the living room, with its small dining area, stepped into the adjoining kitchen, which was spacious and old-fashioned. There was a desk here, and a file cabinet. Clearly, Babalu hadn’t wanted the clutter in any of the other rooms.


  Wincing, Talba noticed her client report on the desk. She grabbed the Rolodex next to it. “Okay if I take this?” There was a datebook too—that was even better. “And this?”


  Jason was hovering awkwardly in the background, drinking a beer—probably one he’d bought and stored in the fridge himself. Talba didn’t see Babalu as a beer drinker.


  “Sure. I mean, I don’t think Mary Pat would mind. We’ve just spent two days calling every name in it—to let them know. I don’t guess anyone needs it right now.”


  “The family didn’t do the calling?”


  “They haven’t even been here yet—just had the body shipped back to Clayton.”


  “That seems cold.”


  She watched his Adam’s apple as he took a good long sip. He seemed to be self-medicating. “She didn’t get along with them worth a damn.”


  “Still, this seems extreme.”


  “Yeah.” He put down the can. “Yeah, it does.”


  “You don’t know what the problem was?”


  He shrugged. “Maybe the tattoos. Listen, I’m weird by my parents’ standards and I don’t have a crazy name like Babalu, a profession that sounds like woo-woo to the average American, and some kind of weird chain going up my arm. And my parents probably aren’t half as conservative as Babalu’s. Her folks probably hate her for not being a little Hog-Calling Queen clone; or whatever it was her mama was.” He turned away from Talba and opened the refrigerator door again. “I mean, hated her.” He was obviously trying to get used to the past tense. He looked for another beer and finally gave it up. “You about finished here?”


  “Sorry, I’m not. I need to look at her files.”


  “Oh.” He was clearly going stir-crazy.


  “Why don’t you go down to Whole Foods and get a snack or something? I’ll be fine by myself.”


  He hesitated, knowing he shouldn’t go, but one more look around the sad little apartment clinched his decision. “Okay. Meet you there?”


  Talba nodded but realized he probably didn’t see her. She was already bent over the files, and he was on his way down the stairs.


  Babalu hadn’t kept a file on each patient, but she did have certain accounting records in the top drawer and a file marked “Important Stuff.” Other than that, she seemed to have kept mostly magazine articles about breakthroughs in alternative healing. There were also plenty of catalogues offering vitamins, nonallergenic pillows, incense, fengshui equipment, and other New Age staples.


  Talba pulled out “Important Stuff” and opened the second drawer. Here was poetry, files and files of it. So much of it that it would take weeks to go through. She thought, I hope the family isn’t so stupid they just throw it out.


  There were probably clues in here, if not to Babalu’s death, at least to her life. There might be whistle-blowing poems—real reasons for her family to hate her. She couldn’t take them now, there were too many. But maybe Mary Pat and Jason could pack them up for safekeeping—and possibly Talba’s perusal—before the family found them and destroyed them.


  For now, she closed the poetry drawer and opened the file marked “Important Stuff.” Ha! There, along with a passport and other papers, were Babalu’s marriage license and divorce decree. She’d been Clayton Patterson in her single life, and, according to her passport picture, a brunette. She had married a Robert Xavier Robineau.


  There was one more item of interest in the file: a typed document on legal letterhead identifying itself as the last will and testament of Clayton Robineau. In it, she left all her professional equipment to Mary Pat Sutherland (also named her executor) and everything else to her sister, Hunter Patterson of Clayton, Louisiana. Odd, Talba thought, that so young a woman had thought to make a will—especially someone who lived as if she hadn’t a penny. She compared the dates on the will and the divorce decree. Odder still that she was married at the time and hadn’t named her husband her beneficiary. She plucked the will from the file for Mary Pat, someone she hoped to meet very soon.


  Finding nothing else in the files, she made herself go back to the private areas of the house—go through the dresser drawers, the medicine cabinet, the closet. And still she found nothing—most notably no drugs, prescription or otherwise, except birth control pills.


  She took a final spin around the living room, gazing idly at the bookcases, noting that Babalu sure didn’t go in for cheap escapist reading. There were several shelves of poetry, and nearly everything else was some kind of Jungian tome or health-related paperback, many published by presses unknown to the general public. A whole shelf was devoted to religion—every kind you could name. How on earth, Talba wondered, did people live without fiction? She was about to pick up her things and leave when a book caught her eye that seemed very different from the others—much bigger, more important and a little tattered. A Bible? she wondered. She pulled it from the shelf.


  It wasn’t a Bible. It was what alcoholics call the Big Book, and it was well read and well thumbed. If she had to guess, Talba would have said the reader and thumber was Babalu herself. That might to some extent explain her Spartan lifestyle, which gave new meaning to the term “clean and sober.” A last-minute look for frozen assets alongside the ice cream, and Talba was out of there. Not till she’d padded down the stairs and locked the door did she admit to herself how creepy the whole thing had been. She didn’t blame Jason for deserting her.


  She found him at one of the tables outside Whole Foods with a sandwich in front of him, only he seemed to find it as appetizing as a nice rodent stew. He was staring at the crowd in front of Lola’s across the street. Talba said, “I’ll eat it if you don’t want it.” It was a vegetarian version of a muffaletta. She thought that he was probably a meat-eater who’d ordered the veggie muff for a reason—because Babalu would have—and now he was sorry. Watching him, she tried to memorize his face, and the way the sandwich looked, and the hopeless set of his body. The moment was a poem, and she tucked it away for safekeeping.


  He pushed the sandwich over to her. “I guess I’m not hungry.”


  Talba nibbled at it, not sure she was either. “Tell me something, Jason. Why are the police so sure this was a suicide? They left her datebook and Rolodex—surely they wouldn’t have if they’d had any other ideas.”


  “The police say there was a note on her desk. I didn’t even see it. They found it.”


  “Did they show it to you?”


  “Yes.” His eyes looked far past her.


  “What did it say?”


  “It wasn’t a note. It was a poem.” He still didn’t meet her eyes.


  She was silent, and eventually it paid off.


  “It was about betrayal. The title was ‘To Jason.’”


  She couldn’t stop herself from gasping. Catching her breath, she said, “Jason, I don’t know what to say.”


  He shrugged.


  “I mean…” Should she say it? “…that sounds pretty convincing. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” For him and for her role in it.


  His eyes came back into focus and turned on her angrily, passionately. “Listen, there’s a lot more to it. First of all, she must have written twenty poems called ‘To Jason,’ about everything you could name. Some were funny, some complained about me, some were love poems. It was one of the ways she communicated—one of the things I loved best about her. I know that poem. She read it to me the night before she died.”


  “She what?”


  “Talba, I knew all about you and your report. She confronted me about it. And we didn’t break up. She was angry, she felt betrayed, but we didn’t break up. I told her what I told you and she agreed she hadn’t been herself. She said she’d give me another chance. And she read me the poem and we both cried.”


  Talba realized she hadn’t even asked when he saw her last. Whoo, that’s what I get for assuming. Eddie would kill me if he knew. I know what I’d have done with that information—dumped him on his butt. I guess I just thought anyone would.


  “You mean you were at her house the night before she died?”


  “Not exactly. This happened on the phone.”


  “You must have told the police.”


  He nodded emphatically. “Told them and told them. They just keep saying there’s nothing to point to murder. No forced entry, I guess they mean. And in their minds, there’s a suicide note; ergo, it’s suicide. They found the poem on the desk, right by the report.”


  “Well, where do they think she got the heroin?” Talba spoke more loudly than she meant to, causing passersby to stare.


  In contrast, Jason’s voice was almost a whisper. “I don’t know.”


  She exhaled, ready to go on to another subject. “Well, look—did you know she’d made a will?”


  “A will?” He looked utterly amazed.


  “Several years ago.” She handed it over. “Mary Pat’s the executor. You know what that means? It means the family doesn’t control her property quite yet—Mary Pat does. Do you realize there’s a whole drawer of poems in there?” She hoped he’d take the hint. Legally, the poems probably belonged to the sister, Hunter Patterson, but Talba was afraid Hunter might not appreciate them.


  When Jason said nothing, Talba continued, “Mary Pat could perform a rescue mission—I mean, keep them safe for Hunter. For a little while maybe.”


  She knew that what she was doing was unprofessional, but she couldn’t help it. What if the estranged Patterson family simply tossed their hated daughter’s life’s work in the garbage? Talba had always thought certain things were more important than the law; it was one of her continuing arguments with Eddie.


  “What’s Mary Pat like?” she asked.


  “Mary Pat? She’s kind of wonderful. Curly red hair, dresses like a gypsy. Laughs a lot. She might be into Wicca or something—she sure wears a lot of jewelry.”


  “Does she like poetry?”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever talked to her about it. But she loves Babalu—they were college roommates. Loved,” he said quickly.


  Talba nodded. Good enough, she thought.


  “Listen, Talba, I’ve been thinking—I wonder if you’d do me a favor?”


  “Like get those poems out of there? Sure, I would.”


  He actually cracked a smile. “No, I’ll get Mary Pat to take care of it. I was wondering if you’d go to the funeral with me.”


  She was taken aback. “Me? What for? I’d stick out like the proverbial thumb.”


  He looked sheepish. “Uh, yeah. That’s why I’m asking you. See, they won’t throw a black person out—they couldn’t.”


  “And you think they’d throw you out? Come on—nobody throws anybody out of a funeral.”


  “Her dad told me if I come he’ll personally whip my ass. The cops told the family about the poem and the client report.”


  “Hold it here. Just wait a minute. You think my being there would stop him from whipping your ass? That’s question one. Question two is, why would you want to go to this thing?” She didn’t say it, but if she were the family, she wouldn’t want him there either.


  “She was afraid of them, Talba. I can’t leave her alone with them.”


  She wondered if he knew how crazy he sounded. “Why was she afraid of them?”


  “Because they were horrible to her.”


  “Abusive, you mean?”


  “If extreme nastiness constitutes abuse, then yes, they were abusive, even in the last few months. As for childhood stuff, I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I just don’t know. All I know is, she used to shudder when she mentioned them.”


  “Mentioned which one? Her mom or her dad?”


  “All of them, though not by name, especially. Just ‘my family.’ The funeral’s Saturday. It’s really, really important to me to go. Say you’ll come with me.”


  It would probably complicate matters, but she assented. For one thing, she wanted to say good-bye herself. For another, she wanted to meet these people her friend had been afraid of.


  “One more thing.” Talba indicated the datebook. “Did you look at her schedule for the day she died?” She turned to it. “Only two clients all day—and both were in the morning. Did she die in the morning or afternoon?”


  “They said she’d been dead no more than two hours. But Tuesday was her yoga day. She went at noon and usually came”—he looked around, as if surprised—“well, here, actually, for lunch afterward. Got home by two-thirty or three. She didn’t have regulars Tuesday afternoons, but she’d take emergencies. She always liked to leave room in her schedule in case someone needed her.”


  “Don’t I know it. Well, what I’m getting at here—” She focused on the week she’d had her own emergency. “What I’m getting at is whether she had clients whose names she didn’t write down. I see she did, because I came in the week before. My name’s not here.”


  Jason only nodded sadly. She could tell he’d already been over this territory in his own mind.


  In the end, neither one of them ate the veggie muff. Talba didn’t even have the heart to take it home for later.


  Once in her own space, when she could take the time, she went through Babalu’s Rolodex and datebook minutely, checking each name in the datebook against the Rolodex; identifying regular clients; trying to figure out if Babalu had anyone new in her life; seeing who she needed to talk to.


  Only one name seemed out of context. There was no Rolodex entry for a Donny Troxell—someone Babalu had met for coffee recently—and no follow-up to the coffee date. Another name was conspicuously absent—that of her ex-husband, Rob Robineau.


  Chapter Seven


  Talba could kiss the kind of parents who gave their children middle names like “Xavier.” Who could be easier to find than a Robert Xavier Robineau? She had him before she went to bed that night, and the next morning at seven-thirty she was standing at his door.


  This was another trick Eddie’d taught her. If ever there was a time when people were home, it was before their day got started. The hell of it was, it meant starting her own day about two hours before she was ready to get up. But it worked. She had to hand it to the old man—it nearly always worked.


  Robineau lived in a scuzzy part of Metairie, out near Causeway. There were a lot of dirt-cheap apartments here—perfectly clean and decent, just no-frills—and Robineau had found himself one. Fortunately, it was the kind of apartment complex where you couldn’t do any serious yelling without letting all the neighbors in on your business.


  Talba knocked but got no answer. But she knew perfectly well he was home, because she’d first checked to see if his car was in its assigned garage slot. She knocked again, this time following up with a little speech, delivered with dignity, “Mr. Robineau, I have some bad news for you.”


  Still no answer. Very well then. Another knock, another speech, louder: “Mr. Robineau, I’m sorry to tell you your ex-wife has passed away. I’m Talba Wallis of E. V. Anthony Associates, and I need to talk to you about the will.”


  This time he answered. He was unshaven, wore only a pair of jeans pulled on over a pair of jockey shorts, the frayed waistband of which showed underneath. He was tall, thin, superficially a lot like Jason. But cruder. A whole lot cruder.


  His hair was coarse and a little dirty. His features, despite his name, seemed more Irish than French. He did have the blue eyes Babalu was fond of, but this pair was small and mean. The most arresting thing about him was his tattoos—nasty black and green ones all over his chest, right shoulder, and arms. Talba had disliked Babalu’s tattoo because of what it seemed to mean, but these she hated on aesthetic grounds. They were the carnival-art type—grotesque heads and skulls; swords and spiderwebs. She had no idea what would cause a person to want such things on his body, unless it made him feel tough. Likelier, it was just an outer reflection of the inner man. She wondered if the pictures were metaphors for what went on in this man’s head, his own dark form of poetry. It was a chilling notion.


  The man was looking at her sleepily, obviously having answered the door for no other reason than to keep her from entertaining his neighbors at further length. She didn’t give him a chance to speak: “Robert Robineau?”


  He said, “You say something about somebody dying?” She nodded solemnly. “Clayton Robineau. I’m sorry.”


  “Clayton?” he asked.


  “May I come in?”


  She couldn’t tell if he was really rattled or just pretending to be. He stepped aside for her.


  The whole apartment smelled of smoke so stale it nearly made her gag. Ashtrays everywhere were filled to capacity. Empty beer cans were all over the floor and coffee table, along with plates of half-eaten food and a greasy pizza carton. The furniture looked like salvage.


  “Maid’s day off,” he said. “Sit down.”


  “No thanks. This won’t take long.” It might, but she wasn’t about to sit in this place.


  “Clayton’s my ex-wife,” he said, reaching for a pack of cigarettes and shaking one out. “She get in an accident or something? Clayton’s young. She wouldn’t just die.”


  “Have you been in touch with her lately?”


  He finished lighting the cigarette. “No, I—” Then he turned to her, shaking the match. “You tryin’ to tell me somethin’? She was using again, right?”


  Talba’s eyes flicked to the man’s arms. Sure. Track marks. He looked like a druggie, he smelled like a druggie, and he was one. She said, “Are you telling me Clayton was an addict?”


  But she knew the answer before he spoke—it fit with the Big Book, it fit with this man, and it fit perfectly with the suicide theory. Her family would have told the police she was a former druggie—thus, the cops probably would conclude that heroin had been her death of choice; at the very least, that she knew how to score some. The thing made beautiful sense if you looked at it that way. But you could turn it around just as easily—it perfectly explained why Babalu’s killer would choose such a cumbersome method.


  Because if that was her history, it was just about the only kind of death you could name that would really look like suicide. Far from the ignorant protestations of Jason—and of Talba herself—it actually would be in character. Bablau owned neither prescription pills nor a gun and had no history with either. But Talba was willing to bet her license she did with heroin.


  Robineau made a guttural noise that may have been what he used for a laugh. “Yeah, she was an addict. Big time. ’Zat how she died?”


  “What kind of addict?”


  “Heroin. What else?”


  Talba said, “You, too, Mr. Robineau?” She looked pointedly at his track marks.


  He didn’t even take the bait. “We had a grand old time, the rich bitch and me. Hey, sit down, why don’t you? I’m gonna get a beer. Want one?”


  By now it was nearly eight a.m., about eleven hours too early for a beer, in Talba’s estimation. Still, she might as well sit. Her legs felt a little weak. She found a plain wooden chair.


  Returning with a Bud, Robineau plopped on the sofa. “You say something about the will?”


  Talba dodged that one. “You don’t seem very upset by your wife’s death.”


  He made the unfunny guttural noise again. “Ex-wife, darlin’. Ex. Nah, I’m not upset. Why should I be? The bitch has been out of my life a long time.”


  “Why do you keep calling her a bitch?”


  He thought about it a minute, finally shrugged from the waist up. “Figure of speech, I guess. Clayton and I had some good times. Parted on bad terms, though.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah.” He took a big slug of beer and passed a hand across his mouth. “We were into some pretty heavy shit. She—I don’t know—found God or something. We used to fight all the time.”


  “You mean she got in a treatment program?”


  “Yeah, I guess she did eventually. She cleaned up—came around and gave that speech they have to give, you know?”


  “The ninth step.”


  “Huh?”


  “That’s what they call it in the twelve-step programs. Making amends. She apologized to you for any trouble between you—is that what you mean?”


  “Yeah, that must have been what it was.” He was quiet a moment and Talba could have almost sworn she saw a momentary fleck of sadness in his eyes. “Man, that’s some stupid shit!”


  “What? Getting clean?”


  “Nah. Nah, I respect her for that. Just that God-stuff amends crap.”


  “What do you do for a living, Mr. Robineau?”


  “Construction, mostly. Painting; whatever.”


  “You’re a carpenter?”


  The guttural sound again. “Yeah, when I feel like it.”


  “How’d you meet Baba—I mean, Clayton?” Talba wasn’t sure how long she was going to get away with this—asking seemingly idle questions—but she figured she might as well keep at it till he clammed up.


  “What’d you call her?”


  “She changed her name. Didn’t you know that?”


  “No. No, I didn’t know it.” He was suddenly subdued. “Why’d she do a thing like that?”


  “I think it may have had to do with pursuing a spiritual path. Starting a new life, maybe. Why does that surprise you?”


  He looked distinctly uncomfortable. “No reason.”


  “Did you see her after you separated?”


  “Naah! I tried to.” He gave Talba a kind of guilty half smile. “She got a restraining order.”


  Oho, Talba thought. She was beginning to get the hang of things. “Did you have a violent relationship?”


  Robineau shrugged again, this time a small, almost involuntary gesture—it was funny, Talba thought, how vivid people’s body language became when you could actually see their muscles work. “Towards the end, maybe. A little.”


  “How’d you two meet, anyway?”


  “She used to hang out at the same bar I did. I liked her tattoo.”


  “So she drank then, too.”


  “Whoooeee, baby! There wasn’t nothin’ that broad didn’t do. Bet your booty she drank. Drank, smoked, snorted, shot up…” He paused for effect. “Fucked.” He looked at Talba sidewise to see if he was shocking her. “Oh, man, did she fuck.”


  “They have twelve-step programs for that too.”


  All of a sudden, he reared up, furious for some reason.


  “Hey, who are you, anyway? Comin’ in here first thing in the morning, askin’ questions… you ain’t a cop, are you?”


  Completely nuts, she thought. A raver. I need to get a purse big enough for my Tee-ball bat. But she wasn’t scared yet. She stood her ground. “I told you. I came about the will.” She’d dressed in a business suit, hoping to pass for a lawyer.


  “What about the will?”


  “Tell me something, Mr. Robineau—do you think Clayton could have committed suicide? Did she have it in her?”


  “Oh, man! Oh, man, if I had to guess, I’d say that’s how it happened. Used to threaten it all the time. I used to believe her too. Once I even called her country club parents who wouldn’t speak to either of us—man! I wouldn’t ever do that again.”


  “Why not?”


  “Oh, they sent her asshole brother down here, threatening to haul her ass off to the bin. Had to deck him to get rid of him.”


  Robineau’d probably decked Clayton too, quite a few times, which might explain why she’d made her will—she was afraid of dying and didn’t want Mr. Wonderful to benefit. But if she was suicidal, how had she summoned the courage to get out of the marriage?


  “She was one sad sack of a woman.” Robineau lit another cigarette, shook the match out and gazed at the blue smoke as if it were inducing a trance, taking him back to a life he’d all but forgotten. His own face was sad as he spoke.


  “She always said I didn’t love her. Now why did she do that? Nobody could have loved her more than I did. I’d tell her that, ask her why she said it, and she’d say nobody could love her, that she wasn’t loveable. You imagine anybody saying that? What the hell’s a thing like that about?”


  Talba was silent, wondering the same thing. Every family had an outcast, whether or not he lived at home—Talba’s father was the one in her family. Babalu seemed to have been literally cast out.


  Talba began to gather up her belongings in as officious a manner as she could muster. “Mr. Robineau, you’ve been very kind. I’m sorry to bring up such an unpleasant subject, but we were wondering if you know if Clayton made a will?”


  He pulled back in an almost literal double-take. “Me? How would I know?”


  She stood, afraid he was going to do the mad-bull turn again. “Well, it was a long shot. We haven’t been able to find one, and we have to turn over every rock. I’m sure you understand.”


  Instead of getting violent, Robineau went childish on her. His mouth turned down, and his shoulders drooped. He removed the cigarette from his lips, as if the pleasure had gone out of smoking it. “I thought you came to tell me she’d left me something.”


  Talba gave him a professional shrug. “Well, I wouldn’t rule it out at this point. We’ll let you know as soon as we locate a will.”


  Liar, liar, pants on fire. Eddie’d taught her well.


  There were times when Eddie thought maybe it was worth it to go back to computer-wrangling. Never, in all the years since he’d hung out his shingle, had he had a client die on him—certainly not the day after he turned in his report.


  Though he could not, hard as he tried, make this Ms. Wallis’s fault, it still griped him. He wondered, not for the first time, if she was more trouble than she was worth. But he had had the temerity to mention this at dinner the night before, when his daughter Angie happened to be over, only to be met with a double female chorus of ridicule, from Angie and Audrey both. He could see why Angie felt this way—she and Ms. Wallis were two peas in a pod, except they were different colors—but why Audrey took up for Ms. Wallis was beyond him. What she said was that having competent help lowered his blood pressure, and what he said was, it damn sure might if he could just find any.


  Usually, that was just banter, though, because he really did appreciate Ms. Wallis’s computer skills. Not only that, he liked her voice. She might have the most beautiful voice of any woman he’d ever heard. It was so smooth and sugary and thick (yet tangy), it reminded him of butterscotch. If she’d ever write something pretty instead of that angry-black-girl stuff, she’d probably become an international star and leave on her own accord.


  But for now, he was stuck with her—her and her dead client and the damn GPS she’d installed in his car. At least she had the good sense to consult him about what to do now. She was in his office, running it down for him—what the boyfriend (AKA “the new client”) said, what the ex-husband said, what the cops thought. And now she was talking about going to some fancy-schmancy funeral in a town with the same name as the stiff. Who’d have guessed Tammy Tattoo was a runaway debutante?


  He needed time to think. “Ms. Wallis, ya really think it’s wise?”


  “That’s what I’m asking you, Eddie. I think it’s a pretty bizarre request.”


  He shrugged. “Well, it’s billable.”


  “This is about ethics, I thought. Is there some reason I shouldn’t go? I mean, the family hates him—he’s already said his reason for taking me is to keep them from throwing him out.”


  Suddenly it came clear to him. “Look at it this way, Ms. Wallis. Ya first loyalty is to ya client. It really don’t make no never-mind what the family thinks. They’re not ya client.”


  “On the other hand, if I’ve got to investigate this thing, I don’t want to alienate them.”


  “ ‘Alienate’ ’em. Can I ask ya something—you always gotta use a five-dollar word when a two-bit one’ll do?”


  “Always.” She smiled at him, and he had the odd sensation she thought he was cute. Not cute like a hunk—cute like an amusing old geezer. It wasn’t a cheering thought.


  He flapped his arms. “Just go and be your own sweet self,” he said. “Isn’t that what Miz Clara would say?”


  She looked him in the eye, the pretty smile gone, a perfect “11” over her nose. “Eddie, you think I’m wasting my time here? The police say it’s suicide and the ex says it’s suicide (although anybody’d be suicidal if they were married to him). Am I wasting this guy’s money?”


  “Well, what do you think?”


  She covered the bottom half of her face with her hands and thought into the little pocket thus created. Finally, she said, “I don’t think so. She was too hopeful a person, too positive to commit suicide. But on the other hand, I just can’t imagine anybody who’d want to kill her.”


  “Well, her family hated her, right? Then there was the boyfriend’s girlfriend. Oh, yeah, and the ex who thought he was going to get something when she died. Hey, how about the sister who was actually named in the will? Maybe she plays the ponies or something.”


  “Eddie, are you making fun of me?”


  He wasn’t, actually. He was perfectly serious. “For Christ’s sake, Ms. Wallis. Just round up the usual suspects.”


  “I bow,” she said, “to your superior wisdom.” And she actually did bow.


  “For Christ’s sake,” he said again.


  Chapter Eight


  Her favorite thing about Eddie was the way he embarrassed so easily. Of course, it could be a pain when she wanted to exercise her usual vocabulary—as far as he was concerned public nakedness was preferable to profanity within the hearing of both sexes. But it was such sport to heap him with extravagant compliments and watch him squirm.


  Besides, she really did respect him. He’d taught her a lot, despite being a royal pain. If he said go to the funeral, Talba would go. Babalu was her friend, she might have gone anyway.


  But one more thing to do first—it might help with the family to meet Mary Pat, get her on Talba’s side. She could phone, but she was learning more and more that showing up on someone’s doorstep was usually far the greater learning experience. If they tried to throw you out, they usually had something to hide, which was instructive in itself. If they didn’t, you got a lot of bandwidth—appearance, expressions, body language, some sense of financial position and demographics, stuff you couldn’t get on the phone. Eddie even claimed there were ways to tell if someone was lying—something to do with looking right, or maybe it was left. Not only couldn’t she remember which direction it was, she couldn’t even think to look and see if they did it. But you learned stuff, anyhow—like in the case of Rob Robineau. A drunken, druggie, arrogant, violent, lowlife burnout. Would all that have come through on the phone?


  What on earth had Babalu seen in him? Maybe she thought he reminded her of her daddy. It was so often the case.


  Obviously, from the bequest, Mary Pat was also a body-worker. She was much as Jason had described her, except that today she wasn’t dressed like a gypsy, unless the gypsies had changed their national dress to overalls. “Cleaning,” she said, waving a cloth. “It’s what I do to relieve depression. Other people exercise, but that one’s against my religion. I’m about to have a Diet Coke.” Seeing Talba’s expression, she said, “Listen, no one in the world’s as pure as Babalu, certainly not little moi, and certainly not today. Want to split one with me?”


  Talba couldn’t help smiling. “Sure.”


  Mary Pat sat her down in a living room as cluttered as Babalu’s was stark. “I’m glad to see you,” she said. “I know Babalu thought the world of you—Clayton, I mean. We’re going to have to get used to calling her Clayton if we’re going to Clayton. You headed there? Want to go together?”


  “I promised Jason I’d go with him. We could all go together if you like.”


  Mary Pat shook her head. “I can’t. Sorry, but I’m too mad at him. I don’t blame the family—I think he should stay away.”


  “You know about his hiring me, I presume?”


  Mary Pat nodded, causing a pair of long beaded earrings to swing as if caught in a high wind, but she didn’t comment. “Well? Do you think it’s a bad idea?”


  She shook her head as vigorously as she’d nodded, making the earrings change direction. “I’d love to believe Clayton didn’t kill herself—but, face it, she had reason. I think he’s just trying to assuage his guilt.”


  “You sound as if you don’t like him.”


  “Under the circumstances, do you?”


  Talba thought about it. “His pain is real. So far, I believe him when he says she was withdrawn the last few weeks—that she was the one who changed the relationship. But you’d know about that. Was it true?”


  The redhead’s face lost some of its defiance, its cocksureness. She stared at the street, through the window behind Talba. “I’m ashamed to say I don’t know. You know how women grow apart when one gets in a relationship? You assume the other person doesn’t have time for you; you don’t call her as much.”


  Talba laughed. “It’s usually true.”


  “Well, maybe it wasn’t this time. Maybe I was the person who wasn’t there for her. I’d forgotten how depressed she could get—I just assumed everything was going great between Jason and her. And all the time the bastard—”


  “He says it wasn’t like that—that he thought she was trying to dump him.”


  The woman’s temper flared. “Why couldn’t he be a man about it?”


  Yes. Why couldn’t he? It was the question women always asked when men behaved like boys—naughty boys, especially—and Talba had no answer for it.


  She said, “I liked Babalu so much. But there was a lot I didn’t know. I had no idea about the depression.”


  Mary Pat rocked her body back and forth. “Oh, yeah. She had it. Listen, Talba, she was capable of killing herself—if that’s what you came here to ask, I hate to tell you, but she was. And her taste in men was horrible. It was one of the things that always got her down.”


  “I’ve met the husband.”


  Mary Pat shuddered. “At least Jason was better than Robbie Robineau.”


  “I found her will. Did Jason give it to you?”


  “Yes, I remember when she made it. She feared for her life at the time—darling Robbie was knocking her around. We finally had to get her to go to a women’s shelter.”


  “Do you know about the drugs?”


  Mary Pat looked down, avoiding the subject. “Yes.” She raised her eyes. “We’ve been through a lot together, Clayton and me.”


  “How far back do you go?”


  “College. She was an English major—all that poetry had to come from somewhere. I was into math, would you believe it?” And for the first time she laughed. Talba recalled that Jason had said she “laughed a lot.” When she did, it made you feel good. “Various things got us both into the healing arts—most of them you don’t want to know about.”


  It was the opening Talba was hoping for. “She said she took the name Babalu because of what she called ‘the wounded healer’ aspect.”


  Mary Pat gave a curt nod. “Oh, yes. She told everyone that—talk about wearing your heart on your sleeve.”


  “What was the wound, Mary Pat? What was she talking about?”


  The woman snorted. “What wasn’t she talking about? Heroin, abuse, divorce, you name it.”


  “Nothing else?”


  “She hated her family, if that’s what you mean.”


  “Why?”


  Mary Pat only shrugged.


  Sensing the end of the redhead’s patience, Talba thanked her for her trouble and said her good-byes. She left feeling depressed, touched by Mary Pat’s anger. Sure, Babalu had had it hard—yet she’d fought and come out the other end. To Talba, she seemed strong; to Mary Pat apparently she didn’t. Her best friend still saw her as having a broken wing, still in need of protection. Perhaps that’s what their friendship had been about. No wonder the two grew apart when Babalu finally had a good relationship.


  Semi-good, Talba reminded herself. Only semi-good. He’s not St. Jason yet.


  She was surprised, though. She hadn’t liked Mary Pat as well as she expected to.


  She and Jason went to the funeral in separate cars. It had occurred to Talba that she might have work to do in Clayton afterward. She didn’t need excess baggage.


  It was a gorgeous day for a funeral. The little town of Clayton had a “historic district” and trees old enough to lend dignity. Under other circumstances, Talba would have enjoyed it. Today, it was as if she looked at it from a distance, as if it weren’t really she who was there but a spy she’d sent to report back to her. She knew what this was about. It was part of the reaction she called turtling out—withdrawing into a shell when things got tough. Sometimes it took the form of going to bed and staring at the ceiling; today it was this feeling of distance. She wanted to fight it, but that might entail a loss of dignity she wasn’t ready for. The last thing she wanted was to make a spectacle of herself.


  Everyone was staring at her anyway, or at Jason and her together—the cheating boyfriend and the black PI who’d caught him out and then hooked up with the enemy. She questioned her good sense in coming.


  The funeral was held in one of those smallish brick churches so common in small Southern towns. Though she’d been raised Baptist, Talba couldn’t remember ever being in a white Baptist church. She’d been to one other funeral in her adult life, and it was that of a white person, but the church was Methodist, much larger and more urban. From the outside, she’d seen hundreds of little churches like this one and, now inside, she noted quickly that it held no surprises. As she’d expected, it was as plain and clean as a house in the suburbs. The pews were even made of the same light-colored oak you’d find in a new tract house.


  So as to create as little stir as possible, she and Jason sat in the back. From their exile seats, they watched the family file in six strong, faces stern, jaws set. No tears that Talba saw. “The dad’s named King and the mom’s Deborah,” Jason whispered. “Mary Pat filled me in. Then she had a sister, Hunter—weird name for a girl.”


  “No weirder than Clayton.” If they’d been alone, she would have added, “What is it with white folks?” But this didn’t seem the right place.


  “The brother’s King the Third.”


  “Don’t tell me—they call him Trey.”


  “You got it. I don’t know his wife’s name.”


  “Looks like Hunter’s divorced.” She had a toddler with her but no man. The little girl was the only one in the family who wasn’t decked out in black or navy. In her little pink dress, she looked like a Californian loose on the streets of New York. “What kind of person brings a baby to a funeral?” The music started before Jason could answer the question, and by the third or fourth chord, Talba was sobbing. This had happened to her before, much to her dismay, at that other funeral—and she hadn’t even known the deceased. It was just a phenomenon before, an oddity she couldn’t explain, but this was true sadness, genuine feeling for Babalu and for other losses as well; she knew that. The music had the power to bring it all up. The feeling of being an observer was gone, as was everything, even the church, everything except the great waves of grief rolling out of her. So much for dignity.


  She was sobbing so loud she would have been embarrassed if the music hadn’t been louder still. When the hymn was over, she moved away from Jason slightly and worked on paring it down to a sniffle. The last thing she wanted was for him to put his arm around her. “Let us pray,” she heard the minister say, and she took the opportunity to look over the crowd, which now stood blind and vulnerable, its collective eyes closed.


  Once again, no surprises. It was a well-dressed, mostly white crowd, but there were a few people of color—more than Talba thought there’d be. The Patterson family maid was about all she’d expected. Mary Pat was near the front, wearing an olive dress with a double-tiered skirt and a lot of amber jewelry. There was always somebody who didn’t own funeral clothes—if she’d thought about it, she’d have picked Mary Pat.


  A couple of celebrities studded the crowd—United States Senator Susan Schultz and gubernatorial candidate Buddy Calhoun, whom Talba intended to vote for. In addition, she recognized John Earl Macquet, a New Orleans businessman whose wife had recently died of the classic pills-and-alcohol one-two punch. Friends of the family, probably.


  She couldn’t see the Pattersons all that well with everyone standing, but so far as she could tell, they were running true to stereotype. Deborah was one of those birdlike women with the perfect figures and the ever-so-smooth coiffures. King was a big man, blustery looking, with white hair. King Three was overweight, Hunter a little frazzled; there had to be more, but from a distance, that was it. They sang another hymn and sat down.


  “We’ve come to say good-bye to our daughter, and sister, and friend, Clayton Patterson,” the minister said, and Talba thought crankily, Tell me something I don’t know. But she hardly bargained for what came next. “Clayton was a person who never had a moment’s peace in her poor, sad young life. It was a life of attack and betrayal—a pattern repeated over and over. First by someone she loved and trusted; later by Clayton herself, and finally by others she loved and trusted.”


  His eyes traveled to the back of the church, and for a moment Talba thought he was looking at Jason. But surely not—no one would be that tacky.


  “From the moment of that first horrible brutality—you in this congregation all know whereof I speak—from that moment on, our daughter Clayton lost her faith in human nature. And with that she lost her way. And she never found it again.” Here, his voice dropped and he bowed his head, as if he were talking about someone who’d become a triple murderer.


  Talba whispered, “What’s he talking about?”


  Jason’s forehead furrowed. “I have absolutely no idea.”


  “Our daughter was lost to us from that moment. She never came back to our town; or to her loving family; or to God. All because of the destructive act of one violent human being, our daughter was lost—to drugs, to drink, to depravity—and later to false gods and golden idols.”


  Talba wanted to scream. She wanted to jump up and shout the man down. Jason was pale and his mouth was tight, moving slightly at the corners: he was fighting the same thing she was. Neither could say anything, and both knew it. Mary Pat, please! she thought. Stop this unctuous asshole. Get up and say who she really was. Don’t let these people get away with this crap.


  But there was never a place in the service where friends were invited to talk. Midway through the tooth-grinding banalities about how “our daughter” had suffered one disappointment after another, and then at last “one final betrayal” and was “driven to take her own life,” Jason took Talba’s hand and tried to break every bone in it. Talba didn’t even ask him to let up. Focusing on the physical pain was better than giving way to the psychic pain.


  She tried to tune it out—thought about how glad she was that she’d come. Jason could have reported this, but she’d never in a million years have pictured anything nearly so extreme, no matter what he said.


  And then she thought about killing the minister. In the end, she made a vow—to right this wrong; the wrong done in the pulpit this Saturday morning. She still only half believed Babalu had been murdered, had yet to get outraged on that account. But this was beyond outrage. This was not salt but fire and acid in the wound. It must be avenged, she thought, much as the Reverend Scruggs might have.


  Jason kept getting redder and squeezing her hand harder; Talba hoped he’d hang onto his temper. He made it, just. When the last note of the last hymn had been sung, he said, “Who the hell does that asshole think he is? He just crucified her.”


  As far as Talba was concerned, that was old news. “What on earth do you think happened to her? Could she have gotten pregnant or something?”


  “I have absolutely no idea. Come on, we’re going to the cemetery.”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Low-profile seems like the way to go—or as low as you can manage when you’re an inkspot on a white sheet.”


  He didn’t smile. “I’m going. They aren’t getting away with this.”


  She shrugged. “Let’s go together then.”


  Once they were in Jason’s car, she started in. “Listen, you aren’t planning to do anything, are you?”


  “I’m going to punch ’em out. Methodically. One by one. Men, women, and children.”


  “Jason, do you want me to work on this case? Do you really think a single one of them’s going to talk to me if you make the slightest ripple? The best thing you could possibly do is impress them with what a gentleman you are.” He didn’t answer, which gave her more time to think about it. “Besides, Babalu would have wanted it that way.”


  He hit the steering wheel with a fist. “Yeah. I guess she would.”


  In the end Talba was glad they’d gone. Not that many people had. Just the immediate family, Mary Pat, a black woman—the maid, Talba thought—and six or eight other people, all of whose lives, from the looks of them, revolved around the local country club.


  In the sun and the quiet, she was able to dissociate herself from the horror of the church and really say good-bye to her friend. She took pleasure in watching Jason introduce himself to each member of the family and tell them how much he’d loved their daughter. King Jr.—Big King, they probably called him—looked as if he’d been eating sour apples, but obviously he couldn’t bring himself to whip Jason’s ass right here in the cemetery.


  Talba seized the moment to buttonhole Mary Pat. “What’d you think of the service?”


  Mary Pat was crying. “Oh, Talba, she was right. These people are savages!” Talba liked her better all of a sudden. “They ought not to be allowed to live.”


  “What happened to her? What was the minister talking about?”


  “I swear to God I haven’t the least idea.”


  Chapter Nine


  “You’re her best friend. She must have talked to you about it.”


  The redhead shrugged. “Okay, I knew there was something. I just figured her father molested her. That’s the thing people usually don’t talk about. But I don’t think that’s what that slimeball meant. This is something the whole town knew about. Listen, she had a shrink—she was talking to somebody; I sure wasn’t going to press her about it. You know, half the time—I’m ashamed to say this, but half the time people say they have some awful traumatic thing in their pasts that’s just too wounding to talk about and once you find out what it is, it seems almost trivial. You know what I mean?


  “I mean, not trivial—but not anything that hasn’t happened to a lot of people—and something they really ought to just get over. Do I sound harsh? It’s terrible for them and all, but you just want to shake them and say, ‘Move on; enough already.’ Well, Clayton was moving on, and she wasn’t dramatizing, and frankly, I didn’t even want to hear about it—that’s what shrinks are for.” She gave her head a shake, which made the beaded strands of her earrings click together.


  “But you’re the one who said you’d been through so much together—divorce, heroin…”


  “But this other thing happened earlier. We didn’t have to talk about it. There was too much bad stuff happening today to worry about yesterday.”


  In one way the minister’d been right, Talba thought—Babalu really had had her share of bad luck. It was just too bad he couldn’t see how well she’d come out of it.


  Whatever “it” was, though, she was determined to find out before the day was over. Glad she’d brought her rental car, she packed Jason off and headed for the parish library. To her immense relief, the librarian was a black woman. For a moment Talba considered asking her if she knew the story herself, but she was in her twenties—perhaps a bit young to have known Clayton.


  After ascertaining that the librarian did, indeed, have microfilm of the Clayton Weekly Courier, she asked for the three years that Clayton Patterson would have been in high school. This was one of Talba’s least favorite forms of research—why, oh, why, couldn’t all these things be online? But she endured the tedium long enough to plough through Clayton’s sophomore year and most of her junior year before she finally found what she was looking for—a banner headline shouting BANKER’S DAUGHTER SCALPED.


  The first three paragraphs told the story:


  Clayton Patterson, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. King Patterson, remains in guarded condition today after being attacked by an intruder who broke into her bedroom and inflicted severe scalp wounds with a machete.


  Only hours after the attack, sheriff’s deputies arrested Donny Troxell, 17, a classmate of Miss Patterson's at Clayton High School. The injured girl’s father said the two had been dating, but his daughter had recently broken up with Troxell.


  Talba’s heart speeded up: she’d seen the name Donny Troxell before, and recently—in Clayton’s datebook. Trying to ignore the pounding, she plowed on.


  Sheriff Dickie Ransdell told the Courier he had "incontrovertible evidence" that Troxell was the assailant.


  The evidence turned out to be a blood-stained, hair-bearing machete, which had been found in Troxell’s car.


  Talba pressed on, finding about fifteen more stories as Clayton recovered and Troxell was brought to trial. The girl’s injuries were gruesomely detailed: she’d been attacked from the left, the machete shearing several inches of scalp cleanly away from her skull, yet, fortunately, leaving it attached by a thread. Eventually, after several surgeries, some of them performed by a New Orleans plastic surgeon, she’d made a complete recovery.


  Throughout, from the first story to the sentencing, she claimed she never saw her attacker.


  Talba thought back to the tiny scar she noticed the week before Clayton died—she’d known her for years and never seen it.


  The paper even ran pictures of Clayton in various stages of her recovery—with head shaved and stitches showing; with an inch of hair and hideous scars; and so forth, until she was once more a beautiful high school girl.


  Ye gods, Talba thought, no wonder she couldn’t stand to talk about it. This is worse than the injury.


  The young Clayton must have been hell-bent on revenge to permit it. That in itself was a measure of how much she’d changed before becoming the Babalu Talba knew.


  At any rate, it worked—that and the “incontrovertible evidence.” Troxell was convicted and sentenced to fifteen years at Angola.


  Talba wondered if he’d served the whole sentence. Perhaps so—the timing was almost right. The crime took place sixteen years ago; his name had appeared in Babalu’s appointment book a few weeks before she died.


  Maybe he got out and came after her again, she thought. How did the police miss this?


  But it was easy to see how they had—they didn’t know about the scalping and no one bothered to tell them, since they reported a heroin overdose and a suicide note to the family. To anyone who didn’t believe she was far too healthy in mind and body to go back to heroin, it looked open and shut. But obviously, no one in Clayton fell into that category.


  I wonder, Talba thought, if I’ve just solved the case. She couldn’t wait to talk to Eddie about it. But on the drive home, she found the person she needed most to talk to was Darryl. The newspaper’s black-and-white images of Clayton, hurt and healing, pitiful, vulnerable, miserable, wouldn’t leave her. She needed the warmth of his arms around her. She’d encountered violence in her own childhood—unlike Jason, Darryl knew about it. And he knew how to make her forget it.


  Today, he chose to do it (quite unwittingly) by announcing that he’d all but sewed up the Subaru—only it was an Isuzu Trooper.


  “Is that better or worse?” she said.


  “Well, the main thing is, it’s gray, which makes it almost invisible. Nobody’d notice it on surveillance.”


  “Ummm. A ghost car—I like it. Does it run?”


  “It sure does. I took the liberty of having it checked out. We can go right over and see it now.”


  At that, her eyes filled with tears; she turned quickly away.


  “What is it?”


  She couldn’t tell him what it was; it was gratitude, and not just for the car. She blurted: “Babalu had a boyfriend who scalped her.”


  “What?”


  She knew he had heard her. It was just that the thing seemed so unlikely one had the need to have it repeated. On the way to see the car, she told him the story.


  He said, “You think Troxell did it?”


  “He’s one hell of a grudge holder if he did.”


  “He’d have to be nuts.”


  “Well, isn’t anybody who kills someone?”


  “I don’t know. Some people kill for gain.”


  “But don’t they have a fundamental screw loose?”


  They’d had this conversation before; Darryl took a slightly more cynical view of human nature than she did. “I don’t know,” he said. “What about drug dealers, polluters, insurance companies who don’t provide the services they’re supposed to—people die because of all of them. And they’d all tell you they’re just trying to make a living.”


  “Well, anyway, this wouldn’t be gain—I guess the motive would be revenge.”


  “For breaking up with him when he was a kid?”


  “Like I said. Screw loose. Makes me think twice about trying to see him alone.”


  “A cop wouldn’t do it without backup—why should you?” He looked at her sidewise but not with any real disapproval. He wasn’t at all overprotective—in fact, hardly ever seemed to worry about her. She liked that; she was a worrier herself.


  “Because I’d have to take Eddie, that’s why. What kind of backup would that be?”


  “You know, Baroness—”


  “Your Grace will do.”


  “Did Your Grace ever think about getting a ladylike little firearm?”


  Her tears came again. “You know I can’t do that.” She had an extremely unpleasant history with guns.


  “Oops. Sorry.”


  “Oh, forget about it. Are we getting close?”


  “Almost there.” They were across the river, on what was always called the West Bank, though you had to go east to get there, in a neighborhood where a lot of the homes had bars on the windows.


  “Bet the car’s a wreck,” she said.


  “I told you—I’ve seen it. I think some mini-gangster bought it and then got a better car—hardly ever drove it. Too ashamed.”


  Actually, he exaggerated. It had a hundred thousand miles on it and was owned by a perfectly nice-seeming man who said he was a manager for the Burlington Coat Factory, but who knew? Maybe he dealt rock in a back room of his house. He did have a nice new Lincoln Navigator, destined to be vandalized soon, Talba thought, considering the neighborhood.


  “Uh-uh,” Darryl said later. “They’re all afraid of him.”


  She had no idea if he was joking or not. But she did like the car. For one thing, she liked riding up high. For another, it was neither new enough nor shabby enough for anyone to take much notice of. And it was cheap, which was the deciding factor.


  She wrote the nice man who might be a gangster a modest check and followed Darryl to his house, where she christened her new car by ceremoniously transferring to it her maps, tape recorder, two cameras, binoculars, and Tee-ball bat. Then the two of them returned the rental car and went shopping for groceries. “Tonight I’m cooking,” she’d announced earlier. He cooked for her so much she felt guilty. “Miz Clara’s famous fried chicken, coming right up.”


  “Awww. Can’t we just have quiche or something?”


  His little joke. She could fry chicken nearly as well as her mother, who was famous for it at Baptist church potlucks. When he had eaten plenty of it, and some rice and gravy she made as well, he talked a little about his daughter, and his worsening problems with her. While Darryl-the-pedagogue argued for therapy, Kim, his ex, had a different plan for solving the problem—she wanted Raisa to see less of Darryl. “Kimmie says I upset her,” he explained. “Being away from home ‘disturbs her schedule.’ ”


  Much as Raisa terrified her, Talba was enraged. “What is that woman thinking? I’d say ‘that bitch,’ but I know she’s your daughter’s mother…”


  “Oh, Talba, come on. Anger never solved anything.”


  “The hell it didn’t! Swear to God I could kill her for treating you like that.”


  He was getting upset. “Let’s change the subject, shall we?”


  “You always change the subject when I get upset.”


  “Well, who wants all that energy coming at them? Calm down, will you?”


  “You sound like Miz Clara.”


  “You should listen to your mama.” His voice was teasing; he was getting over it. “So listen, let’s talk about your problem. The question of the unknown sister.”


  “Not only do you change the subject you throw it back on me.”


  “This is what schoolteachers do.”


  “Okay, then, since you’re so interested in my problem, maybe you’d like to go to church with me tomorrow.”


  “We’re going to pray for resolution?”


  She considered. “It’s a thought. But not my first one. Lura was a Methodist, but no one knows anything else about her. So I’m going to see if anyone remembers her at her old church.”


  In the end, Darryl pleaded that the shock of seeing Talba in church might cause him to have a heart attack, and not only that he had Raisa. So Talba went to church alone. She was pretty sure she knew the church Lura Blanchard meant when she said “that one by Claiborne.” She had a perfect mental picture of it, but no memory of ever having been inside. When she saw the sanctuary, however, it was as familiar to her as Miz Clara’s church. She had undoubtedly been taken there, probably more than once, by her father and his woman.


  What she needed was someone as old as Miz Clara, someone who’d been there then. Shouldn’t be hard, she thought, looking around. The place was full of fossils. And so, after the service, she simply asked around.


  “Hello, I’m Talba Wallis. I’m wondering if you remember a woman who used to be a member of this congregation? Lura, her name was. She had a baby daughter, but I don’t know her last name.” She might have added, “And a man friend named Denman LaRose Wallis,” but she couldn’t bring herself to say it.


  Some of them thought they remembered Lura, but they really couldn’t put a face to the name; most looked blank. And, finally, an old man in suspenders said, “You need to talk to Sister Eula. She know everybody ever set foot in this church.”


  All the bystanders said that was sure right, and the hunt for Sister Eula began, though she wasn’t in the least hard to find. Sister Eula loomed large not only in their hearts but also in other ways—and so did her hat. It was the size and color of a lemon pie, exactly matching her form-fitting plus-size suit, which was smartly trimmed in black. Her skin color was light—the word camel, for some reason, came to mind. Her cheeks were round and heavily rouged; her voice was at least as imposing as her form. It seemed to come from her solar plexus rather than her larynx. Word got to her before Talba did. “I hear you are looking for Miss Lura Jones.”


  The woman was such a diva Talba almost forgot she was a baroness. “I… uh…” If it’s all right with you, she thought. If not, I’ll just be going now. “Yes,” she finally managed.


  “Speak up, child, I don’t bite.”


  Ouch, you just did. “I’m looking for someone named Lura. I’m not sure about the last name.”


  “You are not a relative?”


  “Not a blood relative, no.”


  “I am sorry to tell you that Miss Jones passed away some years ago.”


  “Oh. Well.” Talba pretended to rethink the whole thing. “But there was a daughter,” she said slowly, as if it were just dawning on her. “Wasn’t there a daughter?”


  Sister Eula drew up herself up another four or five inches—as if she could be more intimidating. She made Miz Clara look like a pussycat. “I wouldn’t know about that.”


  “Oh, there was. There was a baby, and I’m pretty sure it was a girl.”


  “You got good news for that girl? You a detective or something?”


  Talba was taken aback. Did the woman know her? What the hell, why not go with that idea? She almost produced her license, but thought better of it even as her hand rummaged her purse for her wallet—the woman might recognize her last name. She finally opted for a friendly smile and a cocked eyebrow. “I didn’t know it was so obvious.”


  “Who are you, girl?” Miss Eula was getting hostile, and Talba wasn’t sure why.


  “I’m trying to find her for a relative. My client believes she may be a cousin by marriage.”


  Talba suddenly found her heart was beating as hard as it had when the five-hundred-pound sergeant threatened to throw her in jail.


  Sister Eula stared a hole through her. “Mmmm-hmmm,” she said, and Talba had the sense that she knew exactly who she was. If her father Denman had come to this church with his woman, they’d remember. Or Sister Eula would. She looked at Talba as if she could penetrate every secret she had just by thinking hard enough. It was the look Miz Clara had used when she was a kid and she was lying.


  Talba didn’t know what to do but stare back at her, trying to keep her heart from breaking through her ribs and making a mess in this fine church.


  Finally, Sister Eula said, “You all right, child. You all right.”


  Are you a doctor? Talba thought. What’s the deal here?


  “I recollect Miss Lura had a sister. Mozelle Winters, her name was. I b’lieve she moved to Memphis.” And Sister Eula turned her back and flounced away, as if she were offended.


  Chapter Ten


  What was that? Talba thought. A gypsy fortuneteller or a church lady? Sergeant Rouselle’s mama, maybe?


  She couldn’t wait to go home and get online. But in the end, what she found for Mozelle Winters was absolutely nothing.


  And then an axiom of Eddie’s came back to her: always call information first.


  I’m an idiot, she thought, and dialed impatiently. But so far as BellSouth knew, there was no Mozelle Winters in Memphis.


  She had heard Miz Clara come in from church. With the afternoon stretching before her—and a brand-new car—maybe she could persuade her mother to go for a ride. “Mama? you here?”


  Miz Clara didn’t answer. Having a nap, maybe. The Sunday paper was strewn all over the living room, as if she’d had a luxurious Sunday read. Why not me? Talba thought. She got herself a Diet Coke and settled down in a mountain of newsprint. In time, she even drifted off herself.


  When the phone rang, she heard it but made no effort to answer. She had voice mail—hell with it. She took a deep breath, fell back into semiconsciousness, and couldn’t have been further away when a banshee keening debouched from Miz Clara’s room.


  “Mama? Mama, what is it?” Talba flew into her mother’s bedroom, screaming, wondering if something had happened to her Aunt Carrie, her mama’s only sister.


  Miz Clara shushed her, still listening, still keening. Talba heard her say, “I’m comin’ right on over soon’s as I can get a cab. No, honey, don’t you worry about it. I’m sure I can get one.”


  Honey? She never called anyone “honey.”


  “Mama, I’ve got a car. I got it yesterday.”


  Miz Clara shushed her again, even seemed to be waving her off in impatience. After a century or so, she got off the phone.


  “What is it, Mama?” Talba winced at the whine in her voice.


  “Michelle’s hemorrhaging.”


  Talba tried to process it. The baby wasn’t due yet. “Did she go into early labor? Is she in the hospital?"


  “Blood just start coming; they thought it was her water breaking, but, no, whole lot of blood come out.”


  The significance of it hit her. Her brother Corey was a doctor. If he thought it was serious, it was serious. And if he called his mama, it was really serious. He’d normally wait till it was all over to do something like that.


  Talba pondered what it might mean. Only one thing, she decided. It had to mean he was scared to death.


  “Where is she?”


  “Baptist.” She meant Memorial Medical Center, where Corey was on staff. Before it got gobbled up, it had been Baptist Hospital; to New Orleanians of a certain age, it still was.


  “Let’s go,” Talba said.


  “I gotta put on my wig.” Miz Clara cleaned houses for a living. She liked to keep her hair in a near buzz cut. “Mama. Let’s go!” Talba was surprised at the urgency in her voice.


  Miz Clara hated the car, of course—couldn’t understand why Talba couldn’t get a nice comfortable Cadillac or maybe an Oldsmobile or something. She griped about it all the way to the hospital, which got under Talba’s skin so badly she nearly had a wreck on I-10.


  Her hands were sweating. It occurred to her that she was actually worried about her sister-in-law.


  Corey was in the maternity waiting room, pacing, his shaved head looking somehow dull, almost dusty. I wonder if he shines it, Talba thought. He said, “I wish they let you smoke in these places.”


  He’d never smoked in his life.


  Miz Clara’s voice was uncharacteristically gentle. “How is she, baby?”


  Talba would have given anything to have missed what followed. Her older brother the doctor, the successful one in the family, who had a big house in Eastover and the kind of car Miz Clara approved of, threw his arms around his mama and cried. “Oh, Mama, I’m gonna lose her.”


  Miz Clara’s moment of gentleness was over. She gave him a shake. “Shush up, boy! You are not.”


  He looked at her as if she were speaking Russian.


  “She’s a healthy young woman and she’s in good hands. Idn’t she?”


  Corey just stared.


  “Well, idn’t she?”


  “Yes, ma’am. She’s in good hands.”


  “And you know how to pray, don’t you?”


  He looked a little impatient at that but once more he said, “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Well, start doin’ it, son. Just as soon as you tell me what’s going on in there.” Her head jerked down the corridor.


  “I don’t know. They won’t tell me.”


  Talba thought, Ah, so that’s what’s gotten to him. He’s out of control. He’s a doctor and he can’t do anything for his own wife.


  “Well, what’d they say? They musta’ said something.”


  “They said she was bleeding.”


  Miz Clara said, “Hmmph.”


  “And shocky. Her blood pressure was dropping.” He took in a breath and let it out. He spoke softly. “They said they thought they could save the baby.”


  “Well, then, they’ll save it.” Miz Clara’s face was set as if she could make the doctors mind her, like they were kids in a sandbox.


  “I don’t care about the baby.” Corey balled his fist. “I just want Michelle.”


  “’Course you want Michelle. And you gon’ get Michelle. They didn’t say they ‘thought’ they could save her, did they? That’s ’cause they know they can.”


  Talba’s palms were sweating; her heart was speeding again. She was catching Corey’s fear. What’s Mama talking about? she thought. Does she really believe that?


  Corey looked a little calmer, though. He took off his smeared glasses and began to clean them. “Yeah. Maybe so. Maybe that’s what they meant.”


  Miz Clara looked around. “Where are her people?”


  Corey looked at the floor, avoiding her eyes like a child. “I didn’t call them.”


  “What you mean you didn’t call ’em, boy? They her people.”


  “I couldn’t face them, Mama. I couldn’t face them just yet.” Miz Clara crossed her arms and glared. Gentleness just wasn’t her forte.


  Corey spread his arms and this time looked her full in the face. His eyes were brimming. “Mama, I didn’t want them. I wanted you and Talba.”


  Talba felt her own eyes fill up. Had he really included her too? And he’d called her Talba, not Sandra.


  Miz Clara said, “Come here. Come here, son.” She opened her arms to him.


  Once again, Corey clung to his mama. She said, “I guess we don’t have to call ’em just yet. Let’s sit down. Let’s sit down now.” She led him to a chair.


  Talba was feeling slightly like a voyeur, but on the other hand, he’d said he wanted her there. When they were children he’d been there for her, sometimes when she was so little she couldn’t remember and had to be told once she grew up. Sometimes in ways she remembered—he babysat while Miz Clara worked her housecleaning jobs.


  And then, because she felt he’d become a snob who’d forgotten the values—and the people—he was raised with, they’d grown apart. Part of that was just her own jealousy—she realized that now—and part was Michelle, but they were over that. They were close again.


  Michelle.


  Michelle who might be in there dying right now.


  She wasn’t though—she couldn’t be. Corey was just upset because she was his wife. His wife whom he loved so much he was crying on his mama’s shoulder.


  Talba glanced at the other two. They were holding hands now, heads bowed. They were praying.


  She felt embarrassed. She shouldn’t be watching this. And yet she certainly wasn’t watching with cool objectivity. She couldn’t get her heart to slow down.


  She tried deep breaths, thinking of Michelle lying on a table, her belly a mound rising out of her snaky body, her legs apart, blood gushing out.


  Worse, she saw Michelle’s face, saw her pain.


  Oh, God, I see why Corey called us. The worst thing is to think about it.


  What if they did save the baby and not Michelle? That was almost the worst case scenario. What was Corey going to do with a tiny baby?


  She felt so sorry for him it was like an ache. This couldn’t happen to her only brother. Just couldn’t. He was so happy…


  Happy?


  She had never thought of Corey as happy with Michelle. But she thought back to the night they’d told her she was pregnant, a night she’d dropped in on them unexpectedly, very late, demanding information. An entirely untactful episode, in which she’d been focused largely on herself.


  They’d stood in the kitchen holding hands, Michelle’s belly barely beginning to curve, the light shining on Corey’s bald head. And now that she thought of it, they were radiant. They were the image of a happy couple, a couple at the beginning of their lives together, looking forward to their baby.


  She isn’t supposed to make me happy. She’s supposed to make him happy.


  Talba’s eyes filled again. Who was she to judge Michelle? She could put up with her. Oh, yes. If she could just have her back, she could put up with her. At that moment, she realized, she wanted Michelle for a sister-in-law more than anything in the world.


  She had to do something. She couldn’t just sit here driving herself crazy. “Corey,” she said. “You want me to call the Tircuits?”


  He stared up at her. “You?” She knew what he meant and it shamed her. He was the older brother, accustomed to doing for her. She’d never made such an offer before.


  “Give me the number. I’ll be glad to.”


  He nodded and pulled out his address book.


  The Tircuits couldn’t have been more different from the Wallises if they’d been white. They were descended from Louisiana’s Free People of Color, who had thrived in the nineteenth century, and they were virtually royalty in New Orleans. They were light-skinned, straight-haired blacks, called “Creoles” in this day and age, and they had money. They had an extremely successful business dating back to antebellum times.


  They’d never given Talba the time of day.


  But, then, she hadn’t gone out of her way to befriend them, either.


  Only when she had the number and had gone out to the corridor and turned on her cell phone did it occur to her she had no idea what to say. She was going to have to wing it. A woman answered. “Mrs. Tircuit?”


  “No, this the maid. Let me get her.”


  A maid. These were black people who had a maid.


  “Hello? This is Ardis Tircuit.”


  “Mrs. Tircuit, this is Talba Wallis. Corey’s sister?” She made the statement a question and hated herself for it.


  “Yes?”


  “Michelle’s having her baby and—”


  “Michelle isn’t due yet.” The woman spoke with authority, but Talba heard the fear in her voice.


  “I think there may be complications.” She swallowed hard. “Corey needs you.” The lie slipped out cleanly.


  “Corey? But what about Michelle?”


  “She’s in the delivery room.”


  “Already? How long has she been in labor? Why didn’t somebody call?”


  “Mrs. Tircuit, this happened very suddenly.” Talba made her voice very calm. Somehow, that got the message across.


  “Is she all right? Is my daughter all right?”


  “We hope she’s going to be.”


  The woman broke the connection, evidently panicked. Talba hoped she had someone to drive her to the hospital.


  Talba was stuffing her cell phone back in her purse when it rang again. “This is Ardis Tircuit.” Talba thought: She must have caller I.D. “What hospital did you say?”


  “Baptist.”


  Reluctantly, Talba went back to join her mother and Corey. Miz Clara had her eyes closed. She looked like she was in pain, but Talba knew it was only a deep focus. She’d seen it before; her mother was rocking back and forth in prayer. Her brother was still holding hands with her. He looked like a trapped animal.


  Talba simply didn’t see how she could sit here with this kind of tension. She herself did not pray. What she did to tune the world out was read, and she was way too wound up to do that right now. Or to speak.


  She ended up doing nothing, letting her mind wander, sweating and feeling miserable, until the first of the Tircuits got there. Maybe I could talk to them for him, she thought, but Miz Clara appointed herself family spokesman and when the elegant Mrs. Tircuit burst into tears, told her she had to be strong and trust in Jesus. They’re probably Episcopalians, Talba thought.


  Not that Episcopalians didn’t trust in something or other, but Talba was pretty sure they didn’t talk about it in polite company. Still, there wasn’t an answer to what Miz Clara said; Ardis Tircuit could only nod and shut up.


  Her husband arrived soon, in a business suit, and then a couple of sisters, the latter two wailing. It was turning into a deathwatch, everyone dressed up and praying or crying. They certainly are pessimistic, Talba thought. It’s as if they’ve already given up on her.


  And Talba realized that she hadn’t, that she wasn’t remotely ready to, that—like Corey—she couldn’t imagine life without Michelle. “It’s going to be all right,” she said automatically, patting an arm here, a knee there, and actually, she felt that it was. Women gave birth every day, even if there were complications.


  And yet—it oughtn’t to take forever. What was happening? Talba imagined them doing a C-section, sewing her back up—what else? Transfusions?


  Even as she was thinking it the doctor came out, finger-combing hair just out from one of those surgical shower caps. She was frowning, intent on her hair, scanning the room for Corey.


  When she found him, she smiled. “Everything’s fine.” She looked as if she was going to say more, but Corey’s eyes closed and his knees buckled. One of the Tircuits caught him. Miz Clara said, “Lord, Lord!” Oddly enough, it was Talba who thought to ask about the baby.


  The doctor smiled. “A beautiful girl.”


  “She’s okay?”


  “They’re both fine. Mrs. Wallis had what we call an abruption. In simple terms, that’s when the placenta starts tearing away.” Everyone looked at each other fuzzily. “It can be life-threatening to the baby—and sometimes to the mother as well. In this case, the baby’s heart rate started dropping so rapidly, it…” She looked a little squeamish and stopped, apparently realizing she shouldn’t finish this sentence in front of the family. Talba filled in the blank for herself: …it really scared us. The doctor said instead, “We had no choice but to do a C-section.” She smiled again, this time at Corey. “But you got her here in time, Dr. Wallis. They’re both doing great. Congratulations on your daughter.”


  And then they were all hugging each other and crying, even Talba. She felt unbalanced, as if the ground had shifted.


  Chapter Eleven


  She slept the sleep of the dead and woke up Monday morning thinking of her newborn niece and her dead friend, Babalu Maya, AKA Clayton Patterson. A couplet came to her: “Life is a leaf / that hovers in the wind.” She considered it, decided against. She had to get around to this one, though. Something important had happened to her—she just wasn’t sure what it was.


  She opened her closet and selected a white blouse and blue skirt—her unvarying choice for work. While the Baroness de Pontalba had almost as exotic a wardrobe as a drag queen, Talba Wallis the PI had once worked as an office temp; thus she had a closet full of white blouses and blue skirts. Why waste energy and money, she felt, on clothes she was never going to like anyway? The skirts and blouses were selected for blending in—always respectable, never noticeable. That was good for an office temp and even better for a PI. (She also had a good navy pantsuit for events like Babalu’s funeral.)


  She did some of her best thinking driving, and this morning (having already contemplated the deeper issues), she thought about Babalu’s name. No wonder she’d chosen it—this was a woman who’d been quite literally wounded.


  Clearly, Talba needed to find out where Donny Troxell was. The source of so much of her friend’s misery just had to be checked out. She thought about what it might be like to visit a machete-scalper; backup probably really was a great idea. Even if it was only Eddie.


  Eileen Fisher was at her receptionist’s post as usual, perusing the Times-Picayune for lack of anything better to do. “Morning, Talba.”


  “Hi, Eileen—Eddie in yet?”


  “Uh-uh. He’s in court this morning.” She went back to her paper.


  So much for backup. Oh, well, she probably wasn’t going to find Troxell anyway. At least not before lunch.


  Before she’d even put away her purse, she booted up her computer and performed the online version of calling information. There weren’t that many Troxells in Louisiana, and only two were Donalds. One of them lived in New Orleans. Just for fun, she did call information, and sure enough, Donald Troxell was listed. Good old Eddie—by using his antiquated methods, she could have had Donny in one minute instead of the ten it had taken.


  But goddammit! Why hadn’t she thought of this the night before? (Well, actually, there was a pretty good reason. She could give herself a break on that one.) Still, it was infuriating. Here it was, after nine o’clock—just about no chance of catching one Donald Troxell before he left for work. The frustration was well nigh unbearable.


  Maybe he doesn’t work, she thought. Maybe he’s a hopeless alcoholic, like Robert Robineau.


  He lived in the Bywater, which didn’t tell her much—he could be a young professional fixing up a great old shotgun or someone in need of a cheap rental. Best to drive there, she decided—it wasn’t that far from her own neighborhood. She was certainly going—and going right now, the hell with backup. He might be at work, but maybe he was married and had small children. If she was lucky, that would mean a wife with a big mouth at home.


  The gorgeous old neighborhood was far from becoming gentrified. It had turned into a favorite of young white artists and others in the tattoo-and-piercings club. Good place for a poet, Talba thought, but surely Troxell didn’t fall into that category.


  His dwelling was about what she’d guessed—half a rundown shotgun double. If he was the right Troxell, he probably wasn’t any poster boy for ex-cons-who-make-good. The place looked unoccupied, all closed up. But at least there were no newspapers piling up outside. Talba mounted the porch steps and rang the bell somewhat dispiritedly. To her surprise, she heard footsteps, even a dog barking.


  The woman who answered the door was so far from what Talba expected she figured Troxell had long since moved on. She wore jeans, sloppy T-shirt, and a bandana around her head. Her hands were dirty and her neck sweaty, but a tiny diamond pendant glistened in its folds, probably something she always wore. A gift from her husband, maybe. A raggedy old white Lab clung at her heels.


  Something about her reminded Talba of the ladies of the Baptist church in Clayton. She had that blond softness they had, that small-town neatness, even in her work clothes. But she wasn’t a country club type—more likely working class, Talba thought. She was about Deborah Patterson’s age.


  “Can I help you?” she asked.


  “Yes. I’m looking for Donald Troxell.”


  “Oh.” Distress crowded her face. “Are you a friend of his?”


  “No, ma’am, I’m not. I just need to talk to him about something.”


  The woman cocked her head. “About what?”


  “That’s confidential, I’m afraid. Are you a relative of his?”


  “Yes. I’m his mother. Come in, won’t you?”


  She ushered Talba into a house that was being dismantled. Sealed cardboard boxes were everywhere, and a stack of flat ones leaned against a wall, waiting to be made up. Other moving tools—magic markers and tape—were scattered around a dark, gloomy living room with an old sofa, chair, and television set still in it.


  “Let’s go to the back,” the woman said. “I’m keeping the front closed up.” She gave an involuntary shiver and glanced at the dog. Talba realized she was afraid of the neighborhood. “There’s a cute little backyard where we can sit.”


  She led Talba through a deserted-looking bedroom, into a kitchen in the process of being torn apart, and finally outside, into a pleasant space furnished with a metal table, chairs, and a nice stand of banana trees.


  “Can I offer you anything?”


  Talba declined, wondering what was going on here.


  “Sit down, will you?” She waited for Talba to obey, but didn’t sit herself. “I’m sorry to tell you my son passed away earlier this week.”


  “Umph.” Talba faked surprise, but in fact, she’d had a bad feeling ever since she entered the house. It had a forlorn look to it, like Babalu’s. And a feeling; a very oppressive feeling.


  “I’m so sorry,” she said. Who am I? she was thinking. Definitely not a PI working for the girl he scalped.


  The woman sniffed into a Kleenex. “Just as he was getting his life together.”


  It occurred to Talba that death was like pregnancy; in one, everyone patted your stomach; in the other, you also got your privacy invaded. “But what happened?” she blurted. “Donny was so… I mean, he was getting his life together….”


  Finally, the woman sat. “He was mugged coming home from work. They beat him, took his wallet, and shot him.”


  Talba gasped, and this time the shock was real. “Coming home from work? But what time…?” She thought she was doing a poor job of fishing, but nothing solid had occurred to her yet; she sure wished she could get the lying thing down better.


  “He still worked at the Wild Side—ironic under the circumstances, but it was so hard for him to find anything else. It happened about four a.m. just after his shift.” She stopped in midsentence, looking quizzical.


  “I know about the prison sentence, Mrs. Troxell.”


  She nodded knowingly. “Oh, yes, I suppose he shared about that.”


  And suddenly Talba had it; he “shared,” he was getting his life together, and it was ironic that he worked at a bar. She took a chance that he was in AA. “I see you’ve figured out how I knew Donny.”


  For the first time his mother smiled. “These days, most of his friends are in the program. What was it you needed, by the way?”


  “Oh, uh—Donny lent me a little money. I wanted to pay it back.” Talba bit her lip hard enough to get tears to come to her eyes.


  “Don’t worry about that. Don’t worry at all.”


  “Oh, no. Please.” She produced a ten-dollar bill. “I just feel so bad.”


  “My son had the hardest life of anyone I know—and now this! It’s just so unfair.”


  “It sure is. It sure is, Miz Troxell.”


  “It was like a second chance. The first time was like this too—just plain unfair.”


  “You mean—uh, that thing in his hometown?”


  The woman nodded, the sadness in her face giving way to anger. “He was such a smart boy—and it was obvious from a very early age. His dad was just a plumber and I’m a waitress. We had four children and none of them had any more brains than we did—except one. We gave him everything, uh, Miss…?”


  “I’m Sandra,” Talba said, “and I’m an alcoholic.”


  The other woman smiled. “Sandra,” she said. “We didn’t have much, but there was a really good guidance counselor at the high school, and she helped him get a scholarship to Vanderbilt. He was dating the daughter of the richest man in town. He had the world by the tail. And then one day she broke up with him… and they accused him of scalping her…and…” She started to cry again.


  Talba touched her hand. “I know the story. But one thing I never understood—why did the girl break up with him?”


  Troxell’s face was stony. “He never knew. Poor thing never even knew. He was so hurt… and then when he got arrested…”


  Clearly Donny’s mother thought he hadn’t attacked Clayton. Best not to go down that road, Talba thought. She kept her mouth shut.


  “He came out of prison a broken man. He never could hold a decent job or even hold his head up after that. His father was so disgusted with him he never spoke to Donny again.” She sniffled and cried some more.


  “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Troxell.”


  “And now I’m going to lose two of ’em in one week.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “My husband’s got diabetes. He’s not expected to live out the week.”


  Again, Talba gasped, and again she didn’t have to fake it. “Already lost both his legs.”


  “Oh!”


  “But I got the satisfaction of one thing. At least he and Donny made up. That’s another thing that was going right for Donny. She cleared his name. Finally.”


  “Wait a minute; I’m not following.”


  “She came to see my husband and told him Donny didn’t do it. And then Ralph asked to see Donny—for the first time in sixteen years.”


  “You mean the girl? The girl who got scalped?”


  “Yes, ma’am. Ms. Clayton Patterson herself came to see my husband.” Talba’s mind was falling all over itself, putting pieces together. Donny Troxell had appeared once and only once in Clayton’s datebook. What if he’d called her to beg? Clayton, my dad’s dying. Tell him I didn’t do it. What can it hurt? Please. I’ve served my time. Just tell my daddy I didn’t do it!


  All the newspaper articles about the trial had been clear on one thing: Clayton never accused Donny. She said she never saw her intruder. How likely was that? Talba wondered.


  What if she did know who attacked her, and she told Ralph Troxell? The statute of limitations was probably up, anyway—or maybe her real attacker, if it wasn’t Donny, had died in the intervening years. What if she’d broken a sixteen-year silence and started a chain of events that led to her death? And Donny’s.


  Mrs. Troxell said, “I went home for a bite to eat and some rest. When I came back, he told me she’d been there, and he’d called Donny.”


  Talba could barely contain herself. “You’re sure she told him Donny didn’t do it?”


  “I sure am. That’s exactly what she did tell him. And then the next afternoon he slipped into a coma.”


  “What a horrible story! I mean… wonderful, too. At least he and his son made up.”


  Troxell squeezed her wadded-up tissue and began to tear at it. She didn’t say anything.


  Finally, Talba said, “Was it all on the phone—or did Donny come over to see his dad?”


  She raised her face, and it was almost radiant. “Oh, he came over. I thank God for that. They were actually able to see each other after all those years. Lord, I wish I could have been there! But I know Ralph. I knew I had to give him some privacy. So I stepped out of the room. And when he told me about it, he cried. Said he should have trusted in his son—said somebody was going to pay, and he was going to make ’em. That’s why I thought he was going to live. He had some thing to live for.”


  “You think the girl—what’s her name?”


  “Clayton Patterson.”


  “Odd name. You think she told him what really happened?”


  “I know she did.”


  “And your husband told you?”


  “No. He didn’t tell me. Later that night, he was in terrible pain. He couldn’t really talk much. And then the next day he was as good as gone. Like that. Just like that.” She fluttered her hand.


  “Like a leaf that flutters in the wind,” Talba said before she caught herself.


  The woman looked at her oddly. “Beg pardon?”


  “Uh… bad poetry. It’s what someone said about life.”


  Troxell nodded vigorously. “Well, they could say it again. I’ve buried my boy, and before long I’ll bury my husband too.” Her jaw set hard.


  “But he didn’t go into the coma till the afternoon?”


  Troxell shook her head, concerned with her own tragedy.


  Talba wasn’t about to say what she thought.


  Chapter Twelve


  Eddie was glad he didn’t have to hear the damn story on an empty stomach. By the time he got out of court it was time for lunch, and he’d snagged a couple of old cronies and headed for Venezia. He’d had a glass of wine with lunch, but, still, the thing was making him cranky.


  “So what ya think,” he said, “is that the old man was gonna blow the whistle on the scalper and the scalper killed two people to stop him, but neither one of the victims was the whistle blower. Doesn’t make sense, Ms. Wallis. Make it make sense for me.”


  “He didn’t have to kill the old man. Ralph was already in a coma.” She spread her hands. “Look, for all I know, the guy induced the coma.”


  “Right. Right. Get it out ya system. Go on ahead.”


  “Ralph had one morning left. He could have called the guy and threatened him.”


  “But why would he? Why wouldn’t he have just called the cops?”


  “I don’t know. He was dying. He must have known it—maybe he just wanted the guy to know he knew.”


  At least she admitted there was something she didn’t know. “Okay, so maybe ya theory’s right. Suppose he used his last morning to call the guy. And then that guy goes out and gets a friend and they give Clayton an overdose; then they go mug poor ol’ Donny, who was just gettin’ his life together. By the way, that AA thing was good. Your lyin’s gettin’ a little better.”


  She squirmed a little. “That’s pretty high praise from The Man.”


  Eddie thought, She’s just a girl. She was so damned uppity sometimes he forgot that.


  “But, no, it wasn’t quite like that,” she continued. “When I got back, I checked the Times-Picayune. There was a tiny little story about Donny’s death—and it was the day before Clayton’s.”


  “Who cares about that? The whole thing’s just goddamn farfetched, excuse my French.”


  “Well, maybe there were two people in on the scalping.”


  Eddie raised an eyebrow, something he was pretty good at. She backed down. “Okay, okay, it’s farfetched. But still. It’s damned coincidental, right?”


  That one he couldn’t get around. Like most people who’d seen a few things in his life, he didn’t really believe in coincidences. “Awright, let’s look at it in practical terms. Ya client doesn’t think his precious girlfriend who he loved so much he was humpin’ somebody else, excuse my French, could of possibly O.D.’d, because she was too damn healthy and never touched the stuff. That about right?”


  “About.”


  “Well, then you’re doin’ him some good. You’re workin’ on a facsimile of a murder motive here, and I’d be the first to say I wouldn’t have thought you had a Chinaman’s chance.”


  She shifted in her chair. Something had made her mad. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. And sure, I’ll excuse your French. The racist comment’s real nice too.”


  What the hell was she talking about?


  He must have let his guard down for a minute. She gave him a superior smirk. “You don’t even know what you said, do you? You think ‘Chinaman’s chance’ is perfectly okay.”


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake. It’s just an expression.” She didn’t challenge him on that, just gave him another smug little look. (But later, when he told the story to his daughter Angie, he just about never heard the end of it.)


  “Look, I just gave you a compliment. Why don’t ya go ahead and ax the client if he wants to go on with it?” He spread his own hands in a great big, expansive, anything’s-possible.


  “Eddie, come on. You know I’ve already done that.” She was so impatient she was practically snapping at him.


  That was about it for Eddie. “Why is it people your age know so damn much, huh? Lived half as long and know twice as much—how ya manage that, huh?”


  Was that hurt on her face? It was. Kind of like the look Trudy, his wife’s dachshund, got when he let the cat in the den.


  “Eddie, I didn’t mean anything. I just—”


  “Look. Go for the defense lawyer, why don’t ya’? If anybody knows what went on, it’s got to be him.”


  “Exactly what I was thinking,” she said.


  “In a pig’s eye,” he answered, but he was joking now, over his fit of pique.


  The truth was, this thing was giving him the shivers. He’d probably been far too negative with Ms. Wallis—he’d have to eat his words later. For even as she talked, his discomfort was growing. How did you explain not one but two fatal coincidences? The damn case was probably a lot more dangerous than it was lucrative, but he didn’t dare say that to her. She’d only go after it all the harder.


  Ms. Wallis, Ms. Wallis, he thought to himself, and shook his head the way he used to when his daughter Angie got too big for her britches.


  * * *


  Talba spent the rest of the day backgrounding the attorney who’d defended Donny Troxell in the scalping case. He was a native Claytonian (if they called themselves that) who’d gone to law school at Tulane, and who, if she read between the lines correctly, was probably a member of the same country club the Pattersons belonged to. His name was Lawrence Blue, for openers. Talba didn’t know much about WASP names, but she figured that was one.


  He had a wife named Kathleen and three children. He belonged to the Presbyterian church. And, as a small-town lawyer in Clayton, about the biggest thing that had ever happened to him was the Troxell case. That was at the beginning of his career.


  He later moved to New Orleans, where he joined a well-known criminal defense firm and handled some pretty high-profile cases. Later still, he gave the whole thing up, moved back to Clayton, joined a distinguished firm that did insurance defense, ran for state senator, and won.


  Back in Clayton, Talba had seen a picture of him as Donny Troxell’s lawyer. He was an ordinary-looking man, with a tendency to plumpness. She wished she had a sheaf of pictures of him as his career advanced. As she imagined it, he’d put on more and more weight until, as a state senator, he was practically a caricature.


  All in all, she figured she’d gleaned two useful facts—one being that Blue lived in Baton Rouge, where the legislature was now in session, the other that he was extremely active in the campaign of gubernatorial candidate Buddy Calhoun, whom she’d seen at Clayton’s funeral.


  Well, well, well, she thought, perhaps we have common ground.


  As preparation for the interview, she popped by Calhoun’s headquarters and got herself a campaign button, figuring she was going vote for him, so why not?


  Calhoun was a decent enough guy, by all accounts, if a bit on the lackluster side. But the incumbent, Jack Haydel, was spectacular—in just about every unpleasant way you could mention. He was a sleazeball closely tied to gambling interests. In fact, he’d once been indicted for bribery, but he’d beaten the rap. Talba had no doubt he was guilty of that and much more. But Haydel had an even worse strike against him. A famous election a few years back had spawned a famous bumper strip: “Vote for the crook. It’s important.” In that one, the other candidate was a racist. Jack Haydel had the distinction of being both a crook and a racist.


  So, sure, she’d wear a Calhoun button—and proudly.


  The next morning she got up early to drive to Baton Rouge, her plan being to catch the senator on his way into the office. That way, if he couldn’t see her then, she’d have the rest of the day to get him to work her in. (Also she had a reading that night—she wanted to get home early.)


  She arrived in time to be there when the capitol building opened, made a beeline for Blue’s suite, and simply loitered until she saw him get off the elevator. Truth to tell, he hadn’t changed that much, hadn’t turned into the literal fat cat of her imagination. He still had a bounce to his walk and most of his hair. He had a familiar look, as if they’d met.


  She was wearing her blue business suit, so as not to look like a secretary, and she carried a briefcase, which contained a tape recorder she’d just turned on.


  “Senator, may I have a moment?”


  “Yes?” She thought his expression changed as she came into focus for him. “I’m sorry, I have an appointment.”


  “I have a… There’s no easy way to say this. I have a death message for you.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “A former client of yours has been murdered—his mother thought you’d like to know.”


  Blue drew back from her a bit, and instead of the shock he was supposed to register, she thought she saw fear. Wariness at the very least. He was practically checking the place for the nearest exit.


  She waited a moment for him to calm down. He could hardly refuse news like this. Finally, he said, “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m sorry to tell you… Donny Troxell was killed in a street robbery a week ago.”


  “Donny!” He went white.


  “Senator, are you all right?”


  “Donny Troxell?” he said.


  “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you.”


  “I didn’t even know he…” Blue stopped there, and Talba said, “Oh, yes, he’s been out of prison several years.”


  “Donny never… Damn, that’s a shame. Donny never had a chance.”


  Talba thought it about time to haul out her bona fides. “Senator, I’m an investigator looking into his death—”


  “You’re no cop!” He spoke with such vehemence it startled her.


  “No sir, I’m not. I’m employed by the family.” Never mind which family. She knew for a fact that Jason had family, and as long as he was part of it, she was employed by some family.


  “This kind of thing is best left to the police.”


  “There may be a little more to it than a simple mugging, Senator. Did you realize Clayton Patterson also died a few days ago?”


  “I did.” He bit off the words, mad now, though Talba wasn’t sure why. The blood had come back to his face, which was fast turning red. “What does that have to do with anything?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe nothing. I was hoping to ask you what you remember about Troxell’s case.”


  “Young woman, do you think I don’t know who you are? Just what the hell are you trying to pull here?”


  He could have spoken to her in Chinese and she wouldn’t have been more surprised. He knew her? What a ludicrous idea!


  She said, “I think you must have me confused with someone else.”


  But he said only, “I have nothing more to say to you,” went into his office, and slammed his door.


  What the hell was that? she thought, wondering how on earth she’d managed to blow it so fast, with so few words.


  It came to her on the drive home. He must have seen her before, at Clayton’s funeral. He was just another white face, while she was the all-too-obvious object of everyone’s scorn. It explained why he’d looked so familiar to her, but there was a lot it didn’t explain—like the way he turned white when she told him about Donny.


  Only one explanation, she thought. He sold Donny out.


  She wondered if she should try to get a transcript of the trial. But that would take a while and cost several hundred bucks. There were other people she could talk to—the judge, for instance. Also, everyone in the Patterson family.


  She could try, anyway.


  The day was shot by the time she got back to New Orleans. She didn’t even bother going back to the office—just checked for messages on her cell phone and headed for Baptist Hospital.


  Michelle was nursing the baby. It was the first time Talba’d actually seen her niece, and all she really saw now was the back of her head. But what a precious little back of the head!


  “Hey,” she said.


  Michelle raised her adoring glance. “Hey, Talba. Look what I’ve got.”


  To her extreme amazement, Talba felt herself start to choke up. “Not bad,” was all she said.


  “Did Corey tell you what we’re calling her?”


  “Uh-uh.” That had been the last thing on their minds the night before.


  “Sophia.” She pronounced it “Soe-fye-a.”


  “Sophia Pontalba.”


  “What?” Talba nearly jumped out of her skin. Surely they weren’t naming their baby for her—they didn’t even accept her name.


  Michelle shrugged. “Corey likes the name. I think it’s a little pretentious…”


  Of course you do, Talba thought.


  “…but he likes it.” Michelle squeezed out a smile. “And we thought of you, of course.”


  “Well, that’s really nice of you, Michelle. I don’t quite know what to say.”


  Her sister-in-law looked gaunt after her ordeal. She wore no makeup, and for the first time since she’d known her, Talba felt as if she might be talking to a real woman, not a mannequin.


  But that might be me, she thought. Not her.


  “I’m real mad about one thing, though—I liked being the only baroness in the family.”


  The baby quit nursing, rubbing her head against Michelle’s breast, as if to say, “Take me away, now.”


  Michelle turned her around and held her up to Talba, who said, “Hello, Baronessa,” and held out her arms.


  “Woooo. This is one sweet baby.” Suddenly it really penetrated that she had a niece, and she was holding her.


  And that she loved her.


  Just like that she’d fallen in love. She was absolutely nuts about the soft little bundle without a bit of personality, and she didn’t even question it.


  The rest of the visit passed in cooing over the baby and getting used to Michelle—to the idea that she was going to be around the rest of Talba’s life, probably, and Talba actually preferred it that way. It was a little disconcerting, but it beat the alternative.


  The baby shook something loose in her, something that might not be resolved for many years, maybe not for the rest of her life. She knew perfectly what it was—it was some kind of hormonal thing. It was something that came over women from time to time and never left some of them. She sighed, wondering where it would lead, and vowing to open up a little toward Raisa.


  And out of the blue, as she was driving home, something else struck her. I wonder, she thought, what my little sister’s like.


  How the hell did you find someone with a name like Winters?


  She went over what she’d done. Once she had the name, she’d started out by calling information in New Orleans (in accordance with Eddie’s rule). Then she’d done the same in Memphis, to no avail. She could do a nationwide search for anyone named Mozelle Winters, and maybe she should. She could just call them all, one by one. Mozelle was an odd name—there probably weren’t that many. But then again, Mozelle might be married, or married again.


  She was in a kind of daze when she arrived home, completely focused on something that shouldn’t have concerned a woman who had a performance to do that night. Actually, she was just reading at a restaurant and bar down on Carrollton Avenue, something she did at least once a month. But she thought of all her readings as performances. It befitted a baroness.


  Without even taking off her jacket, she pulled out a phone book and looked up “Winters.” She couldn’t have said why; maybe just to verify that the words Mozelle and Winters didn’t appear together in print. There was an M. Winters, but she already knew that from calling information, had already called that number. But there was no Mozelle.


  However, she learned something from this simple act—something important. Common as it sounded, Winters was no competition for Johnson or Smith. There was only a column and a fourth of Winterses. Quickly, she counted them. About seventy-five.


  Doable. Very doable. She could simply call them all and ask for Mozelle. The idea excited her—turning up a relative was really the best thing that could happen when you were looking for a woman, since you could never depend on women to keep the same name. This, she’d long since learned, was one of the most frustrating things about detective work.


  She had worked her way from Alan through David before she realized she had to pull herself together—had to get a few minutes rest, forage something to eat, and find a fabulous outfit. Something orange, she thought. She had an orange T-shirt she could wear with a great African-print, sarong-type skirt she’d ordered from the Essence catalogue. What she really needed to go with that was a turban, but it was too late to make one. She started rummaging. Hmmm. A tie-dyed orange and yellow scarf. Very turban-like when properly tied. And a multi-strand brown bead necklace. That should do it. Her outfit figured out, it was time for a ten-minute nap. Ever since she discovered those little bean bags for your eyes, she’d become a great cat-napper. She lay down with the bag on her eyes, but it wasn’t thirty seconds before she was up and scribbling.


  Three Sisters


  What’s a sister, anyhow?


  Someone you raised with?


  Somebody black?


  Somebody African-American?


  (Thank you, Brother,


  I be BLACK if I want to.)


  Maybe she got chains on her wrist and


  She white as a Celt and


  She touch me.


  She touch my body like a mama touch a baby.


  And I feel the pressure of her hands


  And I feel the muscles of her hands


  And I feel the muscles of her love


  And I feel the muscles of her dread.


  And I feel her dread.


  And I feel her.


  And I feel her dead.


  She died my lifetime ago (though not hers)


  ’Cause we kill her, my mama and me.


  We got our reasons; oh, yes…


  We got ’em, child Corey.


  Anybody kill—


  they got reasons, don’t they, honey?


  Don’t they, sweet baby?


  Let me help you, precious.


  But don’t you say that “S” word.


  Don’t you do that now.


  You say that word, child—


  You utter those innocent syllables,


  Mama feel her pressure rise in her vessels


  Like a horse


  Rarin’ with that rider on it (You know the one.)


  Big brother drop his scalpel;


  World


  tilt on its axis.


  Me


  I got my private things to think.


  I got a sound like thunder and a river like blood;


  I got things that can make that child a orphan;


  And don’t you mention it, now.


  Uh-uh, no. Not ever.


  Not how


  They ate her alive, my sister;


  Not how they bit her and chewed her


  Not how they spat her and shat her.


  Not how her own kin


  Devoured her,


  (and not out of too much love, either.)


  And certainly not


  how they hunted her down.


  And not…


  How they did it again.


  In her death


  they did it again.


  And my sister was born yesterday.


  But my sisters are dead…


  All three.


  And I miss them.


  All three.


  And I love them.


  All three.


  (Or maybe I do)


  And I hate at least two


  And this poem is for Babalu.


  The poem was purely impulse; the reading had been planned for months, ten poets lined up to perform. Six of the ten read poems for Babalu.


  Chapter Thirteen


  Into the belly of the beast, she thought as her alarm went off. Maybe she would talk to that judge today. One thing was sure—she was going to talk to somebody in Clayton. In fact, everyone she could pin down, even for a minute.


  She made herself some oatmeal, thinking of her niece—her littlest “sister”—and of the poem and what it meant. She didn’t know half of what it meant, and she might not find out for years. That happened a lot. What she did know was that writing it had made her calm again. For the past few days—ever since Babalu’s funeral—she’d been in a strange state of heightened feeling, almost of desperation, and the poem had somehow snapped her back into harmony. She wondered if clarity came with that.


  Whether it was false security or not, she felt strong and competent as she drove to Clayton, able to meet these white people on their own turf and make them sorry for what they’d done. That was what she wanted more than anything. To clear her friend’s name among her own people. And yet why should she? she wondered. They were so unequivocally not worth it, she’d have laughed if anyone else had made the same confession.


  Here was what she thought: if Donny Troxell hadn’t attacked Clayton—and Clayton herself had told Donny’s father he hadn’t—then the people most likely to know anything (other than the defense lawyer) were the ones in the house at the time.


  But what a lovely time she was going to have with them! Already they just adored her.


  She put off talking to them by going to the library again, reading up on the Pattersons and their doings.


  She’d sure been right about that country club thing. Well, the paper didn’t actually say those words, but it had them going to parties and chairing events, even, in some cases, working for a living.


  She already knew King was a banker; it developed that Trey was a lawyer, and Deborah, Mrs. Patterson, actually dirtied her own hands with honest labor—or something approaching it. She was a decorator. There were even quite a few clips on Hunter, the little sister—not that she worked for a living, but she did have an interest. She was an actress in local productions, and a pretty girl too. She’d once been married, though she might not be now. Her wedding picture, taken only four years ago, showed a baby version of Clayton.


  The person who was most in the news was Deborah. She was not only on every board in town, she was a member of every multifaith organization as well. Which meant she was a church lady. And not the nice kind, Talba surmised, like Miz Lura. The scary kind, like Sister Eula.


  The person least in the news was Trey’s wife, who only appeared once, on her wedding day. Lonna, her name was. Talba kind of liked it. It wasn’t pretentious, like Hunter or Clayton.


  Or Pontalba.


  Whom to approach? she wondered. The no-doubt racist dad? The good ol’ boy son? Both of them had had their pictures in the paper with animals they shot and fish they caught. Talba didn’t take this as a good sign.


  The impeccably groomed, model-of-rectitude professional-woman church-lady mom? The notion was a bit on the terrifying side.


  And the daughter-in-law hadn’t been there.


  That left pretty young Hunter. Because she was young and had an interest in the arts, Talba thought she might have some affinity with her. On the other hand, she was twenty-four, according to the local rag. That meant she’d have been only eight when her sister was assaulted.


  Still, Talba thought. Still. She might have heard people talk. And if she remembered that night, she’d remember it well.


  Talba had arrived with everyone’s address in hand, already gleaned from online sources. She drove to Hunter’s house but, for some reason, couldn’t bring herself to go in. The mellowness of the early morning hadn’t yet left her, and she had a need to absorb this young woman, to try to get some sense of her, before presenting herself.


  The house itself was modest. The husband, if he was still around, probably wasn’t much older than she was, just starting his career. There were curtains at the windows, but they seemed normal ones, not those balloon pouf things white ladies loved so much. The neighborhood was pleasant which, in Talba’s opinion, meant it had trees that had had time to grow a while.


  Talba sat for about fifteen minutes, not sure whether she should make this a kind of surveillance or just go knock on the door, when it opened and out popped Hunter herself, in white capris and a tank top, bundling her baby into a stroller.


  Well, that was a fine thing. Eddie had taught her how to follow a person in a car, but not the only person on foot in a white neighborhood. She’d have to wing it. She let mother and baby get a pretty good head start then started the car and slowly passed them, cruising on down the street. After a few blocks she turned and parked on a side street hoping Hunter kept walking in a straight line. When she passed, Talba did it again, but this time she spotted a small neighborhood park.


  Bet she’s going there, Talba thought and went there first, still remaining out of sight in her car. She’d gotten her first PI job because she had “the right demographics,” and even Eddie deemed her race a plus, but here in Clayton, black wasn’t a damn bit beautiful. That is, if you wanted to keep a low profile.


  She waited to approach until the kid had found some more kids to play with, and more or less sneaked up as Hunter was watching them.


  “Hunter?” Her first name; last names put people on the defensive, told them the speaker was a stranger.


  The woman whirled, a pleasant, expectant expression on her face. “Yes?” Instantly, her eyes widened.


  Fear, Talba thought. Not what she expected. “Busted,” she said.


  “What?”


  “You sure recognized me fast.”


  “I recognize you, and I want you to leave.” Cold anger now. That was more like it.


  “Your sister and I were close, you know.”


  “I said leave me alone.” Hunter turned her back.


  This was going nowhere fast. Eddie wouldn’t have this problem, she thought. But what the hell would he do?


  He’d somehow get Hunter on a subject she was interested in, nothing to do with her sister. And Talba knew one, but it needed a good introduction. “ ‘Unbidden guests,’ ” she said, “ ‘are often welcomest when they are gone.’ ”


  “What did you say?”


  “I said don’t send me away too fast—you might change your mind the minute I leave.”


  “Not even slightly likely.” But there was a softening in her eyes.


  “And I quoted Shakespeare because I know you’re an actress. I’ve been wondering what it’s like for a person in the arts, living in Clayton.”


  “Well, it’s no picnic.” Hunter looked almost startled, as if she’d surprised herself.


  Talba was struggling wildly for rapport. Not sure whether it was make-or-break, she blurted, “Tell me. Were you as upset as I was by your sister’s funeral?”


  Hunter, watching the children, turned again toward Talba, and stared. “Oh, God. They hate her so much.”


  “Even you?”


  “No. I didn’t hate her. She was the only big sister I had.” Her eyes brimmed. “That son of a bitch is the one I hate. Your client.” Her face turned back toward her child.


  “I did too, at first. Remember, I was the one who got the goods on him. It took a lot of courage for him to come to me.”


  “He might as well have shot her.”


  “Look here. Every story’s got two sides. You know that. I can’t tell you Jason’s story—he’s my client; but I can tell you, he loved your sister.” Hunter turned angrily toward her again. “Oh, yeah, he cheated on her; and oh, yeah, it was ugly. But what I can tell you is that he was unsure of her. That he did it out of frustration.”


  “Now that I can almost believe.”


  “You can?”


  “Oh, she could freeze you. She even did it to me sometimes. And I was the only one in the family she spoke to. She hated us worse than we hated her. She hated the whole town. And the whole damn town hated her.”


  Talba thought, This is big. I can’t lose it. She paused for a moment so as not to seem too eager. She spoke softly, almost whispering: “Why? Why did they hate her?”


  “Omigod! Lily! Lily!” Hunter ran toward the children. One of the kids had smacked hers with a plastic shovel.


  Talba looked on helplessly as Hunter soothed the kid and negotiated with the two other mothers, whose kids were also in tears by now. Hunter stuck around and talked to the moms after the kids had settled down. It was probably a good fifteen minutes before she came back to Talba.


  “Where were we?” she said, perfectly cooperative. That meant she must have decided to talk, rather than just fallen into it. That was good. But the moment was gone.


  Talba said, “You were telling me how much they hate her.”


  Hunter shrugged. “Oh, yeah. They do.”


  “But why?”


  She shrugged again. “Because she’s such a crybaby, I guess.”


  Talba noticed vaguely that they were still talking about Clayton in the present tense. She’d be doing it for months, she suspected. “You mean about the scalping thing?”


  Once again, Hunter took her eyes off her offspring, and once again they were angry. “You know about that?”


  Talba nodded.


  “Sure you do. Everybody that knew her knew about it. It was the defining fucking moment of her whole fucking life. Look, I know it was a terrible thing and all that, but it turned her into Clayton-the-victim. That’s all she was. Expected everything from everybody every second just because she got her precious self hurt.”


  “Like what? Give me an example.”


  Talba could have sworn a tiny flicker of surprise crossed Hunter’s face, as if the question hadn’t really occurred to her, but she just said, “You didn’t know her. It’s just the way she was.”


  She wanted to say, I did know her. She wasn’t that way. But the last thing she wanted was an argument.


  “May I tell you about my last experience with her?”


  Grudgingly, Hunter nodded. “I hurt my back in an accident. I could barely walk, no kidding. I just got the tow truck to drop me there. She practically carried me up the stairs, Hunter. I arrived in a heap and I left walking. She could work miracles, almost. You could feel something very unusual in her fingers.” Talba meant love, but she didn’t quite have the courage to say it. “You could feel it, do you know what I’m talking about? Does that sound like someone who’s a victim? Who only cared about herself? Wasn’t she ever kind to you when no one else was?”


  “Yes.” Hunter’s voice was choked. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Lou Ann always took up for her. She talked about that too.”


  “Lou Ann?”


  “Lou Ann Ferris. Her best friend in high school. She made me remember that. How sweet Clayton was when my marriage broke up; how she said I could come visit her anytime I wanted and stay as long as I wanted, and bring Lily. Mama and Daddy tried to make me stay with the bastard, even though he was cheating on me. And other times, when I was in high school, Clayton took up for me. When Mama got on me.”


  “She had a side to her no one in town saw. Why was that, do you think?”


  “I don’t know. I guess ’cause she was always so hateful to Mama and Daddy.”


  “Was she really? Or was that the family myth?”


  Hunter wrinkled up her nose. “What?”


  Talba dropped it; she could feel herself start to get argumentative.


  “Tell me something. Do you think she was using drugs?”


  “I sure didn’t think so. But how else do you explain… it?”


  “Why didn’t you think so?”


  “Oh, you know. She was so pure. So holy.”


  “So completely the opposite of what the preacher said.”


  Hunter winced. “I was real upset about all that,” she said softly.


  “It must have been a hard night for a little eight-year-old,” Talba said. “The night she got attacked.”


  Hunter’s blue eyes got bigger and bigger as she saw where Talba was going, as if she just couldn’t believe what was coming out of the black woman’s mouth.


  “Do you know? The weirdest thing. Nobody’s ever asked me about it.”


  “Oh, come on. You never had a college gabfest, and every one told secrets?”


  The girl’s eyes strayed back to the children. “I didn’t go to college. I married a boy I grew up with. We went to school together, church together, swimming at the country club together, camp together. He probably knew more about me than I knew about myself.


  “He knew me, but I sure didn’t know him.”


  There was something so hurt about her Talba ventured a guess. “Mean streak?”


  “Mean, drunk streak. Oh, yeah. I could put up with it when it was me, but when it was that tiny innocent child…” Her eyes flooded again.


  “I’m sorry.” Talba paused long enough to give the words some weight. “So you never met anybody who didn’t know your sister got scalped in her own bedroom with the whole family at home?”


  Hunter tossed her head from side to side, as if trying to shake something off. Talba could see that the girl profoundly wanted her to shut up. She wasn’t about to. “That kind of thing could stay with you forever. They didn’t even take you for counseling or anything?”


  “Well… no. I don’t guess they thought about it.”


  “Do you ever dream about that night?”


  “Oh, God! I used to. I used to all the time. And I started wetting the bed—at eight! Can you imagine? And Mama used to shame me for it.”


  Mama sounded like even more of a piece of work than Talba’d imagined. “I’m curious. Did you dream about what really happened or just some generic nightmare?”


  Hunter just shook her head, her face a study in sadness.


  “I’m asking because something real bad happened to me when I was a kid, and I dreamed about it. Even as an adult. Sort of waking dreams.”


  “What were the dreams like?”


  “Blood,” said Talba. “There was so much blood…”


  “Oh, shit.” Hunter collapsed in loud, rolling sobs. So loud Lily heard, burst into tears herself, and came running. Hunter picked her up and held her, and each, the child and the child-woman, tried to comfort the other.


  Talba murmured that she was sorry and slunk away, disturbed that she’d upset an entire family unit, but thinking it a poor time to continue the interview.


  She drove to the nearest gas station, found a phone book, and turned to “Ferris,” amazed at her good fortune in unearthing a high school friend—apparently one who was still loyal to Clayton.


  There were four Ferrises, and she started at the top.


  “I’m calling Lou Ann Ferris… .”


  “Sorry, you got the wrong number.”


  “Hello, I’m calling Lou Ann Ferris.”


  “Lou Ann Ferris, or Roxanne Ferris? My grandmama was Lou Ann Ferris, but she’s been dead for eight and a half years. No, seven and a half. Harry, what year did Grandma die?”


  Why did people love details like that? Talba wondered. She got lucky on the third phone call.


  “Lou Ann Ferris? You must be an old friend.”


  “Yes, ma’am, Lou Ann and I…”


  “ ’Cause Lou Ann, she got married seven years ago. Married Dr. Fletcher Dumontier.” Talba suddenly realized that the woman she was talking to must be the Ferris family’s maid. “Yes, Lord. And two little girls, too.”


  “No! Well, I can’t wait to catch up with her. I’m visiting from Baton Rouge, and I thought I’d call. You wouldn’t have her phone number, would you?”


  The woman did, and an address. Talba thanked her stars she hadn’t gotten some more suspicious soul.


  Dr. Fletcher Dumontier lived in a development on a hill outside of town, with plenty of land around it and a Lexus in the driveway. Lou Ann’s, with any luck.


  Talba mounted the steps of the mini-mansion, figuring there was probably a view of a golf course at the top; that was the kind of neighborhood it was. The woman who came to the door had short hair that fit her like a helmet. She was dressed in tennis clothes—plain sleeveless T-shirt and some sort of garment that appeared to be a skirt in front and shorts in the back. Her face was twisted up like she’d eaten some thing bitter. Talba wondered if it was a piece of her life.


  Or maybe she was late for her tennis game.


  “Hello, I’m Talba Wallis… ”


  “I know who you are.” Ferris’s face twisted tighter. “I remember you from the funeral.”


  Talba smiled, as if she didn’t even realize she was being frozen out. “I just talked to Hunter Patterson. She sure is a nice girl, isn’t she?”


  This was a trick Eddie had taught her—never cut to the chase. Make them like you first. Say whatever you have to to get them on your side.


  “All alone with that little bitty baby. I feel so sorry for her… .”


  Ferris didn’t change expression, didn’t join in the conversation, and didn’t ask what she could do for her visitor. Talba looked around, appreciating her surroundings. “This sure is a beautiful place you have here.”


  “If you don’t leave by the time I count to five, I’m calling the sheriff.”


  Talba stepped back, acting out being shoved, and it wasn’t that much of an act. In every way but physically, she had been.


  “But… I thought you of all people. Being Clayton’s best friend…”


  Ferris reached over to a table, picked up a cell phone, and began punching in numbers. “One,” she said. “Two….”


  Goddammit, Talba thought. I need some black people.


  Chapter Fourteen


  Now where would you find black people in a town like Clayton?


  They’d be working, she figured. Anywhere there was work getting done, they’d be doing it.


  She tried the high school first and sure enough, the principal was black; so was his secretary.


  This was more like it.


  Here, they politely directed her to the school library, where the librarian—who was white, but apparently not a Patterson crony—quite helpfully pulled out the yearbooks for the years in question. The late eighties, Talba figured. Anyone who’d been in school then probably knew Clayton.


  There were five African-Americans—Ebony Frenette, April Mullett, Reginald Oliver, Marshannon Porter, and Calvin Richard.


  Not that many, but at least three were boys, who probably wouldn’t have changed their names. She handed back the yearbooks, asked for the phone book, and looked up all five.


  Three of the names were there, among them, (glory be!) Ebony Frenette. The others were Marshannon Porter and Calvin Richard.


  Talba’s stomach grumbled, prompting her to look at her watch. Nearly two, and she was starving. Not wanting to be seen around town any more than she had to, she drove to the outskirts and found a Wendy’s, her unvarying choice when it came to fast food. At least there, she could get salads—not only were they good for you, there was so much to munch, such robust chewing to be done. And utterly without guilt. She didn’t give the dressing a second thought.


  As she worked her mandibles, she thought about things. She hadn’t yet bearded the judge in the scalping case, but she wasn’t up to it today. Today was a day for deep background, a good time to see if there were any loose tongues at all in this town. Because if there were, they’d almost certainly be attached to black bodies.


  I wonder, she thought. I just wonder.


  The person she was thinking of was the African-American woman she’d seen at the cemetery after the funeral. She was no spring chicken, though Talba couldn’t begin to guess her age. Still, she was probably old enough to have worked for the Pattersons sixteen years ago.


  Talba could feel her blood starting to race. If the woman had been there then, she was practically an eyewitness. White people talked about everything in front of the maid. Talba knew all about it from her own mama, who’d cleaned enough white women’s houses to start her own fortune-telling business, as she was fond of saying. Miz Clara claimed they said everything there was to say about each other. She knew intimate secrets about women she’d never even met. And some times she knew what the future held too—if Elsie’s husband was sleeping with Nina down the block, there was a divorce in somebody’s stars.


  “Law, the money I could make,” Miz Clara liked to say, and laugh; there wasn’t much about her job she laughed about.


  If this woman, the current cleaner, had actually been there when Clayton got scalped, there wasn’t anything she wouldn’t know about it.


  Talba figured chances were good the woman would get off somewhere between three and six, and that was now. Perfect. It would take her awhile to find the house, and Talba could just sit in the car and wait till she came out, then maybe get her license number and run it to get her name. Or maybe talk to her right then. Some opportunity would present itself.


  The Pattersons’ house was enormous, located on a block with several of its sisters and brothers and a whole lot of poor relations, brick houses from the fifties. Evidently, the small ones were now classed as “teardowns.” The others were all far too big for their lots.


  The Pattersons’ even had a circular driveway, though it hardly needed one so few feet from the curb. There was only a tiny patch of green at the front, planted with flowers of the season—mums, pansies, and a Calhoun-for-Governor placard.


  Not a bad sign, Talba thought, wincing at the pun. At least they aren’t racist assholes.


  The house itself made all the sense in the world. The Pattersons had money and Deborah was a decorator. Even though all their chicks had flown from the nest, they’d have to have a state-of-the-art domicile. This thing had fan windows, antique-style lighting fixtures, and a fall wreath on the door that rang false in the still-steaming weather.


  Talba was discouraged by the sheer size of it. Surely no cleaning lady could get out before six. She circled the block. She couldn’t comfortably park on this block—it was way too white, way too quiet.


  She circled again. She certainly wasn’t going to call the sheriff and say not to bother her because she was a big city PI doing a job in Clayton. Somehow, she just didn’t figure that was going to go down well.


  No car was parked in the circular driveway. One of the others on the block might be the maid’s, but Talba couldn’t pick out a likely one. Her own Isuzu, though, was conspicuous. It could pass just fine in New Orleans, but it was too old, too shabby for this neighborhood.


  She found that when she parked on a side street, she could just see the front of the Patterson house. The problem was, this street was as white and quiet as the other. She got out a book—never traveled without one, never knew when she might get bored—moved over to the passenger side, and held it up ostentatiously.


  A few people came and went, some women with strollers, some men getting off work, some kids out looking for trouble. If anyone gave her so much as a second glance, she made a point of frowning and looking at her watch, as if getting really sick of waiting. It seemed to be working just fine, but after half an hour or so, she thought she was pressing her luck, and moved to the opposite side street. She’d been there about fifteen minutes when a man approached her.


  “Excuse me, are you waiting for somebody?”


  Talba nodded pleasantly. She had a nice little speech all rehearsed. “Umm-hmm. My boss. I’m with the Edible Complex catering service.” She checked her watch again. “She’s taking forever.” Talba looked at the man and smiled her sweetest smile. “Giving an estimate.”


  “Where?” the man asked, “Which house?”


  Talba shrugged. It was starting to get ugly, but it was too soon to panic. “To tell you the truth, I got so interested in my book, I didn’t notice.” She gestured at the book. “Have you read Susan Dodd’s new book yet?” She figured he hadn’t read much of anything, ever.


  He was getting red in the face. “Let me tell you something, lady. You better figure the hell out where she is, and you better both be clean out of the town of Clayton within five minutes.”


  What to say to that one? I have as much right as you to be here? She thought not.


  Instead, she looked at her watch again. “We really have been here quite awhile.” She smiled at him again. “Sure, I can leave if I’m making you nervous. I’ll call her on the cell phone and tell her to let me know when she wants to be picked up.” All perfectly reasonable. But maybe just a tad too explanatory?


  “You do that.” The man crossed his arms and stood there till she had closed her book, slid back over to the driver’s seat, and left.


  So much for that idea, she thought, and headed crossly out of town, figuring to go straight for the judge next time she came to Clayton.


  She was nearly back to the Wendy’s where she’d eaten lunch when she saw the flashing light behind her—a sheriff’s car, signaling her to pull over.


  The man who got out was young and white, sunburned, with sun-bleached hair in a buzz cut, wearing a brown uniform.


  “Can I see some I.D., please?”


  God, how she hated to be asked for I.D.—she was going to have to get her name legally changed.


  “N’Awlins’,” he said, running the syllables all together. “Whatchew doin’ in Clayton?”


  “I have business here.”


  “What kinda business is that?”


  She had no idea whether this was coincidence or the result of a phone call from the red-faced man. But something told her not to lie. She gave him the same smile she’d given the last one, all sweetness and innocence. “I’m a PI.” She gestured at her purse, beside her on the seat, the same purse out of which she’d just dug her driver’s license. “Would you like to see my license?”


  Suddenly the young man looked terrified. “You keep your hands right where they are.”


  Talba complied.


  “Now put them outside the car.” Once again she obeyed.


  The man opened the door himself.


  “Get out the car.”


  As soon as she was out, he spun her around and cuffed her. “Am I under arrest?”


  He didn’t answer, a favorite trick of cops, she’d noticed.


  But she figured she must be, because he put her in the back of his car and took her back to his office, where he threw her in a cell.


  No one asked her a single question; no one booked her or read her her rights or told her to have a nice day—just took her possessions and locked her up. I could be here forever, she thought. No one even knows where I am.


  Sure, they had to give her a phone call, but the way they did things here in Clayton, she figured that could be next week or next month. She sat down and took stock.


  As jails went, she figured it probably wasn’t too bad, but it sure wasn’t the Royal Orleans. The best part was, she was the only one in her cell, which was furnished with one bunk, one tired and stained mattress, one rough blanket, one steel washbasin, and one disgusting jail commode. The hell of it was, she was so nervous she was going to have to use it soon.


  Nervous. Well, that was one way to put it.


  They kept her there three hours before they let her use the phone, three hours during which no one spoke a word to her. Finally, a black deputy, a man she’d never seen before, flung open the door, blank-faced, and asked her if she wanted to make a phone call.


  It was seven o’clock. Eddie’d be home already, and she didn’t know his home number. It was written in her address book, but they’d confiscated that. Calling either Miz Clara or Corey was out. That left Darryl.


  Please be home. Please, she prayed as she dumped her money in the phone.


  “Hello?” Darryl’s voice.


  “Thank God. Darryl, I’m in jail.”


  “What? Why?”


  “I don’t know. Nobody’ll say a word to me. I’m in the St. Sebastian Parish jail—I was in Clayton on the case. Call Eddie to come get me, will you?” And then she remembered something. “Oh, hell. His home number’s unlisted. You’ll have to go see him.”


  From Darryl’s house, that would take almost an hour.


  “Hang on, Your Grace. We’ll get there as fast as our fat little legs will carry us.”


  But when Eddie arrived, he was alone, and Talba figured that was probably a good thing. It was almost midnight.


  The bags under his eyes seemed to have tripled since the day before. They were the size of steamer trunks, the color of bricks crumbling from centuries of exposure.


  ***


  Eddie had finished dinner (eggplant parmigiana), and, full of rich food and a cocktail or two, had repaired to his den and stretched out in his recliner for a little nap before bed. Angie was over for dinner; she was helping Audrey load the dishwasher and then she’d probably go home. Eddie couldn’t understand why she’d never stay, watch a little television with the folks; but she always had “work to do.” Or something.


  Something shook him awake; an earthquake maybe.


  “Oh, Gawd, you jumped like you got a guilty conscience. Come on; Darryl Boucree’s here. About Talba.”


  “That’s a reason to wake me up? Somethin’ wrong? She get thrown in jail or somethin’?” He was joking.


  Audrey’s face was straight as a poker. “Yeah. She did.”


  He sat up too fast, causing the chair to fold with a thump and his head to swim a little. “Ms. Wallis?” He was getting accustomed to the idea; also to his sudden change of altitude. “Ms. Wallis got herself arrested? What’d she do?”


  Angie was just walking into the room, waving a wet dish towel. She looked like she was going to a funeral. Even at her parents’ house for a little home cooking, she was wearing her usual black—black jeans, black T-shirt, black sneakers. She’d look good in any color on God’s earth and this was the way she dressed. Eddie didn’t get it.


  “DWB,” she said.


  “Huh?” Eddie was only vaguely aware of having heard the term.


  “Driving while black. Look, I’ll drive up and get her out. You stay here and rest.” It pissed him off the way Angie always knew best. She was a lawyer, which he was proud of, but why the hell couldn’t she have been a doctor? He’d never met a lawyer that didn’t have more opinions than God, and Angie’d been like that before her first day of kindergarten.


  “Angie, for God’s sake.” He struggled up out of the chair. “Where the hell is she? Excuse my French.”


  “Clayton. St. Sebastian Parish.”


  “Oh, Jesus.” He stumbled to the living room, where Talba’s boyfriend stood, looking worried, like an expectant dad or something. He was a tall black man with glasses, far too handsome for Eddie’s tastes. (He’d once said that to Angie, whereupon she sniffed back, “You mean he looks too white.”) Eddie said, “Darryl, what’s goin’ on?”


  “Talba doesn’t seem to know. Says they picked her up, threw her in jail, and won’t tell her why.”


  “Well, what the hell did she do?” Instantly, he regretted his mistake. “If you say DWB, I swear to God I won’t even bail her out.”


  “DW—what? Oh, yeah. Well, she didn’t mention that. And I don’t know about bail. I could do that by myself. She wanted me to see if I could get you to come with me.”


  Now that Eddie understood. Deep in his heart he knew this was bound to be a black-white thing.


  “I see what you’re saying, Darryl. I’m gon’ go get her, all right. But I think it’d be better if you didn’t come along.” Darryl looked down at the floor, something Eddie would have guessed he didn’t do very often. The man was a schoolteacher, highly educated and used to respect. Here was a situation he couldn’t control.


  Finally, having thought it through, he raised his gaze and nodded. “Yeah. I expect you’re right.”


  “Well, anyway, I’m white. This is just one of those things. I’m as sorry as I can be.” Angie and Talba thought he was a racist—hell, Audrey probably did too—but he hated to see this kind of thing. It was embarrassing for everybody concerned and it put white people in a bad light. “You go on home now. We’ll call ya once I get her out.”


  Angie was dying to go, of course—just perishing to get up on her lawyer high horse and give those back-country rednecks a lesson in law. Eddie was so damned pissed off he had half a mind to unleash her on them, but that wasn’t going to help Ms. Wallis’s case.


  He drove all the way up to Clayton in the middle of the night, falling asleep once, waking up to find himself about to change lanes involuntarily and plow into somebody.


  It was a damn shame he had to do this. It was a shame what they did to Ms. Wallis, first of all, but his having to get her out was even more of a shame, because it was going to blow his cover in Clayton. Ms. Wallis probably shouldn’t even have come up there alone—these were just assholes abusing their power, and, like he’d told Darryl, it was just one of those things.


  But if his cover was blown that was bad for the case. It sure would be nice if at least one of them could be anonymous here.


  It looked to Eddie like there were only two people in the whole sheriff’s office—a black deputy who looked permanently pissed off and a white kid who didn’t look old enough to wear a badge. A really stupid-looking white kid. This was the one he was going to have to schmooze.


  “Hey, there.” He stuck out his hand. “Eddie Valentino out of New Orleans.”


  The kid didn’t want to shake, but his nametag said “Greene.” Why the hell couldn’t it be a less common name?


  “Deputy Greene, I presume? Say, you related to Lamar Greene? Former Jefferson Parish sheriff’s deputy, back when I was on the job. Y’all a law enforcement family?” Eddie’d never met a Lamar Greene in his life, but he thought he detected a slight thawing in the deputy’s stone-face.


  The kid shook his head. “No, sir. Not unless it’s some other branch of the family. Know quite a few Jefferson Parish deputies, though. You know anybody’s still on the job?”


  “Oh, sure. Almost everybody.” And thus did the schmoozing begin. Fifteen minutes later and he and Deputy Greene were asshole buddies. Deputy Greene knew perfectly well what Eddie was there for, but somebody had to blink first, and Eddie was sleepy. When he figured the time was right, he said, “I understand you got one of my employees locked up.” Like he had an office full of employees.


  “Yeah. Yeah, we might. Got a little black gal says she’s a PI in there.” He pointed toward a door that must lead to the jail.


  They had her license. They knew damned well she was a PI, and they knew who she worked for—the name of the firm was right there on it.


  “What kind of trouble she givin’ y’all?”


  He shrugged. “Guess she was tryin’ to do surveillance without tellin’ us she was there. Man called and complained about a suspicious person in a parked car. She gave him some crazy story, and he called us, axed us to pick her up.”


  “Ohgawd. I’m embarrassed. What’s she say about it?”


  He looked Eddie full in the face, lip curling so defiantly he knew the man was lying. “She didn’t have no story. Wouldn’t say a damn word to us.”


  “Well, what law’d she violate?”


  “Trespassing, speeding, loitering, resisting arrest, battery.” He shrugged. “You name it.”


  Time to pull rank, maybe. “Sheriff know you got her?”


  “Sheriff’s orders to hold her.”


  “Oh. Well. Who’s the sheriff of St. Sebastian Parish these days?”


  “Junior… uh, Dunbar Brashear.”


  “Oh my gawd. Is that little Junior Brashear? His daddy and I were up at LSU together. I remember that boy when he was just a little old thing. Get him on the phone, will you?”


  The young man looked ill at ease for the first time. “He said to hold the nigger till morning.”


  Eddie fixed him with an old man’s weary stare. “Son, I know Junior Brashear. He ain’t never said the n word in his life. That ain’t no way for you to be talking to me.”


  “Well, I don’t happen to have his phone number, Mr. Valentino.”


  Damn! And things had been going so splendidly. He’d have Ms. Wallis out of jail by now if he hadn’t lost his temper.


  He ended up having to call Junior Brashear’s daddy and going at it backasswards.


  The elder Dunbar Brashear didn’t even live in Clayton; he was a retired gentleman up in Baton Rouge and damned unhappy to be waked up, but he knew enough to get his son to release a citizen he hadn’t even arrested before he got his ass in a sling.


  The whole thing ended with Junior Brashear coming down to the jail and doing the honors himself, looking a little like the Pillsbury doughboy with a three-day beard. Junior seemed like a man who liked his beer and drank barrels of it, waiting for his disposition to improve. The whole time he was there, he never spoke to Talba. His parting shot to Eddie was this: “I think you’ll find you’d do well to keep your employees out of the partic’lar neighborhood we found Urethra in.”


  That made Eddie as mad as anything else that had happened that night, and he had a list as long as your arm.


  Chapter Fifteen


  It wasn’t at all clear to Talba whether she’d been dragged off for being black in a white neighborhood or because somehow the Pattersons knew she was watching their house.


  “Ms. Wallis,” Eddie had said when she broached the question, “it just don’t make no never-mind. If there’s one thing to be learned from this, it’s that you stick out too much in Clayton to work this case.”


  “Not where I’m going, I don’t,” she said huffily, and the next day, on about three hours sleep, she was back in her car, driving up I-10 to Clayton. She got Jason on her cell phone. “Look, everyone in Clayton’s clammed up like they’ve got lockjaw. I need the transcript of Troxell’s trial, but I’m afraid it might cost a few hundred bucks. Can you handle it?”


  “Hell, yes,” he said, his voice grim. “Get that if you don’t do anything else. I need to know what happened there.” Okay, that was one good thing. Talba was humiliated at having had to call Eddie the night before. And all the more determined to make sense out of the case; well, frankly, to prove herself. She knew that was what it was, knew she didn’t have to, and couldn’t stop herself. She’d gotten up early, gotten online, and checked out Ebony Frenette, Marshannon Porter, and Calvin Richard. To no avail.


  Okay, Eddie, okay, call information first, she said silently as she, looked up their addresses.. She should have written them down yesterday.


  She looked at her watch. It was still early enough to catch someone before work. Yes! Good planning might pay off, for once. She stopped at a gas station to ask directions, found Calvin Richard lived only a few blocks away, and decided to try him first.


  She liked Richard’s neighborhood. It was much more modest than any she’d yet been to in Clayton, neat as an English village, and, so far as she could see, black. Everyone on the street was black; even the dogs were black.


  Let Deputy Dog find me here, she thought.


  The Richard house was a wooden bungalow painted yellow with white trim; pansies bloomed in a neat bed out front. A gleaming new Cadillac sat in the driveway. Calvin must be doing well for himself.


  She rang the doorbell and had to conceal her disappointment when the door was opened by a woman in her fifties. Nonetheless, she mustered a smile. “Good morning,” she said. “I’m looking for Calvin Richard.” Taking a chance, she pronounced it the Cajun French way—ReeSHARD—and apparently, she guessed right.


  The woman nodded, brow furrowed. She was a full-figured woman without being oversized, dark with neat hair. She wore white pants, sandals, and a close-fitting T-shirt. She was probably somewhere around Miz Clara’s age, but a whole lot sexier. It occurred to Talba that that was what a little money could do.


  “Just a minute.” The woman closed the door, which struck Talba as odd, but maybe her mama hadn’t taught her any manners.


  She had to wait quite a while, so long she wondered if the woman had simply brushed her off. But why say “just a minute” in that case? She tried to be patient, but it didn’t come naturally. Finally, a man came to the door, a businessman about the same age as the woman, in tan slacks and a blue shirt. He had a tie hung around his neck, but not yet tied. Yes, she thought, this is far and away the best time for an interview.


  “I’m Calvin Richard.” ReeSHARD. That part was good. “You’re looking for me?”


  “No, sir. But I might be looking for your son. I’m looking for the Calvin Richard who graduated from Clayton High School in the late eighties.”


  “May I ax what you need him for?” The man’s voice was gentle, a little too much so, she thought. For some reason, he was making her nervous.


  “I’m a friend of a friend. Our mutual friend thought he might be able to help me with something I’m working on.”


  “Oh? And who would that be?”


  Something was definitely amiss here. He wasn’t supposed to be the one asking the questions. She tried redirecting the conversation. “Is he your boy? My friend says really nice things about him.”


  “Who would that be?” he said again.


  “It’s someone he went to school with.” She decided to come clean. “I’m a private investigator working on a case—but don’t worry. Calvin’s not involved in any way. I just thought he might be able to help me with some information.”


  “Oh, I see. And what’s your name, miss?”


  “Talba Wallis. But it won’t mean anything to him.”


  “No, it won’t. Nothing will, I’m afraid.” He heaved a deep, impossibly sad sigh. “I’m sorry, Ms. Wallis, our son is no longer with us.”


  Could she be hearing right? “I beg your pardon?”


  “He was killed in an accident a few years ago. I’m very sorry I can’t help you.”


  Even if it was the wrong Calvin Richard, Talba’d meant to ask lots of questions—how to find the other black students, for one thing; who the Pattersons’ maid was, for another—but she was so shocked she could only stare open-mouthed.


  Finally, she said. “I’m so sorry to have disturbed you.”


  “That’s all right,” the man said. “I know you didn’t know.”


  What was the deal here? Everybody she went to see was already dead. At least Calvin had been for years—with luck, his death had nothing to do with the case.


  It was starting to be too late to catch anyone at home, but she drove to Ebony Frenette’s house anyhow, only to discover it was no house at all, but a large apartment complex. She had no apartment number for the woman.


  She buzzed the manager, secured one, tried it, and got no answer.


  Damn!


  She sat down and tried to think what to do next. Maybe if she could just talk to somebody…


  Slowly, she concocted a plan. She went out, bought a big bouquet of flowers, came back with them, and buzzed each of Ebony’s neighbors till she found someone home.


  “Yes?” A woman’s voice.


  “I’m sorry to disturb you. I have some flowers for your neighbor, but she’s not home.”


  “What neighbor?”


  “Ebony Frenette.”


  “Ebony? Ebony at work.”


  “Oh. Well, I wonder if you’d mind taking the flowers for her?”


  There was a long silence, while the woman weighed the virtue of being a good neighbor against the lazy comfort of blowing it off.


  Finally, virtue won out. “Awright. I got to get some clothes on.”


  Talba waited till the woman came downstairs, a much younger woman than she expected. She smiled as she handed over the flowers. “I knew an Ebony Frenette once. She was a nurse at the county hospital.”


  “Ain’t this one. This one work for an insurance company.”


  “Oh, yeah. Which one?”


  “I don’t know. Just an insurance company’s all I know.” She pronounced it “insherntz.”


  “Well, thanks for taking the flowers.”


  Back to the phone book. How many insurance companies could there be in Clayton?


  Quite a few, it developed. Talba called fourteen before she found Ebony. She decided to take a chance on a phone conversation. She had no qualms about saying who she was—she’d already planned it out. For once, she saw no reason to lie. So far as she knew, Ebony had nothing to hide, nothing to lose by talking to her. And how else to justify the kind of questions she wanted to ask? She asked to be transferred to Miss Frenette.


  “Ebony? Hi, my name’s Talba Wallis. I’m a private investigator and I think you might be able to help me with a case I’m working on.”


  “You got to be kidding! Me?”


  “It wouldn’t take more than five minutes or so. If you’re going out for lunch, maybe I could meet you outside your building.”


  “Okay. Sure. Yeah. I’m wearing a tan suit and my lunch hour’s noon. Oh, and I’m African-American.” The woman sounded flattered, as if a TV game show had called her.


  “I figured that from your name.”


  “Oh, yeah. That’s kind of a giveaway.”


  It was going on eleven now. Talba had plenty of time to go to the courthouse and order the Troxell transcript before meeting Frenette.


  The woman who got off the elevator at noon was quite smart-looking, kind of in the Michelle vein. Despite her name, she was about as ebony as a paper bag.


  “Ebony Frenette? Talba Wallis.”


  Frenette did a double-take. “You’re a sister!”


  Talba had to laugh. “You know what? I am.”


  “You’re black and you’re a woman—and young. You’re young and you’re cute too. They oughta do a TV show about you.”


  “Oh, yeah. I’m really interesting—you know it.” Talba liked this woman. Well, maybe she was flattered by her, but there was something about her ingenuousness that was easy to take, and that might prove useful. This was a girl who blurted.


  “You free for lunch by any chance?” she asked.


  Frenette said, “You want to have lunch with me? Sure, I’ll have lunch with you. You just tell me some stories.”


  “Maybe you’ve got one for me—did you ever think of that?” They ended up going to a nearby sandwich place. Frenette was really quite pretty, seeming much younger than her thirty-two or so years. Though Talba herself was the younger, the woman was making her feel like some big-time city slicker. It was kind of fun.


  Talba drew her out for a few minutes (as Eddie always advised), learning that she’d gone to college for two years, gotten pregnant, gotten married, loved her kid to death, but always regretted not finishing college, especially after the husband dumped her and she ended up being the breadwinner. She wanted to go back to night school, but little Tawana needed a babysitter, and Ebony hated to ask her mama, so maybe in a few years… and now she was dating a nice man who worked as a mechanic, but there was no financial future in it. It was really a very ordinary life, Talba thought. No wonder she seemed exotic to Ebony. On impulse, she asked, “Do you ever get bored?”


  Ebony seemed astonished. “Bored? No, ma’am, I don’t get bored. I work way too hard to get bored.” She bit into her white toast BLT so hard she almost broke a tooth.


  Not for the first time, Talba wondered what it was like not to ever get bored. What did people think about when they painted houses or filed? Why did some minds have to twist themselves around poems, and others could stand at parade rest? Sometimes she envied ordinary people.


  But what the hell, she thought. I am a baroness.


  Ebony said, “You must have a pretty interesting life, huh?”


  Talba described surveillance to her.


  “Now I b’lieve that would bore me,” Ebony said.


  “Yeah, it probably would. It does me.”


  “So tell me—what you want to talk to me about? I’ve been turning it over and over in my mind, trying to think, and I can’t think of nothin’.”


  “This goes back a long, long way—you ever know a girl named Clayton Patterson?”


  “Clayton! Yeah, I been knowin’ Clayton. She died last week or something.”


  “Tell me about her.”


  “What for? What you working on?”


  “Well, to tell you the truth, I can’t tell you. You know how it is when something’s under investigation? You’re not supposed to talk about it. But I’ll tell you one thing—it’s about something that happened back when y’all were in high school.”


  “Ya mean when Donny Troxell scalped her? Oweee, that was awful! I couldn’t b’lieve Donny’d do a thing like that.”


  “Really?” Talba pretended deep interest in her salad.


  “I gotta be honest. I never did like Clayton all that much. She just had… somethin’ about her attitude. I just didn’t like her. Now Donny Troxell—he treated me nice. I had a math class with him, and he even showed me how to do problems sometimes. Just as nice as pie. Wonder what Clayton did to make him mad enough to go after her like that?”


  “I was hoping you knew.”


  They both laughed. “No, I don’t know. Always did wonder. Let me see—Donny must be out of jail by now. I sure haven’t thought about him in a long time. Wonder what ever happened to him?”


  “Well…” Talba let time go by. “He died too, Ebony. About the same time Clayton Patterson did.”


  The woman came alert. “No! What happened to him?”


  “He got killed in a mugging.”


  “I just can’t believe it! It’s a shame, you know that? I never thought he had a mean bone in his body.”


  “Well, I was just glad to find you alive. An awful lot of people from your class are gone already—you realize that?”


  “Who?” Ebony looked wary, like she was about to get some bad news.


  “Clayton, of course. Then Donny.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Calvin Richard. That’s three.”


  Ebony’s hand froze, her sandwich halfway to her lips. Her eyes turned to quarters. She was silent, perfectly still for a moment, and when she spoke, it came out in a whisper. “Calvin?”


  Talba was starting to think she’d stepped into quicksand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you didn’t know.”


  Ebony dropped the sandwich completely, lowered her head, and began fumbling in her purse. Tears were already starting to splash.


  Talba handed her a handful of napkins.


  “Calvin’s dead?”


  “I’m sorry, Ebony. I thought it was old news.”


  “I haven’t seen him in years.”


  Ebony sobbed for awhile, Talba crossing and uncrossing her legs, hugely uncomfortable. Finally, Ebony closed her eyes, gathering up the cool to speak, and asked, “You know how he died?”


  “His daddy told me he was killed in an accident. That’s all I know.” Talba was about to ask why Ebony was so upset when the other woman said, “I gotta run.”


  She picked up her purse and raced out the door, leaving Talba taken aback and stuck with the bill.


  New Orleans was a small town in some ways—you couldn’t go anywhere without tripping over your next door neighbor—but Clayton was a whole different animal. Extremely wearing on the nerves.


  Nothing to do but push on. She decided to give Marshannon Porter a call—probably no one would be home, and there was no point paying a visit to an empty house.


  But you just never knew. To her surprise, a woman answered. “Yeah?”


  Talba thought fast. “Um. Mrs. Porter?”


  “Yeah. This Miz Porter.”


  “This is Ms. Winters at Continental Bank. I have a credit application from your husband, but I see he forgot to fill in his employment. I’m calling to verify that he is employed.”


  Mrs. Porter was pissed. “Yes, he’s employed. Of course he’s employed!”


  “The application seems quite complete other than that. May I have the name and address of his employer, please? We’ll be happy to open an account for him.”


  “Sure.” She was mollified. “It’s the Gulf South Elevator Company in Baton Rouge. I don’t know the street address, but he’s got a cell phone—let me give you that number.”


  Dear sweet loyal spouse, Talba thought. Marshannon’s sooo lucky to have you. It’s just a good thing I’m not an assassin.


  “What does he do for that company?” she asked. “I had an uncle who was an elevator repairman.”


  “That’s what he does. He’s always having to rescue people.”


  “Ooh. Interesting job.” It would keep him on the run too. Probably that cell phone was going to be the best bet.


  She tried the same thing she had with Ebony: investigator working on a case; confidential; could she have five minutes?


  “Lady,” he said, “you sound downright interestin’. I’m gon’ take a break in about thirty minutes. You want to meet me for a cup of coffee?”


  She looked at her watch. “I’m in Clayton now. Can I make it that fast?”


  “Oh, yeah. Easy. I’ll just wait for you if you’re late.” They agreed to meet at a Burger King he knew, and as she turned back onto the Interstate, a silver Lincoln Continental followed and stayed with her all the way. She might have thought nothing of it, except that she made it to the restaurant with five minutes to spare, five minutes during which she amused herself by looking out the window. The Lincoln pulled into a Wendy’s across the road. Even then she only noticed in passing.


  She hadn’t thought about what Marshannon was going to look like, but somehow, the minute he walked in the door, she knew him. He was heavy-set and broad across the back, with a fuzz of hair that he probably shaved off every few weeks, unlike her natty brother, Corey, who kept his own pate shiny as a button. He had a broad smile and he wore sloppy, ill-fitting jeans with a shirt that had probably been clean that morning but definitely wasn’t now. She liked him on sight, before he even said a word. There was something jolly and benign about him. He seemed a simple person, at peace with himself, the kind you were supposed to meet in small towns; they seemed in short supply in Clayton.


  He didn’t give her time for her famous schmoozing, just blew in, shook hands, and said, “Whatcha got?” She wasn’t all that sure how to answer.


  Oh, well, she decided, answer a question with a question. “Back in high school,” she said, “did you know a girl named Clayton Patterson? White girl?”


  “Clayton Patterson.” He smiled without showing his teeth and rocked himself a little. “Shame about Clayton. Well, sure I knew her. Everybody knew her. It wasn’t all that big a school—and she did get herself scalped. What kind of case you workin’ on?”


  She hated that question. She made a mental note to start saying she was a reporter. “Can’t say now, but I’ll tell you one thing—you’ll be hearing about it when it breaks. I can promise you that.”


  He nodded and gave her a grin. “Guess that’s good enough.”


  “How well did you and Clayton know each other?”


  He leaned over confidentially. Talba wondered if this was his way of flirting. “I’ll flat tell you somethin’, lady. You can believe it or not believe it, but I’m gon’ tell you somethin’. Clayton had the hots for me.”


  “Well, who wouldn’t, Marshannon? You’re pretty cute.” She figured that qualified as schmoozing.


  He laughed, twisting his whole upper body toward the table to show his modesty. “No, I mean it. She did. Now I wouldn’t date no white bitch, that never was my style, but man she could flirt!”


  “I thought her boyfriend was Donny Troxell.”


  He nodded. “She led him around by the pecker. She sho’ did that. But she ran after—don’t take me wrong here—but what she liked was licorice sticks. You understand what I’m saying?”


  Maybe, she thought, I don’t like him so well. Yet he seemed eager not to give offense—it was just the way he talked.


  “Look here, maybe I got a little braggy just now—my wife says I’m always doing that. But I swear to God Clayton Patterson hit on me. And not just once, either. You think I kidded myself it was for my great charm and good looks? Hell, I wasn’t the only one. I probably wasn’t even in the top five.”


  There weren’t five, Talba was thinking. This guy’s full of shit.


  But he pulled it out at the last second. “Well, really, there weren’t but three—Reggie Oliver and Calvin Richard and me.”


  “I know,” she said. “I looked at your yearbook. Where’s Reginald Oliver now? I know Calvin Richard’s dead, but maybe Reggie…”


  Marshannon stared as if she’d switched to another language in midconversation. “What you talking about? Calvin ain’t dead.”


  “I don’t understand what’s going on here. This is such a small town—how come no one knows Calvin’s dead?”


  “Calvin ain’t dead, lady. Not unless he died over the weekend. I got a cousin still goes fishin’ with him. He just brought me some fish they caught Saturday.”


  Talba said, “You sure?” and then realized how stupid she sounded.


  “What makes you think Calvin’s dead?”


  Something told her to keep quiet on that issue. “I should have realized. I told Ebony Frenette he was dead and she bawled all over the restaurant. If it was true, she’d have already known.”


  “Ebony! She cried over Calvin?” He laughed. “Serve her right. Just serve her damn well right. Wooooeee! It nearly killed him the way she fooled around on him. They were high school sweethearts—’cept when she left him for somebody else. Which was often.”


  He laughed louder and larger. “Depended which day of the week it was. Could of been anybody. Usually was.”


  Sure, he was a big cute teddy bear, but his attitude was making Talba irritable. She spoke more brusquely than necessary. “You know where Calvin Richard is now?”


  Her harsh tone seemed to sober him. “ ’Course I do. He’s in New Orleans. He’s a cop.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  Talba sucked in her breath, thoughts all a-jumble. Whatever answer she expected, it wasn’t that one. This was so shocking it made her cordial again. “Is that so?”


  “He’s a sergeant.” Marshannon spoke with pride: local boy had made good.


  Why on earth would his parents say he was dead? She decided to risk a subtle inquiry. “Bet his parents are proud of him.”


  “Wooo. You know it.” Okay, it was nothing to do with the job.


  “Well, looks like I made an ass of myself about Calvin.”


  “You wouldn’t be the first woman.”


  “The ladies like him?’


  “I don’t know what it is that guy’s got.” He guffawed again. “ ’Ceptin’ for good looks and brains. Few little things like that.”


  “Were he and Clayton Patterson an item?”


  “Naw. Calvin had too much sense for that. Now she tried. You can bet on that. But Calvin wouldn’t have none of that. Nooooo. Way too straight-arrow.”


  Talba smiled at him, ready to get out of there, chomping at the bit to get to Calvin. “Can I ask you one last thing? Who’s the Pattersons’ maid?”


  He looked at her suspiciously. “Now, why’d you think I’d know a thing like that?”


  “ ’Cause Clayton’s a small town—everybody knows everything.”


  “Tell me something. This thing you’re doing—this investigation—it’s got something to do with Clayton, don’t it?”


  “It might. She came from money. She had money to leave.” A leaf from Eddie’s book.


  A slow smile came over him. “Oh, I get it. I’m startin’ to get it. She left something to somebody. Awright, I’ll he’p ya. I can find that out for ya. I don’t know who works for those people, but I got an aunt who will.”


  He pulled out his cell phone and spoke unceremoniously. “Who work for the Pattersons? You know, King and them. Yeah, I know her. Where she stay at? Okay.” He put the phone away. No hello; no good-bye; no need to identify himself. It wasn’t Talba’s style, but she sure knew a lot of people who talked on the phone like that. He pocketed the phone. “Ontee say the lady name Betty Majors. She stay over on Pearl Street.”


  She thanked Marshannon and left with an embarrassment of riches. She’d sure been right about talking just to black people. If even a third of what he said was true, she’d learned more about Clayton Patterson from him than she had from the rest of the town put together.


  Now what to do with it all? Make a run for Calvin, as had been her first instinct? Or try for Betty Majors?


  She looked at her watch. Betty Majors ought to be getting off about now, and Pearl Street was close. Nothing made better sense than to go see her now. But something made Talba hesitate. Clayton was dead; Donny was dead. And Calvin’s parents had told her Calvin was dead. The question was, why? The obvious answer was, to keep her from talking to him. They feared for him. Should Talba fear for him as well?


  She did. And yet, how was she going to keep him alive by going to see him first? His parents would have phoned to say she was coming, so he’d be warned. And he was a cop; he could take care of himself. She settled on Betty Majors.


  She got back on the interstate and headed toward Clayton. She was three or four miles down the road when she noticed a silver Lincoln behind her. The one she’d seen before? Every other car on the road was silver these days.


  She’d have to keep watching it. She changed lanes, made as if to get off at the next exit Slowly, unobtrusively, so did the Lincoln. Did that settle it? Probably. She thought she should assume she was being tailed.


  At first that was merely intellectually interesting, and then she noticed her palms were sweating. I’m turtling out, she thought, going into denial. It was an extremely dangerous defense mechanism. She couldn’t afford to do it, she had to be alert.


  She tried another lane change, noticed the other car did too.


  Well, hell. He was practically insulting her intelligence, he was so bad at this. Who did he think he was, anyhow? Her palms were still sweating, but she was getting mad. That was good—it meant she was awake. She might as well make it work for her. What she needed was his license number. How to get that?


  She pondered it almost all the way back to Clayton, keeping the car in sight wondering if she’d been stupid with the lane changes, telegraphed that she’d spotted him.


  Aha! She remembered Eddie’s trick of tailing a car from in front—it was a neat reversal, and she could reverse the reversal. Get this car in front. She pulled off at a gas station.


  And sure enough, it worked beautifully. The Lincoln sailed by, as if it had no interest whatsoever in a gray Isuzu Trooper. Talba shot out of the station after it, bearing down, but she had overestimated her steed. The Lincoln simply opened up, and no matter how hard she pushed the Trooper, it was no contest.


  She was pissed off. There was an up side—not only had she lost him, he’d lost her. But it might not be over, she thought—in a town like Clayton, he could find her.


  Once back in town, she tried the phone book again, and once again it delivered for her. There was a John Majors on Pearl Street, and she was willing to bet he was married to Betty.


  It was Betty who answered the door, still in her white uniform—the woman Talba had picked out at the cemetery. “I know you. You the detective.” She was more or less scowling, but her voice held no malice.


  “Yeah, but I’m not really so bad.” Talba gave her a winning smile. “I was Clayton’s friend. Maybe you were too.”


  “I been workin’ there a long time.”


  “Listen, Miz Majors, I heard what that preacher said, and that wasn’t the Clayton I knew. Something’s rotten in this town. Something’s wrong here. You know that, don’t you?”


  The older woman opened the door. “Come in, child,” she said. “Come on in.” She had a round sweet face, and only three or four gray hairs right around the part. She didn’t really look old enough to have worked in one place for sixteen years.


  “Would you like some iced tea?”


  “Thank you. I b’lieve I would.”


  Talba used the few minutes it took Majors to get the tea to take in her surroundings. They certainly supported the cobbler’s children cliché—the place was a mess. Dust was everywhere, and so were old newspapers, even a few dirty dishes.


  Majors came back with one glass of tea only, held in her hand, not on a tray. She gave it to Talba and looked around herself.


  “Lawd, lawd, I’m embarrassed. My girl Amber’s s’posed to take care of this house”


  “Oh, please,” said Talba, unsure how to reassure her. “You’re nice just to see me.” She sipped the tea and nodded to show that it was good. “I saw you at the cemetery.”


  “Saw you too. Couldn’t miss ya. You and the boyfriend everybody hate.”


  Talba risked a chuckle. “He’s not half as bad as the husband was.”


  Betty made a noise like a squawk. “I heard that.” She nodded and rocked her body. “I sure heard that.”


  Talba wondered if she’d established enough rapport by Eddie’s standards to proceed. Betty had an expectant look, as if she were wondering when this show was going to get on the road. She was the one who broke the ice. “People are sayin’ you don’t think Miss Clayton killed herself.”


  Talba tried to hide her surprise. Her efforts at discretion were evidently laughable. “Do you?” she countered.


  Majors answered without hesitation. “I know she had reason to.” She let a beat go by. “They was mean to her, Ms. Wallis.”


  “Talba.”


  “I ain’t never seen people be so mean to they own flesh and blood.” She teared up and pulled a tissue from her uniform pocket. “I tried to he’p. I did the best I could, but ain’t nothin’ could he’p that child but another family.”


  “You tried to help recently? Or—”


  The woman shook her head before she could finish. “No’m. I ain’t see Clayton for years, bless her heart. I tried to he’p then. When she was growing up. Somethin’ bad happened to her, and I don’t mean just that scalpin’ thing. Mmmph, mmmph. Lot more to that than meets the eye.”


  Talba kept quiet, hoping for more. But Betty Majors only cried quietly into her tissue. Finally, Talba said, “What do you mean by that?”


  “Wish I could tell ya, I surely do. I don’t know exactly. But I sure do know there’s somethin’.”


  Talba smiled. Time to play the maid card. “My mama does what you do.”


  “She somebody maid?”


  “Lots of people’s. She does day work. And she always knows everybody’s business. Says people don’t care what they say in front of the maid.”


  “Oh, she right about that. Most of the time they most certainly don’t. I know when Mr. King got a new little chippy, I know how often he come home drunk, I know how many fish he catch over the weekend. Why, he don’t even censor his nigger jokes in front of me. Now and then, when he tellin’ one, he say, ‘Now, Betty, you know I’m not a racist,’ when I know good and well he is. He stupid enough to think I believe him, but most of the time he don’t even bother. He just go ahead, tell his jokes, don’t pay no attention to me.


  “And I know all the same stuff about Little King—I ain’ gon’ call him Trey—and he drink nearly’s much as his daddy and chase tail twice as much.


  “I know when Deborah got her period and when she stop havin’ her period once and for all. I know who she mad at and who she havin’ a fight with, and usually it’s two-three people at once. Ain’t nothin’ I don’t know ’bout those people.


  “And they give me a week off when somebody crawls in the window and try to kill my baby! Their oldest child scalped by an intruder, and they give me a week off! Clayton in the hospital, people comin’ and goin’, every kind of thing, and they give me the week off! Now what you think about that?”


  “I think they didn’t want you knowing their business.”


  Majors nodded with satisfaction. “Tha’s what I think. And you know what else I think?”


  Talba thought she did, but she asked politely, “What?”


  “I think one of ’em done it.” She nodded again, several times for emphasis. “Yep. Sho’ as ya born. One of ’em done it. Scalped they own child.”


  “You think it was one of the parents?”


  “Oh, could of been Little King. Yep. Sho’ could of been him.”


  “Why do you think he would have done it?”


  Majors shrugged almost absently, her tears dried now. She was clearly excited by the subject matter. “He might of done it out of pure jealousy,” she said.


  “Of Clayton?” Talba couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I thought the rest of them hated her.”


  “No, ma’am. Uh-uh. Till that moment, till that night of reckonin’, she was the apple of her daddy eye. All her young life, they love her just like all folks love they chirren. Then they give me the week off and when I come back they hate her.” She snapped her fingers. “They never was nice to her another day in her life.” She brought up another tissue from somewhere and wiped a few more tears. “Nobody oughta be treated the way they treat that child.”


  “What did they do, exactly?”


  She turned her palms up. “Wasn’t what they did so much as the way they talk to her. Mean. Just kinda mean. Like she know they secret and they hate her for it.”


  Talba squirmed. That was certainly the impression she was getting and it was ugly. She said, “I met the young one a day or two ago. Hunter.”


  For the first time in the interview, Majors smiled. “Sho’ is a funny name, ain’t it? Clayton. Hunter. King. Trey. Who those people think they is? Well, now, her I like. Young Miss Hunter, she my baby. She didn’t have nothin’ to do with that scalpin’ and she never had no need to punish her sister for it. ’Course any time she nice to Clayton, the whole family mean to her.”


  Talba shivered, and not from the iced tea.


  Chapter Seventeen


  Talba (“the Baroness”) Wallis could get so damn proud of herself. She’d just sashayed into Eddie’s office, put her hands on her hips, and pronounced, “You are not going to believe what I got today.”


  Eddie rubbed his left temple, feeling a headache coming on. If her voice weren’t so goddamn beautiful, she’d drive him crazy.


  “That’s what Audrey always says when she’s been shopping.”


  “What?” Ms. Wallis looked taken aback.


  He could see she didn’t get the joke; he didn’t know why he bothered. “Never mind, Ms. Wallis. Full speed ahead.” That pretty much described her, he thought. If he were the poet instead of she, and if he were going to write a poem about her, that might be the title of it: “Full Speed Ahead.”


  “Somebody in Clayton’s family attacked her. The maid says so—woman named Betty Majors. And if anybody’d know, she would.”


  “She heard ’em talking about it?”


  “No. That’s the interesting part. They gave her the week off.”


  “I don’t see how you get a family scalpin’ out of that one.”


  “They hated her after that—Clayton, I mean.”


  He wasn’t getting it. “Uh-huh. What does that prove?”


  Talba just looked disgusted on him—like she was some big college-educated character and she just kind of knew things by osmosis. He decided to try a new tactic. “You didn’t tell me you were going back to Clayton—I thought I told you to stay out of that town.”


  “Uh-huh. That’s why I didn’t mention it.”


  “Don’t you think you’re getting a little too big for ya britches?”


  Now she looked guilty.


  “It’s what ya mama says, idn’t it? Sometimes I pity Miz Clara. I truly do.”


  She tapped his desk with her pencil, making some point or other. “Eddie, I’m a grown woman. You want to know what I did? I think it was pretty clever, actually—I didn’t even go in the white neighborhoods. I just interviewed black people.”


  He shook his head. “Umph, umph. Ms. Wallis, Ms. Wallis.”


  “What’s wrong with that?”


  “Nothing’s wrong with that. I was just thinking ya don’t disappoint—I can always depend on ya to be resourceful.”


  “Why thank you, Eddie. I appreciate that.”


  She was childishly grateful for any crumb of praise. He wondered why that was—Miz Clara had to have been a good mother. Anybody who could fry chicken like that woman could was born to be a mama. He said, “What else ya got?”


  “I don’t know about this one.” She spoke uneasily.


  “Come on. Give it up.”


  “A man who was in her class said Clayton used to go after black guys. In high school.”


  Eddie whistled. “Ah. Now maybe we’re getting somewhere. So Miss Clayton Debutante Patterson liked a little…” Suddenly he realized almost anything he could say would be offensive on some level.


  “What the guy said was, she liked licorice sticks.”


  Eddie’s cheeks went hot. “Language, Ms. Wallis!”


  “What’d I say?” She wasn’t doing a halfway decent job of looking innocent.


  “You ambushed me!”


  “Me? I ambushed you?”


  “I’m gon’ let it go this time, young lady, but in future ya keep a civil tongue in ya head, ya hear me?” He was uncomfortably aware that this was the way he used to speak to his daughter, Angie. “I will not tolerate foul language of any kind in this office.”


  “Sorry. Excuse my French.” She was still giving him great big innocent eyes, but her lips were twitching.


  “Goddammit, Ms. Wallis!”


  “Oops. ’Scuse your French.”


  He sat there and fumed for a minute, trying to think of a way to recapture his dignity. Finally, he decided to trick her. “That gives Donny Troxell a hell of a motive.” He left the bait dangling.


  She took it without hesitation. “Yeah, but if she got into a relationship with another boy, that guy would have one too.” Eddie had hoped she’d waffle about the possibility of a black kid as a suspect; he’d have enjoyed seeing her squirm.


  He stuck the needle in a little deeper: “I kind of like that theory.”


  She pushed her hair behind her ears, a gesture that, in his experience, meant women were thinking. Maybe fiddling with their scalps stimulated their brains. “There’s one other thing,” she said. “There were five black students in that class, only three of whom were listed in the Clayton phonebook. One was Marshannon Porter, the man I spoke to. Another was Ebony Frenette, to whom I also spoke.”


  To whom I also spoke, he thought. He didn’t even trust white people who talked like that, let alone black ones.


  “The third is Calvin Richard. I went to see his parents, who reported him dead.”


  “Oh, shit! ’Scuse my French, Ms. Wallis. But it looks like half of Clayton Patterson’s high school class has already kicked the bucket, and they’ve hardly been out long enough to have a reunion. Something fishy about that.”


  “Only he’s not dead,” she said, making Eddie feel like an idiot. “At least, Marshannon says he’s not. And he says Calvin and Ebony were an item in high school.”


  “Well, if Clayton had something going with Calvin, maybe Ebony scalped her. Now that I do like. It’s kind of a woman’s crime, when you think about it. Women like to cut.”


  Talba nodded. “Yeah, ninety-nine percent of the machete attacks in America are perpetrated by women. I think I read it somewhere.” It could have made him mad, but she smiled when she said it. “That’s right, isn’t it, Eddie?”


  “Ms. Wallis, ya need to go shoppin’.”


  “Why?”


  “Get yaself some bigger britches.”


  “Naaah. I’d just outgrow those too.” Damn, she reminded him of Angie. “Listen, I got authorization from Jason to order the transcript in the scalping case.”


  Eddie raised an eyebrow. “Did ya now?” Very good move, he thought, but he wasn’t ready to concede it aloud.


  “Yeah, but it’ll take a few days to get here.”


  “Always does.”


  “In the meantime, I need to go see the judge—”


  Eddie stopped her cold. “No, ma’am, ya don’t. You need to stay out of Clayton for awhile. Bad enough ya had to go get yaself arrested and make me blow my cover. I’ll go talk to that judge myself. Matter of fact I might even have a better idea. You just concentrate on this Calvin Richard.”


  “Did I mention Richard’s a cop?” she asked. Dropping another bombshell. She must be having the time of her sassy young life.


  “You think you’re funny, don’t ya? I haven’t got time for this, Ms. Wallis. Ya got any more to report?”


  “Uh… no.”


  She hesitated a bit too long. “Yes, ya do, Ms. Wallis. Come on now. Out with it.”


  “No, Eddie, I don’t.” She shrugged as if he were wasting her time. But he hadn’t been a cop and a PI his whole life for nothing. She was holding something back. “I’m gonna tackle Calvin first thing tomorrow.”


  “I don’t b’lieve I’d do that if I was you. He might not appreciate it.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s Saturday, that’s why. Let the man have the weekend in peace. Ya been working too hard on this anyway, what with that funeral last week and everything. Give it a rest, Ms. Wallis. Go home and go out with that young man with all the teeth.”


  “Eddie Valentino, is that a racist remark?” There was no fire in the words, but he supposed she felt she had to say them.


  He sighed. “No, Ms. Wallis, it isn’t. I s’pose it’s jealousy.” Audrey and Angie had way too much to say about Darryl Boucree. All of it good.


  ***


  In fact, Talba had forgotten it was the weekend. She did have a date with Darryl, though it was for the next night, and it wasn’t a date so much as a forced march—Raisa would be along. She also had another date, if not with destiny, at least with herself, to work on her own case. But not till tomorrow.


  She called Miz Clara, who answered gruffly, as usual. “Mama, you sound like you’re expecting the IRS.”


  “Ummph.”


  “You want to go see Michelle and the baby? I can come get you and take you over there to the hospital.”


  “They went home yesterday.”


  “Oh. Well, how about we go by Corey’s?”


  “All right. If it won’t put you out.” Miz Clara tried hard, but she couldn’t keep the pleasure out of her voice. She was dying to see her grandchild.


  Talba took her by, and they all got a basket of fried chicken to eat, and Talba felt downright kindly toward her brother’s wife. Sophia Pontalba was just a tiny brown sweet thing… toffee, she thought, with amazement. Toffee. It was the way she’d described herself in her most famous poem, the one about being named Urethra. I was right on the money that time. What a little brown sweet thing!


  On impulse, she said, “Mama, was I ever that sweet?” and everyone laughed.


  “Lord, no! You was a mess from the minute you came into this world.”


  Somewhere, she thought, I’ve got a little sister. Maybe she’ll appreciate me.


  When she got home, it was still early enough to call strangers. She got out her list of Winterses and took up where she’d left off—at Dennis.


  She hit paydirt on Kiana, who spoke almost as gruffly as Miz Clara. “This ain’ Mozelle house.”


  Something about the way she said it telegraphed that she knew Mozelle. “Oh? You have her phone number?”


  “No.”


  “Miss Winters, it’s important. I’m a lawyer representing an estate—do you know what an estate is?”


  “Yeah. I think I do.” Talba was willing to bet she did—there was a definite softening in tone.


  “I wonder if you could help me find her.”


  “Mozelle my mama sister. She don’t have nothin’ to do with us no more. She married to a doctor.”


  “Oh. I see. Do you happen to know his name?”


  “I done forgot.” It was like pulling teeth.


  “Well, actually, we’re trying to trace all the relatives of a Bartholomew Winters, who left quite a considerable estate—did your mother and Mozelle have the same father?”


  “They sure did.” Considerably more interest. Warmth, even.


  After that it was easy. Her mama’s name was Leticia Hooks, and Leticia knew exactly what the doctor’s name was—Matthew Simmons. She even supplied his phone number.


  Talba didn’t ask for his address—she was betting it was in the phone book, and she was half right. His office address was. Well, no problem, she had her trusty computer handy.


  She certainly wasn’t going to call—by now it was almost ten—but she was dying to know more. So she backgrounded him.


  On paper he was exactly as advertised, a pediatrician who’d gone to LSU med school, owned two cars and a house in a good neighborhood, and had no liens or bankruptcies in his closet. She felt slightly let down, though she couldn’t put her finger on why she was disappointed. Surely it meant her sister was being well cared for. The thought crossed her mind that he might know her brother, Corey—in fact maybe it was inevitable, given the worldwide rule of six degrees of separation, which in New Orleans was more like two.


  The girl would be Corey’s sister too. What if they were friends, Matthew and Corey? What if Corey already knew his own sister and didn’t know he knew her? What if Matthew ended up being Sophia’s baby doc?


  She thought, Why couldn’t I have been Corey? Scientific mind, plenty of money, no imagination—why do I have to put up with this instead?


  She was disappointed in the chase, that was what it was. She’d gotten so used to turning up dirt it was like an addiction. So far as she could find, this man was so bland he’d probably never gotten his name in the paper, not even when he got married. Evidently, he didn’t support political causes, go to charity balls, or otherwise hang with what Miz Clara called “the niggerati,” a thought that set off another—if he’d been a different kind of man, her own sister might be about to become a debutante. Talba and Miz Clara would read about her making her bow, see her picture in the paper, and never even have a clue.


  And that thought set off a third—Michelle being who she was, little Sophia Pontalba would undoubtedly be a debutante some day.


  Talba’s brain was spinning out of control.


  She rubbed her temples as if that would stop it, and then, barely aware of the impulse before she acted on it she backgrounded Calvin Richard, going through one of the services and finding nothing suprising. And then, as she nearly always did on a new case, she Googled him.


  Google, she’d found, was great for turning up really personal things about people, like what sites they’d posted on. One man, for instance, a fellow from up around Shreveport, showed up on the Internet only twice. His name appeared with a photo of his wife’s adorable toy poodle entwined with his own Rottweiler on a veterinary site; and also under an inflammatory letter he’d written to a white supremacist site. Since the man was a potential juror in a criminal case with a black defendant, the latter was hugely important information—enough to enable her client to get him dismissed for cause.


  She had Googled Matthew Simmons to no avail, but Calvin Richard was something else altogether. Or his wife Tanitha was. There were lots of references to her, on sites about childhood developmental disorders. Checking one at random, Talba saw that a whole newspaper article had been scanned in about children so afflicted, one of whom was little Damian Richard. In it Tanitha was quoted extensively.


  Talba read it again. It was a Times-Picayune story that had been picked up by the wires and then had been scanned in to many of the sites—hence Tanitha’s ubiquity. It covered the disorders themselves (the best known of which was autism), the particular ways in which children who had them suffered, what the lives were like of families in which they appeared, and the toll it took on them emotionally, in terms of effort, and financially.


  Damian had been unlucky enough to be diagnosed with what the doctors called Pervasive Development Disorder Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS), which, according to the article, some said was a euphemism for “We don’t know what’s wrong.”


  Damian seemed a perfectly normal little boy until he was about two and a half, when his parents noticed he still wasn’t talking and, not only that, didn’t even seem to hear well. He wouldn’t look them in the eye and generally didn’t seem to want to play with other children.


  Then came an extensive—and no doubt very expensive—round of psychiatric and neurologic evaluations, which figured out very little except that Damian couldn’t communicate like other kids and had severe problems with language—in other words, that he was going to need a lot of help. Indeed, he’d been enrolled in a special school which even had such arcane equipment as a “hug machine,” and he was making progress.


  Skipping through a few other articles on the subject, Talba learned that race wasn’t a risk factor but that sex was, many more boys being afflicted than girls, that doctors had no idea what caused these disorders, and that education was considered crucial.


  “The most important intervention,” wrote one expert, “is early and intensive remedial education.”


  Tanitha, the original article said, had done exactly what Talba had done—researched PDD on the Internet, taken the doctor’s advice to heart, and found a good school for her child, where she herself volunteered three days a week.


  All well and good. But did Damian have a scholarship? How did a policeman’s salary stretch that far? Talba just had to wonder.


  Maybe the mom had money. Talba checked her out too. Nothing proved she did or she didn’t. The thing bore looking into.


  She went out to the kitchen to get herself some chilled white wine, maybe chat with Miz Clara a little. But her mother had gone to bed, and she couldn’t call Darryl. Raisa was with him and she didn’t want to take the chance of waking the child.


  Oh, well, things could be worse. She happened to have a very good biography of that other baroness—the original one of Pontalba—which seemed particularly appropriate at the moment. She took her wine back to bed and snuggled in with the book.


  But it was a long time before she slept and when she did, she dreamed—not nightmares exactly but disturbing movie dreams, stories in which things were oddly out-of-kilter. Anxiety, perhaps, she thought, given what she planned to do the next day.


  She woke up feeling so much out of sorts that not even the smell of Miz Clara’s coffee could cheer her up. Her mama was sitting at the old black-painted kitchen table, wearing ancient blue slippers, eating toast and bacon and reading the newspaper. She caught Talba’s mood immediately.


  “You a little ray o’ sunshine.”


  “I haven’t even said anything.”


  “You don’t need to. You got a black cloud over ya head.”


  Talba said, “I need some coffee.”


  “You jealous, aren’t ya?”


  “What?” For a moment, it was hard for Talba to determine the context, but then she remembered—the last thing in Miz Clara’s evening was the visit to Corey and Michelle’s, whereas hers had included sojourns in the various worlds of Matthew and Mozelle Simmons; Tanitha, Calvin, and Damian Richard; and that other baroness. Catching on, she said, “Of whom? Corey?”


  “Michelle. You want ya own baby.”


  “Well, I’ve got one. Little Sophia’s enough for me right now.”


  “Umph umph. You ain’t foolin’ me. Don’t fool me one bit.”


  Talba busied herself making toast.


  “Why don’t you just marry that man and get it over with?”


  “So that’s what this is about.”


  “I see the way you look at that baby.”


  “I love that little critter—any harm in that?”


  “Sandra, go get ya own before it’s too late.”


  “Well, well, well. Is this the same Miz Clara who used to lecture me on ‘stayin’ out of trouble?’ Waiting to marry till I’d established a career? Becoming the first African-American female president? She was a pain in the butt, but at least I was used to her.”


  “You watch ya mouth, young lady.”


  That was the way the morning started. Talba looked at her watch. Ten o’clock on a Saturday morning—just about equivalent to seven or eight on a workday. She really couldn’t put it off any longer.


  The Simmonses lived in Kenner out in Jefferson Parish, on the far side of Metairie. Probably a good half hour away. Talba turned on the radio and sang along, anything not to think about what she had to do.


  When she got there and saw the guardhouse, she almost turned around and bagged the whole errand. These people lived in a gated community. And no way, no way in hell, were they going to want to see her.


  But the way out came to her so quickly it scared her, and she wouldn’t even have to lie much. She could continue the routine she’d already started, only with a different twist.


  Before approaching the guard, she called the number she had for the Simmonses. A woman answered.


  “Mozelle Simmons?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you know what an heir-hunter is?”


  “I think I do.” As in the case of her young relative, she became a little more animated, decidedly more friendly.


  “Are you the former Mozelle Winters?”


  “Yes.” Talba could almost feel her anticipation. There was no distrust, or even impatience in her voice—she evidently was content to let this one unfold as her benefactor wanted it to. Perhaps she feared that if she disturbed the protocol of the thing, her good fortune would go away.


  “Do you have a sister named Lura?”


  “Lura passed away a long time ago.”


  “And you’re her next of kin?”


  “Yes.”


  “Ms. Simmons, I think I can say at this time that I have some extremely important information for you—something that could enrich your life a great deal.”


  At this point, the woman’s docility apparently ran its course. She sighed and for the first time, her voice was sharp. “I suppose there’s some huge fee attached.”


  “There always is, Ms. Simmons. There always is. I’m outside your gate. Would you like me to come in and tell you about it?”


  The other woman sighed again. “I suppose so.”


  Talba had seen plenty of houses like this one—her brother Corey had one. Corey lived in Eastover, home of politicians, musicians, and Saints (along with a number of white people, though perhaps none in those categories). This place was something like it, or at least the houses were—expensive, soulless, and utterly unattractive to Talba, who would have lived in a Moroccan palace if she could have. She might be a baroness, but she wasn’t a European one.


  The doorbell chimed some kind of ditty that was almost a whole song, but it too was soulless, and a little tacky. The woman who appeared at the door wore jeans that showed off a nice figure, and a crisp blouse. She was Miz Clara’s age, and trim, her straight hair fashioned in a shoulder-length do that was actually quite glamorous. She looked exactly like a doctor’s wife—and looked like she worked at it.


  “Ms. Simmons?”


  “Yes?”


  “I have something very good to tell you, but it may surprise you a little.”


  She smiled and, up close like this, Talba could see just how much time and trouble had gone into her makeup, the shape of her eyebrows, her manicure. She thought that no matter how much money she made, she’d never get into that silliness.


  “Yes?” Mozelle said again, her head cocked a bit condescendingly, as if she thought she were a baroness.


  “My name is Sandra Wallis. You may have known my father. Denman—”


  Before Talba could even get his whole name out, the woman fainted.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Talba could see it unfolding, in slow-mo and yet still so fast she couldn’t stop it. The woman’s eyes rolled back, she started to crumple at the shoulders, her legs gave way… Talba reached out and did break her fall, but that was the best she could do.


  Mozelle came to almost immediately, and she woke up screaming, screaming what the hell was Talba doing and she had tricked her and for God’s sake would someone throw Talba out. Since it was a Saturday, the whole neighborhood turned out, just about. But no one made a move to throw Talba out.


  First, a man came out of the house, presumably Mozelle’s husband, a pudgy man not nearly so attractive as she was.


  Talba had managed to ease the woman to the ground and now stood slightly away from her, unnerved by all the screaming. She kept staring at the inside of the house, half expecting a girl to come out, a girl slightly younger than she—the sister who was probably going to hate her after this.


  “What happened?” the man asked and knelt by his wife. “What you doing on the floor, baby?”


  Mozelle eased up on an elbow. “This trash come around here, tryin' to trick me….”


  It wasn’t the right accent for the neighborhood, and Talba wondered if it got any better when she wasn’t upset. She doubted it. Mozelle’s charms, for Dr. Simmons, were probably obvious before she even opened her mouth.


  The man looked at Talba inquiringly, and there was something long-suffering in his glance, something that emboldened her.


  She gave him a smile that was just the least bit ironic, though she spoke apologetically. “I guess I reminded her of somebody. She fainted dead away.”


  “Again?” he said to his wife. “You fainted again? Aren’t you ever going to learn?” There was affection in his voice, and Talba thought she understood a little of their relationship. Drama on her part and reassurance on his seemed a couple of the key elements.


  The woman turned on Talba, furious. “You come here just like your daddy, trying to get what you can from folks doing better than you.” To her husband, she said, “Matthew, you make her leave. You just get that woman off my property. She Janessa daddy’s girl, you know who I mean? You know?” She was still on the floor of the porch, her husband’s arm around her shoulders, a queen giving orders.


  This woman had reason to fear and hate Talba, given what her father had been to her sister, and, indeed, what she, Talba, had been to her. Talba suddenly felt ashamed that she’d for gotten how vivid yesterday’s events could seem to people. “Mrs. Simmons, I’m really sorry I got you all upset. I can’t remember a thing about your sister, or about you if I ever met you, or even about my daddy—I hope you understand that. I’m sorry for what went down a long time ago, and I understand why you feel the way you do. I just wanted to meet my sister—that’s all in the world I wanted to do.”


  The man turned to his wife. “You’re all right, baby. Come on up now.” The woman stood.


  She said, “Why you want to meet Janessa?” For the first time, her face was genuinely curious.


  “I want to make amends to her. Truthfully, I want to know her. She’s my sister, after all. Did you ever know the Reverend Clarence Scruggs? He told me to find her.”


  “I don’t believe I did.” The curiosity was gone, and Simmons had apparently recovered some of her anger. “But you’re welcome to your precious Janessa.” She put a lot of angry emphasis on the word. “If you can find her.”


  Talba had started to realize the girl probably didn’t live with the lace-curtain Simmonses in their postmodern dream house. “You mean you don’t know where she is?”


  “Oh, I know where she’s s’posed to be. But let me tell you something, Ms. Sandra Wallis—oh, yes, I remember you—she’s bad to the core, just like you. Just like ya daddy. Just like all you Wallises. I never could do nothin’ with that girl. Isn’t that so, Matthew?”


  The doctor looked miserable, but he nodded as bidden. “She never has been a walk in the park.”


  “Left home when she was fifteen,” Mozelle continued. “Went to live with somebody else. I never could do nothin' with her. Uh-uhhh. Never could, not one day in her life. She could have had all these advantages.” She swept her arm to show what she meant. “But nooo. That wasn’t what she wanted. What she wanted was to be contentious and cantankarous. Well, see if I help her out when she come runnin’ back.”


  Talba made a quick calculation. The girl would be nineteen now—apparently she hadn’t come running back in four years. “Are you in touch with her at all?”


  The two Simmonses shook their heads in unison. “No. We’re not,” the doctor said.


  “Well, I wonder if you’d mind telling me how to find her? She is my sister, after all.”


  “She wouldn’t want to see you,” Mozelle sniffed.


  But her husband said, “Now, Mozelle. You don’t know what she’d want.”


  “Well, I know that about her. I raised that child from a baby. That poor little motherless child.”


  Talba just stood there, hoping the woman would become undone by her own rudeness.


  She didn’t budge. But the husband said, “Mozelle. This lady means well.”


  His wife flashed Talba a furious look and turned and went into the house.


  Talba raised an eyebrow.


  “You’ll have to excuse her,” her husband said. “She’s touchy on some subjects.”


  Neither of them—none of the three of them—mentioned the horrors of the past, a past that had included Talba as well as her father. Mozelle was moved by it, that was plain, and Talba was sweating gallons. But none of them spoke of it.


  “I understand where she’s coming from,” Talba said. “All I can do is try to do what I can now. I can’t change anything that happened.”


  “Well, one thing. Least Janessa doesn’t know.”


  “She doesn’t?”


  He smiled. “Mozelle gave her some story or other. Some things there’s just no point in knowing.”


  “I thank you for that,” Talba said.


  “You seem like a nice lady. I’m gon’ tell you how to find Janessa. She needs a positive force in her life.”


  “I promise I won’t misuse it.”


  “I don’t b’lieve you will. She went to live with her best friend’s family. Coreen Brown’s the girl’s name.”


  Talba’s heart sank, thinking of the investigative enormity of trying to locate a Brown. But he kept talking. “The family lives near the fairgrounds. On Mystery Street. They ought to be in the phone book, under Napoleon. Napoleon Brown.” He glanced toward the door. “I’d look it up for you, but I don’t think it’s a good idea under the circumstances. You understand?”


  Talba understood all too well.


  She stopped at a gas station and looked up Napoleon Brown. He was there, on Mystery Street. She copied down both address and phone number, then drove there and parked in front. But she didn’t go to the door.


  The house was a 1940s raised bungalow, with a few steps leading to a small front porch. It was in decent repair, but the owners weren’t house-proud. It looked closed up; deserted. But that probably meant either the occupants were away for the weekend or they simply liked to live with the front of the house closed off. A lot of people were like that. Still, she used it as an excuse not to go in.


  Well, actually she didn’t. She told herself she couldn’t handle it today. She’d already had the guardian from hell, and tonight she was getting Raisa. She just couldn’t sandwich in her brand-new sister.


  She’d gotten only half a block when she started cursing herself for a coward. She started lecturing herself like she thought she was Miz Clara: Get a grip, girl. You think putting it off’s gonna make it any easier?


  She circled the block, and then did it again, first noticing how badly her palms were sweating, then counting down, breathing deep, anything to calm down. She parked, marched up to the door, and rang the bell. To her chagrin, she heard footsteps. Her palms started in again.


  A woman Miz Clara’s age answered the door, a slender, nice-looking woman with gorgeous silky dreads, wearing an Indonesian dress. She didn’t look healthy, exactly; in fact, she was a little gaunt. It was a particular kind of thinness, though—Talba would have bet a pile she was a vegetarian, the sort who went in for supplements. She probably drank barley green for breakfast. This Talba liked; people like that were often intellectuals.


  “Is this the Brown residence?” she asked.


  “Yes. Can I help you?” The woman looked puzzled.


  No help for it, Talba thought, and she blurted, “I’m looking for Janessa.”


  “Janessa?”


  “Yes. A friend of Coreen’s?”


  The woman gave her head a little absentminded shake. “Sorry. You surprised me—I just didn’t recognize you. Are you a friend of Janessa’s?”


  “I’m hoping to be. I got your address from her aunt.”


  “Oh.” Now the woman was really puzzled; Talba was impatient and nervous, a nasty combination.


  “I wonder if she’s home,” she said firmly, and apparently she’d finally spoken with enough authority to jar loose some information.


  “I’m afraid she’s at work.”


  “Can I call her there? Or go see her?”


  “Can I ask why you need her?”


  Talba made a quick decision. “I’m her sister,” she said. “We’ve never met and I don’t know if she even knows about me.”


  “Oh. Oh my God.”


  “Can you tell me where she works?”


  “Uh… sure. Eve’s Weaves. It has some other name, but I don’t know what it is. Everybody calls it by its nickname.”


  “Beauty salon?”


  “Yes. Janessa does the manicures.”


  “Do you know where it is?” This was like pulling teeth, but it was working; the woman was too surprised not to answer.


  “I’ve been there, but I couldn’t tell you exactly. It’s in the phone book though.”


  “But not under Eve’s Weaves?”


  “It’s Eve’s something."


  Talba figured that was good enough. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”


  And she left before the woman could ask her name.


  Her heart was hammering and her hands wet, but she’d done it. After that, Raisa ought to be a piece of cake.


  Raisa had to be one of the most beautiful children on the face of the earth. Her outstanding feature was crinkly, fine golden hair, not really blond, just gold. Talba had never seen anything like it on any child, black or white.


  She was a child anyone would love if only she’d let them. Instead, she was single-mindedly dedicated to the proposition that whatever Raisa wanted, Raisa got. Spoiled, some might say, but Talba didn’t think so. More the opposite. Deprived; though of what, Talba couldn’t have said. Some material things, possibly. Her mother had very little money and Darryl couldn’t contribute a lot. But Raisa had plenty of food and clothing, just maybe not all the television-hyped gizmos a child craved these days.


  Bigger things were missing. First, there was her dad. Darryl and Kim had never married, indeed had barely dated when Kim became pregnant—and didn’t really like each other. So Raisa was raised—for all intents and purposes—without a dad.


  There was something else, though. Some withholding, some failure of love, perhaps merely a sense of promises broken that had shaped this child. When Kim had a boyfriend, she frequently dumped the kid on Darryl; when she didn’t, she clung to her possessively. She had recently married, and Talba wondered where that would lead. So far, things had gotten worse.


  The plan was for Talba to get to know her gradually. Tonight they were going to dinner and a movie—or rather, McDonald’s and a movie; it was the kid’s choice. Then Talba was going to drive chastely home.


  Raisa met her at the door and burst into tears almost the moment she flung it open. “Daddy, it’s that girl I hate! What’s she doing here?”


  Talba pushed past her. “Hello, darlin’. You’ll get to like me. I promise.” She pulled out a candy bar. “I have good things for little girls.”


  Raisa reached out and snatched it, and at that moment, Darryl walked into the room. “Raisa! Is that any way to behave?”


  “She gave it to me.”


  “She did not.”


  Talba, trying to make peace, said, “Well, I was going to.”


  Darryl decided not to push it. He said, “Raisa, say thank you.”


  “No!” The kid stamped her foot and ran into her bedroom, a small chamber Darryl had furnished with bunks.


  That was the way the evening began, and from there it progressed to Raisa’s spilling a chocolate milkshake onto Talba’s lap, apparently on purpose. Darryl, appalled, decided on depriving her of the movie as punishment, which produced a tantrum of approximately the size and duration of Hurricane Bob. By the time they left McDonald’s, Talba’s ears hurt so badly all she wanted to do was get away, but Darryl said no, that was what Raisa wanted—to drive her away. They could all three play Monopoly or something.


  However, the tantrum showed no signs of abating when they got home, and when Raisa actually started throwing things, and Darryl went for her with a glint Talba’d never seen in his eye, Talba thought she was about to witness child abuse firsthand. Instead, he picked her up, put her in the shower fully clothed, and turned the cold water on. Talba wasn’t sure it wasn’t cruel, but anyway it worked. The kid came out docile as a bunny rabbit, got into warm jammies, and settled down to watch 101 Dalmatians for the nineteenth time—thus getting a movie after all—while the adults tried to calm their nerves with a glass of wine.


  Talba said, “I don’t mean to be critical, but—”


  “I know, she’s getting worse.”


  “She is, Darryl. She needs to go see somebody.”


  And thus began yet another discussion that left them both in despair. Technically, Darryl really had no rights to Raisa; Kimmie only let him spend time with her because she needed money from him; any time he had a bright idea about child-rearing she got furious and threatened to cut him off completely. Which upset him, because he really thought Kimmie was crazy—felt he was the only link to stability Raisa had.


  While Talba had to respect that, it was a big fat thorn in their relationship.


  Kimmie had called him one day when Raisa was two years old and told him he was a father. He’d accepted the news happily and without question and had come to love his daughter—however difficult. (“But you don’t understand,” he’d say to Talba, “she was the sweetest little baby.”)


  He could try to get official custody—or partial custody—but he hadn’t, and Talba understood that he was afraid—afraid that DNA testing would show she wasn’t really his and afraid he’d lose. However much he did or didn’t love the child, Talba was sure of one thing—he’d never abandon her. He’d just rather not face the thorny questions a court case would produce. At least not yet.


  Talba had two glasses of wine and left feeling worse instead of better.


  Chapter Nineteen


  Eddie’s Saturday night was shaping up no better. He was truly pissed off about what had happened to Ms. Wallis in Clayton and had brooded about it till he hatched a plan. He figured his cover wasn’t completely blown yet and he’d better take advantage of it while he could.


  Angie came over that afternoon to get some of Audrey’s red gravy. His wife made it by the gumbo pot and froze most of it in quart-size freezer bags, so she could take one out and thaw it every time she wanted to make pasta—which was about three times a week. Angie always got a couple of the bags, though judging from her skinny little body, she never ate any—at least not with spaghetti.


  She was in an upbeat mood—for her. “Hey, Dad, how’s Talba?”


  “Mean as ever.”


  “That’s Miz Clara you’re talking about, isn’t it? Talba’s the nice one.”


  “Clara Wallis is the closest thing to a saint I’ve ever met in my life—and that’s not just ’cause she has to put up with that hellion of a daughter. The woman fries chicken like a member of the highest order of angels.”


  Audrey sniffed, a little annoyed, because she was waging a one-woman fight to save Eddie from death-by-cholesterol.


  “Hmph. Seraphim. I could make ya happy too if I wanted to kill ya.”


  “No, Mom, I think it’s Cherubim.”


  “I know it’s Seraphim.”


  Eddie sighed and left them to their argument. Angie trailed him into his den. “So how’s the case comin’? I hear you had to get some old college buddy up in the middle of the night. I was kind of wondering about that—last I heard you didn’t go to college.”


  “Well, yeah, I got a little tricky on that one. See, the deputy told me the kid was called Junior, and that told me his daddy’s name, you understand? So I just said I knew him at LSU. Pretty safe bet he went there ’cause nearly everybody in the state did.”


  “Dad! What if he hadn’t?”


  “Well, the damn deputy wasn’t gonna know—he didn’t look like he could tell left from right. And Brashear senior wasn’t gon’ admit he didn’t know me if I said he did. Not in the middle of the night when I was tryin’ to help his son out. ’Course, I didn’t mention where he didn’t know me from."


  She laughed. “Daddy, you got more nerve than me.”


  “Hell, dawlin’, I wouldn’t say that. ’Scuse my French. Nobody’s got more nerve than you. But I got better social skills, I’ll grant you that.”


  “I’d have gotten his precious son’s fat ass fired.”


  “Angie, ya know how I hate it when ya talk like that.”


  “That asshole deserved it. I swear to God, I’d have—”


  “Angie, ya don’t know everything!” He spoke with a good deal more heat than he meant to. “Honey catches more flies than vinegar—or would you even know the meanin’ of the term?”


  Fury suffused her face. “You know why we don’t get along? That’s why, right there. Right there.”


  She whirled and left the house. Audrey came into the room.


  “Why ya treat her like that, Eddie? No wonder she feels alienated.”


  He had no idea what either of them was talking about—but one thing, the whole exchange made a little drive to Clayton all the more attractive. He figured to just hang out in bars, and maybe he’d meet somebody who knew somebody.


  The person he wanted to talk to was the kid, and that didn’t mean a girl named Hunter. A boy named Trey was somebody he might have something to say to. Chances of getting him by himself on a Saturday night weren’t too good, but, hell, it beat staying home and brooding about his daughter.


  First, he went to the kid’s house to see what the scene was. Nice house. Big. Money in it. It was still light so no lights were on. There was a white Lexus in the driveway. He waited awhile, slightly worried about Junior Brashear’s men, but only slightly—he wasn’t nearly so conspicuous in Clayton as Talba would have been.


  After awhile, a silver BMW drove up. A man got out and rushed up the steps. Damn! That would be Trey Patterson coming home from a quick one at some neighborhood bar. Classic suburban Saturday pattern—Eddie probably should have cruised the bars first. But then, he didn’t know what the kid looked like at the time. Next Trey would get dressed and go somewhere with the wife. Eddie’d bet fifty on it.


  Sure enough, an hour later out came the handsome couple, or semi-handsome, anyway. The wife looked okay. Trey looked like he’d looked down the neck of a few too many empty beer bottles. She wore some kind of slinky pants outfit—black, like Angie liked—and he wore a sports coat. Probably a party, Eddie thought. With luck, it would be big enough to sneak into.


  He eased out of his space and followed them across town to another house, a house he believed he’d heard about, one Ms. Wallis had described to him. He had a list of pertinent addresses with him, which he now consulted. Uh-huh. Trey’s parents’ home. They were probably going there for dinner.


  It was dark now, and Eddie felt even more comfortable about doing his surveillance in peace, but remembering the Wallis escapade, he scrunched down as far as he could.


  The next sound he heard was a car engine. Realizing he’d fallen asleep—something he almost never did—he consulted his watch. Nine-ten. The kid had been in there just enough time to get about half-bombed—certainly not long enough to have dinner—and yet, it was his BMW whose lights had just come on. What the hell was going on?


  There was only one person in the car, and from the shape of the head, it was the kid. Maybe there was some kind of emergency.


  This time he let him get a good head start before trying to follow. The neighborhood was so quiet picking him up would be easy. In fact, there were so few cars out he’d be downright conspicuous.


  In the end, he decided not to follow right away. If there was an emergency—like not enough ice cream for dessert—Trey would be back soon enough. But in twenty minutes he still wasn’t back—and in thirty a cab arrived for the missus.


  So much for emergencies. Eddie’s guess was a fight, in which case the kid wouldn’t be going home right away. He’d go to a bar. Just to be sure, Eddie cruised his house once, and exactly as he suspected, saw no BMW.


  It was a small town. If the kid hung out any place at all besides the country club Eddie was going to find him.


  First, he cruised the main drag; the bar wouldn’t be here, he knew. It would probably be in a mall, maybe a motel, something like that—a Mexican restaurant, maybe. Yuppies loved Mexican restaurants. But first, he had to find a bar where they could tell him where to go, and there was such a bar here.


  He figured he could have bought a drink and slithered up to the subject, but it was getting late and he had a long way to go. So instead, he bellied up to the bar, looked around ostentatiously, slapped down a ten, and said to the bartender, “I’ve got a feeling I’m in the wrong place. This doesn’t seem like a meet-and-greet kind of joint.”


  The bartender laughed. “You new in town?”


  “I’m here for a week—got business in Baton Rouge. You telling me this is the liveliest place in town?”


  “Buddy, we haven’t got any lively places unless you count O’Leary’s Irish pub. On Saturdays they sometimes have an Irish band, make you cry if ya drunk enough.”


  “That’s it?


  “Just about.”


  “No Mexican restaurant with a great big noisy bar and everybody in Hawaiian shirts?”


  “Well, there’s Earl’s. Great big country dance hall kind of thing—doesn’t seem like your scene, though.”


  “Now that’s more like it. I want me some redneck women in jeans and tank tops.”


  The bartender shrugged. He was fast losing interest.


  Eddie said, “I thank ya kindly, sir. Can I get directions?” On the way out he went to the phone and surreptitiously looked up the address of O’Leary’s as well. Outside in the car, he flipped a coin—it came up for O’Leary’s, but he went to Earl’s anyway. His instinct told him Trey would want to talk to women—not necessarily pick them up, just talk to them. Also that the banker’s son was less likely to be recognized at Earl’s.


  And, yes! The BMW was in the parking lot, conspicuous among the pickups.


  Inside, the joint was a little too jumping for Eddie’s taste. A live band made it almost impossible to hear. He wished he had Miz Wallis’s young ears—though she probably wouldn’t be caught dead in a honky dive like this one.


  As he suspected, Trey wasn’t dancing. He was just sitting at the bar talking to some guy—not even some woman. Eddie stood behind him, ordered a beer, and insinuated himself into the conversation, which was a piece of cake. Like a couple of walking cliches, the guys were talking about the Saints’ prospects for the upcoming season. It would take awhile, but Eddie intended to hijack the conversation—the trick was to talk about something the other guy couldn’t. And from the dim-bulb looks of him, that would be almost anything.


  When he could get a word in, he said, “Where you boys from?”


  “Right here,” the stranger said.


  The kid said nothing. Eddie said, “Me too. I’m thinking to move to New Orleans, though.”


  That brought his prey to life. “I envy you, brother; I really do. Sometimes I wish I could just get out of this place.”


  “I hear you.”


  The stranger said, “You ever been to a place called Michaul’s? They got Cajun dancing there.”


  “No, I’m more of a jazz man myself.” Just hoping the kid was a jazz fan.


  Trey said, “My sister used to talk about a place called the Tin Roof.”


  His sister. It was a beautiful opening, but too soon to pick up on it.


  Eddie said, “I know the Tin Roof. Jack Maheu’s place.”


  “I don’t know, I never got there.”


  “How come? It’s sure not very far.”


  The kid got a faraway look. “In some ways, it might as well be on another planet.”


  The stranger said, “Hey, what’s your problem, man? New Orleans ain’t but a few miles down the road.”


  Eddie ignored him. “I know what ya mean, son. I know what ya mean. Philosophically speaking, it’s kinda like the Emerald City.”


  The stranger said, “Huh?”


  The kid said, “Exactly!”


  “Ya ever feel like just gettin’ in ya car and drivin’? Going out for a pack of cigarettes and not comin’ back?”


  “What do you mean? That’s what I just did.”


  Eddie said, “Put ’er there, bro. That’s how I got to this town. This very moment? I’m a missing person in Jersey.” To the kid, he knew it would sound like this: “Dis very moment? I’m a missing poison in Joisey.” He didn’t even have to lay it on. That was just his native Ninth Ward accent. The stranger said, “Get out of here!”


  Eddie said, “Ten years ago. Couldn’t handle it, had to go. Outta there. Never looked back. Know what I mean?”


  “Let me buy you a drink, brother. I been needin’ to talk about the Emerald City.” The kid pointedly excluded the other man, who now scanned the room and headed finally toward a forty-ish brunette with too-black hair. “You really do what you said you did?”


  Eddie nodded. “Picked Louisiana ’cause I liked the music. You really do it too?”


  He looked surprised. “Do what?”


  “Thought you said you went out for cigarettes yourself.”


  Trey’s face twisted into a bitter grin. “Naaah. Just had a fight with the wife. I don’t guess I’ll ever really have the guts.”


  “Ya still got ya wife, what could be so bad?”


  The kid looked uncomfortable, like he had a rock in his shoe. “Hey, bartender. What’s the hold up? Goddammit, I need that drink.” He turned back to Eddie. “I’ve blown just about everything there is to blow and the whole town knows about it. And that’s just for openers.”


  The drinks came. He drained off about half of his. Eddie sighed with satisfaction. He said, “So what’s the down side?”


  Trey put an arm around him and laughed. “I like you, my man. I don’t meet many people like you.”


  “Hey, trust me, you wouldn’t want to—name’s Eddie, by the way.”


  The kid stuck out his hand. “Trey.”


  “Trey?” Eddie was deliberately needling him.


  “Oh, hell, why not just call me Little King. Everybody else does. Behind my back.”


  Eddie lifted his glass. “You got it, Little K. Here’s to ya.” He drank and then said, “You a boxer or something?”


  Trey laughed, and the sound was a sharp crack that disturbed the landscape, like a twig breaking. “Or somethin’,” he said. “You got that right, Eddie. I’m somethin’, all right.”


  “No, seriously. What’s with the Little King routine?”


  Trey turned toward the bar and stared into the depths of his glass. “Nothing. Not a damn thing. Except my dad’s the king, see?”


  “You’re losin’ me there, son.”


  “Yeah, you know, he is.” Trey had now lit a cigarette and was starting to gesture with it like a teacher using a ruler—something Eddie had noticed people do when they’re getting good and drunk. “I never thought of it like that before. It’s like my dad’s king of the whole damn town, and ya know what that makes me? Little King. Hell of a note, huh? How would ya like to be ‘Little King.’ ”


  “We gotta upgrade ya, son—could ya handle ‘Crown Prince’?”


  That caught the kid in mid-swallow, and he thought it was so funny he almost spit on the bar—did, a little bit. “Funny! Hey, Eddie, you’re a funny one, man. Crown Prince! Oh, yeah!” His voice turned bitter again. “Prince of nothing, man. Prince of nothing.”


  “Hey, it can’t be that bad.”


  “You don’t know the half of it.”


  “I don’t know the eighth of it.”


  The kid turned toward the bar, laughing uncontrollably, in the manner of drunks, and Eddie hyena-ed right along with him. “Well, lemme tell you about eight things. My dad’s king of the place, right? And me, I drink too much, cheat on my wife—who hates me, by the way.” He stopped and nodded, as if Eddie had tried to contradict him. “Yeah, she does. She really hates me. And I pretty much hate her too—ain’t that a hell of a note?”


  Eddie sipped his beer and squeezed out a niggardly half smile. “Hell of a note.”


  “And I hate practicing law too. Long as we’re having true confessions. Therefore I don’t do it to the best of my ability. In other words, I’m lousy at it.”


  “Man, I never saw anybody needed to go get a pack of cigarettes so bad.”


  “Huh? Wha?” And then he got the reference. He stuck an elbow in Eddie’s ribcage. “Hey, you’re all right, man.”


  “I mean it. That’s some bad shit. Excuse my French.”


  “Well, it still ain’t the half of it.” He leaned confidentially close and whispered in Eddie’s ear, his breath warm and fume-laden. “My sister was murdered last week.”


  Eddie turned a shocked face to him. “Did you say what I think you did? Ya sister was—”


  Trey held a finger to his lips. “Shhhh. Quiet, man. We’re not supposed to talk about it. They all say she committed suicide.”


  “But you think she was murdered.”


  “Hell, I know it.”


  “Hey, man, you’re giving me goosebumps. Next, ya gonna tell me ya know who did it And let me tell ya something, if you do, don’t even stop for those cigarettes. Just get in ya car and start drivin’.”


  Trey pulled himself back and looked into Eddie’s eyes, searching for truth. “What you talking about?”


  Eddie shrugged. “Whole thing sounds dangerous, that’s all.”


  “What you mean?’


  “Well, ya did say she’s dead, right? And now you’re tellin’ me there’s some kind of cover-up?” He shook his head like there was no hope in the world and he knew it. “It don’t sound good, man. What the hell happened, anyhow?”


  “I don’t know. I swear to God I just don’t know.”


  “Thought you said—”


  Trey put up a placating hand. “Yeah, yeah, I know what I said. Well, let me tell you somethin’. Anybody in this whole goddamn town could have killed her.”


  Eddie took a long pull on his beer, feigning disinterest.


  “I’m not kidding, man. You know how many people wanted to kill her? My dad; my mom. Old Sheriff Ransdell. Just about everybody their age. I’m tellin’ you, Eddie…” He hiccupped, and Eddie was terrified he was going to stop there, maybe just pass out cold. “I’m tellin’ you… it’s like a goddamn conspiracy.”


  “Come on, son. Why would they want to kill their own daughter? Don’t make sense, what you’re sayin’.”


  “Why? I’ll tell you why. She knew too much, that’s why.” He polished off his own drink in one huge gulp. “Whole damn town’s in on it. With their goddamn high and mighty goddamn Baptist goddamn…”


  Eddie’s heart was beating fast, and he was perspiring. He felt like a poker player holding four aces and going light—desperate to hold out just a little longer, keep them all convinced of his harmlessness just long enough to…


  He felt a hand on his shoulder. “Well, I’ll be damned. If it ain’t Eddie Valentino, from N’Awlins.”


  It was a voice he knew. “Sheriff Brashear, as I live and breathe.” He turned around to face him. “Hey, Junior.”


  “What you doing, talkin’ to this ol’ boy here?”


  “Ya mean my friend, Trey? Well, we were just—”


  Eddie had his back to Trey at this point, didn’t have any idea how he was taking all this, but Junior Brashear interrupted him. “Hey, Trey. This guy mention he’s a private eye out of Noo Orleens?” Junior paused, reading Trey’s face. “Didn’t think so.”


  “Goddamn it to hell.” So that’s how he was taking it. Eddie felt the back of his head and neck go wet, as the kid’s drink hit it. An ice cube slid down his collar. Trey passed him on his way out.


  “Junior, you better stop him. He’s too drunk to drive.” Junior swiveled his head, confused, and Eddie reached into his pocket.


  He caught up with Trey and pressed his card into his hand. “Call me when you sober up.”


  Sure, the kid hated him now; tomorrow he might not even remember him. But Eddie’d found out one thing—he had a rudimentary conscience.


  Chapter Twenty


  Talba had a friend in the police department, and it was a high-up friend—Homicide Detective Skip Langdon. Actually, due to the departmental policy of decentralization, the homicide division had been dissolved and Langdon now worked out of the Third District. But she was still a homicide detective. And she carried a lot of weight. Talba phoned her first thing Monday morning.


  “Hey, Skip, it’s Talba.”


  “Baroness! How’s the PI business?”


  “Be great if Eddie weren’t such a grouch. How’s the police business?”


  “Be great if people weren’t so rotten to each other. What can I do for you?” She sounded distracted.


  “You know a policeman named Calvin Richard?”


  “Calvin Richard… hmmm. Calvin Richard… Is he a short white guy with—”


  Talba interrupted. “Different Calvin. This one’s black. And a sergeant.”


  “Well, I can figure out where he’s detailed if you like.”


  “Actually, I was hoping you’d call him for me. I think he might have been warned about me and—”


  “Warned! What did you do?”


  “Asked a bunch of questions that were none of my business.”


  The detective laughed. “I’m all ears.” The distracted air had disappeared.


  “Well, there’s this murder case I’m working—only y’all are calling it suicide.”


  “Oho.” Langdon was one of the best investigators in the department. “You must mean Clayton Patterson.”


  “Now, how’d you know that?”


  “I’ve had my doubts about that one myself. I even asked to see the autopsy report.”


  “And?”


  “Let’s say I still have my doubts.”


  “Any chance the case’ll be reopened?”


  “Negative. None.”


  “Skip, Clayton was a friend of mine. I can’t tell you who my client is, but I’ve got a personal stake in this thing. You think you could get Calvin Richard to call me? Honest to God, I need a little help here.”


  “You’ve got my curiosity up.”


  Talba could see Langdon was angling for a quid pro quo. “All right, look. Clayton was the victim of a crime when she was sixteen; and Richard knew her in high school.”


  The cop waited. When it was plain that was all Talba had to say, she said, “So?”


  Talba said, “Sounds pretty far afield, doesn’t it? I think it could be related to this case. He probably won’t call me unless you ask him to.”


  “Talba. I get the feeling there’s a lot more to this.”


  “I thought you were going to scoff at it.”


  Langdon was silent, but Talba thought she heard something—maybe the hum of little wheels turning. The cop was trying to figure out how to get some more information. Finally, she just came out and said it: “Hey, look. If you get anything interesting, give me a call, okay? I’ll see what I can do about getting it reopened.”


  “Now that’s an offer. I sure will, Skip. Be glad to.”


  “I’ll have him call you.”


  Talba hung up, wondering about something. Whatever was going on here, whatever was being covered up, might not just end at the Clayton town limit. Something about Skip’s unaccustomed interest suggested pressure had been applied in New Orleans.


  The problem with going through Langdon was that Talba had to wait for Richard, and she hated waiting. Nonetheless, it wasn’t as if she had nothing to do—like half a dozen employee checks and a couple of fiancé frisks—her name for prenuptial investigations. These tended to make her wince—if people didn’t know each other well enough not to need them, they shouldn’t be getting engaged in the first place.


  Also, Eddie wanted to see her. She was about to go in and see what he wanted when Eileen Fisher rang. “Jason Wheelock to see you.”


  Damn! The client. He slunk in with an uneasy look Talba didn’t like at all. He’s going to pull the plug, she thought. “Hey, Jason—things are really hopping. Did you get my interim client report?” It was her second one, actually. “Interesting, hmm?”


  “Yeah. More than interesting. Looks like Donny didn’t do it. So how close are you getting to finding out who did?”


  She was afraid he’d ask that. When in doubt lie; that was Eddie’s motto. She wasn’t sure it applied to dealings with clients, but nonetheless, she said, “Really, really close. Should take another week; maybe less. That transcript ought to make a big difference.”


  “God, Talba, speaking of that, I’m running out of money.”


  Damn! What about the rich parents? The trust fund or whatever it was? The easy way he’d authorized the transcript?


  “Jason, I’m going to solve it. I swear I am.” She crossed her fingers.


  “I don’t know, Talba. I’m really having second thoughts. I wonder if I’m playing with myself here. Maybe we should just wait till the transcript comes and then reassess.”


  She just stared, wondering where all this was coming from.


  “I mean, I can’t help her now. I started thinking: I’m not doing this for her; it’s for me.”


  Talba spoke from the heart: “Jason, something really bad happened to Clayton—twice. At least two other people are dead—”


  “What two other people?”


  “Donny Troxell and his father. And the police aren’t investigating any of the three cases. Something’s going on here, Jason. Something pretty big.”


  Silence; silence eloquent as Shakespeare. “I’ve got to draw the line somewhere.”


  She was starting to panic. “Jason, listen…”


  “Talba, I just can’t justify any more money until we know what’s in the transcript.”


  Something like grief came over her. She couldn’t part with this case—not in the middle, like this. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I know you say you’re close, but neither of us really has any idea where this is going. Maybe it’ll end next week, or maybe the week after… I can’t just go on spending money like this.”


  She sat there for awhile, trying to absorb it. Finally, she said, “Let me go talk to Eddie.” He looked at his watch. “Honest I’ll just be a minute.” Eddie could sell snow to Eskimos—she wanted to get him in there and get his tongue going.


  This morning the duffels under his eyes were brown with a slightly greenish tinge—the color varied according to atmospheric conditions. Or maybe Eddie’s body chemistry. It was enough to make you believe in the medieval theory of humors.


  Green must be a good sign, she thought. He was smiling, looking as close to happy as he ever got. She hated to ruin his day.


  “Ms. Wallis, good morning. Sit down. Sit down.” He was downright expansive. She was suspicious.


  “How come you’re in such a good mood?”


  “Took a little drive up to Clayton Saturday night.”


  “And you didn’t get arrested? Maybe we should drink a toast.”


  “Had a pretty interesting time, Ms. Wallis. Pretty damned interesting.”


  “Eddie, listen…”


  “Had a man-to-man with Little King.”


  She gave it up for the moment, figuring she might as well hear him out. “Trey.”


  “A very drunk Trey. Thinks his sister was murdered. Says there’s a cover-up and a conspiracy.”


  “All right! Now we’re getting somewhere.” She was so excited she put up her hand to high-five him, but he made a face at her.


  “Get back, Ms. Wallis. You know I hate that black stuff.”


  “Oh, loosen up, Eddie. Come on—gimme five.” Reluctantly, he slapped her hand. “See? It’s kind of fun, huh?”


  “Infantile,” he said, but the corner of his mouth was twisted, like he was trying to hide a smile.


  He liked high-fiving, he was just too damned uptight to do it. He was going to come around, though; she was going to see to that.


  Talba sat down. A little seed of hope was taking root in her. She figured anything he had to say was going to help them keep the client. “So did Trey say who killed her?”


  “Swore to God he didn’t know. Said the whole town had a motive, though; or rather anybody in the whole town.”


  “Now, come on. Does that sound a little like an exaggeration?”


  “Well, sure it does. But you gotta remember, for him the whole town probably means a handful of his father’s best friends.”


  “Yeah! Listen to you, Eddie. You’ve got something there. Probably means five or six people, max.”


  Eddie sighed. “Well, ten or twenty, anyhow. You want to know the motive, or not?”


  “Yeah. Yeah, I do.” The question surprised her—she’d expected many motives.


  “He said she knew too much.”


  “Knew too much? What could she have known? She was just a kid—how could she know about some adult crime or conspiracy or something? It doesn’t make sense.”


  “Yeah, it does, Ms. Wallis. Yeah, it does. Use ya head.” He made it sound like “hay-id.”


  She let her mind go blank, and, in time, something floated to the top. “Oh, my God! She lied. She did know who scalped her.” She tapped her foot impatiently. “And it was somebody in the family. Just like Betty Majors said.”


  “Least it was somebody the ‘whole town’ was willing to cover up for. Let’s backtrack here. Donny Troxell knows his father is dying, so he calls Clayton and talks her into telling him Donny didn’t really do it, and King did.”


  “King?”


  “Let’s try him on for size.” He shrugged. “Could be anybody whose name Papa Troxell recognizes. So Papa blows the whistle with his dying breath…”


  “Maybe it wasn’t his dying breath before he did it.”


  “Agreed. So King kills him (or maybe kills him), and then kills Donny and Clayton.”


  Put like that, it stopped Talba. “Kills his own daughter?”


  Eddie drummed his fingers. “It’s a sticking point, I’ll grant you. Trey said his dad had a motive—along with everyone else in town—but I don’t know.” He stopped to think about it “Naah. I can’t buy it. If the whole town knows he did it, anyhow, then why kill his daughter—why even kill the Troxells—to cover it up?”


  “Not King then.”


  “There’s more to it, Ms. Wallis. There’s just more to it than we got. And something else bothers me. Why kill Clayton now? She’s always known who did it.”


  “Because she started talking. All of a sudden she was a threat.”


  Eddie shook his head. “I don’t buy it, Ms. Wallis. The perp could just deny it. He could say it was the hallucination of a dying man, or that Donny and Clayton cooked it up to make Mr. T’s passin’ easier…”


  “Hold it. Why should Clayton do a favor for Donny if he scalped her?”


  “It doesn’t have to make sense. It just has to make more sense than murder. And so far nothin’ does.”


  “Well, there’s something there. It’s still tied up in a knot is all.”


  Eddie picked up a pen and started pecking at some notes on his desk. “Go get ’em, Ms. Wallis.”


  “Eddie, listen. Jason’s cooling his heels in my office. That’s what I came in about—he wants to drop the case till we get the transcript.”


  Eddie looked up, baggy eyes boring into her. “Why the hell would he do a damfool thing like that? ’Scuse my French?”


  “He says he’s out of money.”


  “Well, shit, ’scuse my French. This one’s just gettin’ interesting.”


  “I thought maybe you could talk to him—tell him we’ve got some new information.”


  Eddie folded his arms across his chest more or less hugging himself. He stared in her direction, but he was looking through her.


  Oh, shit, she thought, he’s furious. Like I could help this.


  Finally, he said, “Tell ya what we’re gonna do, Ms. Wallis. I’ve never done this in the history of E. V. Anthony Investigations. But we’re gonna cut young Jason a deal. Tell him we’re gonna go halvsies with him on this. We’re gonna bill him for half our hours and eat the rest.”


  Talba was flabbergasted. “We can’t afford to do that.”


  “I’m gonna pay you. Don’t worry about that. Just go do it.”


  “But Eddie, why? Why the hell would you do a thing like that?”


  “I feel real bad about that girl.” He paused for so long Talba thought he was finished. “And real good about the future of this agency if we get out of this alive.” She didn’t have the least idea whether he was joking or not. It took some doing, but she talked Jason into the deal. Then she went back to waiting.


  Calvin Richard called back just before noon. He sounded slightly sullen, like a kid who’s been ordered to do the last thing he wants to. “Detective Langdon said to call you about the Patterson suicide.”


  “Yes, I have some information for the police on that.”


  “Is that right?” He spoke with that cop reticence, that poker-faced, tell-nothing blandness.


  It irritated her so much she decided to mirror it. She kept silent until he spoke again. “How can I help you, Ms. Wallis?”


  “I’m developing information that indicates Clayton Patterson was murdered.”


  “With all due respect, Ms. Wallis—I know you’re a friend of Langdon’s—but this is really a police matter. I presume you haven’t seen the crime lab and autopsy reports?”


  “I have not.”


  “Well, if you had, you might not be throwing around these allegations.”


  “So far I haven’t accused anyone, Sergeant.”


  “How can I help you, Ms. Wallis?”


  “I’m calling you because you knew her.”


  “Oh?” He was doing it again.


  “I’ve seen your picture, Sergeant, so I know you’re African-American. I’m going to tell you I am too. There are things about this case I don’t get, and I thought you might be able to explain them.”


  “What makes you think I knew her?” His voice was much weaker, almost shaky. She had a sudden vision of him wiping away sweat and wondered what she had said, exactly.


  “You had to know her. You went to high school with her.”


  “Ms. Wallis, can I call you back on that?” He hung up, not so much as pausing for a good-bye.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Eddie had two names he wanted to play with. The first was one Little King had given him: Sheriff Ransdell. Dickie Ransdell, he learned, upon further investigation. A man nearly seventy, and his friends still called him Dickie.


  The other was the judge in the scalping case: Judge Gaylord Samuel. Eddie wondered what on earth his friends called him.


  He spent the morning doing his own kind of investigation—Ms. Wallis would have gone online and looked up everything she could find about them. Eddie called around and got everything he could on them. It wasn’t much, but bad acting wasn’t what he was looking for. Eddie was a great believer in connections. He was looking for cronies, names he could use to grease the introductions, little flattering anecdotes he could tell back to them, make them feel like he was their pal. He’d been damned lucky with Junior Brashear—he couldn’t count on something like that happening again.


  One thing his calls produced—bad news about the judge.


  He was in the hospital recovering from a stroke. That didn’t necessarily mean Eddie wasn’t going to go see him, but he wouldn’t try him first. The sheriff was retired now and known to play golf. “Morning or afternoon?” Eddie asked, but his informant didn’t know. If morning, he’d probably be home now, maybe having a postprandial nap and a little action with the wife. If afternoon, Eddie’d just have to wait till he finished playing.


  He went to the house first, a fifties ranch-style in a deathly quiet subdivision. One car in the driveway, one in front; a good sign. He knocked.


  No action. He knocked again.


  Some kind of fluttering at the window.


  He probably had interrupted a nap and hoped to hell it hadn’t included an afternoon delight or he was soon going to be facing one grumpy old man.


  The man who opened the door was a shrunken, wiry grandpa with a sparse shock of brownish hair spread thinly across a shiny skull. He’d come to the door in his underwear; hard to make it clearer you didn’t want to be disturbed. Eddie had a lot of back-pedaling to do.


  “Dickie Ransdell? I sure am sorry to disturb you. Should have called first but Jake Kellogg said, “Just go by the house, he’ll be glad to see you…”


  “You a friend of Jake’s?”


  “Jake and I go back thirty, thirty-five years. Listen, I really am sorry. Let me call you and—”


  “No, no. Come on in. Let me put a pair of pants on.”


  He ushered Eddie into a living room equipped, in small town America fashion, with a television and two La-Z-Boys.


  There were plenty of fake house plants, but that was the only sign Dickie lived with a woman—except that the place was immaculate. That certainly argued for a wife. Yet there were only the sounds of one person getting dressed.


  Ex-sheriff Ransdell strode out again in polo shirt, polyester pants, white belt, and boots. His three or four strands of hair had had a comb run through them, and his face had been washed.


  “You know Jake Kellogg, you must be from New Orleans. What brings you up our way?”


  “Oh, Jake. I been knowing him so long I can’t even remember not knowing him. He was telling me about the time you and him were after some ol’ boy committed a robbery in Gonzalez, ended up over in Marrero in some titty bar—”


  Ransdell finished for him. “And it turned out, he wasn’t one of the patrons, he was a waitress—master of disguise, that one was. Broke a fingernail on the way to jail.”


  They guffawed a little and then Ransdell said, “Don’t believe I caught your name, by the way.”


  “Well, where are my manners?” Eddie got up and extended his hand. “Anthony Edwards.”


  “What can I do you for, Mr. Edwards?”


  “Jake tells me you were involved in a right interesting case a few years ago. Young girl cut with a machete…”


  The sheriff’s face scrunched into a scowl. “What the hell you doing comin’ in my house like this? Claimin’ to know my friends?” He moved fast, walking toward Eddie, trying to box him in.


  Eddie raised a placating arm. “Now, take it easy, Dickie, take it easy.”


  All of a sudden, Eddie heard steps in the hall, light ones. A woman in a robe stepped into view, her gray-blond hair still disheveled from sleep. She had a rifle raised to her shoulder. “What’s going on here?”


  Eddie turned to her politely, nonthreatening as you please. “Well, ma’am, to tell you the truth I’m not sure.”


  The sheriff stepped back far enough to permit Eddie to pass by him. “You will leave our house now, and you will leave this town now.”


  “Yes sir, I sure will. Pleasure meeting you, Dickie. You too, ma’am.” He hoped the irony wasn’t lost on them.


  He had taken the precaution of parking around the corner so that, in case of just such a crisis, his car couldn’t be recognized. He returned to it and drove, at exactly the speed limit, to the county hospital, where he parked in a huge lot, his car becoming one of many just like it (or close enough).


  Truth to tell, he was shaken by the freezing welcome. It wasn’t every day he got thrown out of a former lawman’s house at gunpoint. He needed to do what he had to as quickly as possible and get out of Clayton once and for all. The last thing he wanted to do was call Ms. Wallis to come bail him out.


  He asked at the desk for Judge Samuel’s room and was given a number, which he took as a sign that the judge was up to having visitors.


  He was sleeping, his wife at his side, wearing a look of unutterable sadness. I should go, Eddie thought. I shouldn’t do this.


  But somehow, he couldn’t stop himself. The man was very gray.


  “Yes?” the wife said.


  “Are you Mrs. Samuel?”


  “Yes.”


  “Eddie Valentino, Mrs. Samuel. I wanted to ask your husband about an old case of his. Is he able to talk at all?”


  She turned fearful eyes upon him, uncertain what to say. The man in the bed spoke in a whisper, eyes still closed. “What case is that?”


  “Judge Samuel. How do you do, sir? I don’t want to disturb you.”


  “You’re not disturbin’ me, son. I’m not going anywhere. Tell me what I can do for you.” He sounded as if every word could be his last. The woman looked terrified. “Tell me what case you mean.”


  Eddie stepped forward uncertainly, so as to be able to hear. “It was the Donny Troxell case, sir.”


  The man’s eyes opened, searing through space. “I’m not gon’ talk about that!” Clearly the Judge couldn’t turn his head to see Eddie. Just as clearly, he was furious. He started to cough. The coughs began slowly and built to a frightening crescendo. His wife called a nurse, who rushed in and began to reposition him. Eddie had no idea how serious the cough was, whether life-threatening or not but if so, he couldn’t help but notice that the judge garnered all his strength to hurl his possibly last words at Eddie: “You idiot!” Mrs. Samuel turned a face of pure hatred upon him.


  Eddie got out of there fast. He felt small. Though he had no idea what he’d said that tortured this man, it was obvious his usual methods weren’t working in Clayton. He felt bad for the judge and bad for his wife and very much as if he deserved the old man’s parting epithet. He felt like an idiot. He felt a deep need to gain back some of his self-respect and he knew perfectly well there was a way around the stonewalling. But there was no talking cure here. If he and Talba were going to dig into the past they were going to have to do it almost literally—with a mountain of paper and a pickax. There was nothing to do but wait for the damn transcript.


  He was turning onto the Interstate when he noticed a silver car behind him, a Lincoln Continental, he thought. Actually, he’d seen the Lincoln for some time, but only now did it occur to him that it might be tailing him. He tried some tricks—changing lanes, even getting off the Interstate—and yes, he was definitely being followed. By someone who didn’t care if he was made and yet having been made, didn’t simply go home, message delivered. Once on the frontage road, Eddie turned onto a nameless backroad, then stopped abruptly and let the car sail past hoping to get its plate number, blissfully unaware that his young assistant had tried the same thing.


  As soon as the driver realized he’d been had, he screeched into a one-eighty and barreled back toward Eddie, who was still parked, too startled even to take action. And then Eddie heard a sound like a backfire.


  For a moment he clung to the reality of a split-second before: was it a backfire? In his heart he knew it wasn’t. It was a gunshot; he was unarmed and about to die.


  The second shot hit the car, and Eddie hit the floor. Yet that was the last one he heard. Timidly rearing up after the longest minute of his life, he found himself alone on a deserted stretch of highway. He had to urinate so badly he didn’t think he could get to a gas station.


  What the hell, he could get out here and go. The guy wasn’t coming back. His job was done.


  He drove back to New Orleans in peace and entered his own office bellowing. “Ms. Wallis, get in here! I gotta talk to you now.”


  When a surprised Talba stumbled into his cubicle, he shouted, “Goddammit, ’scuse my French! Somebody just shot at me! Banged up Audrey’s Cadillac too.”


  “Oh, shit, Eddie. What happened?”


  “What happened? What happened, is we’ve wore out our welcome in Clayton, once and for good and all. Ya not going back there for any reason, and ya gonna give me ya word on that.”


  “Okay, Eddie. Sure.” She looked scared to death. Good.


  “And if ya do, ya fired. It’s that simple. I am not having my employees getting shot at. Bad enough ya got thrown in jail. I mean it, Ms. Wallis, this is life-threatenin’.”


  Eileen Fisher crept into the room, nervous, her lightly pimpled brow now slightly damp. “Eddie, you okay? Somebody shot at ya?” She was his niece, though she avoided calling him “uncle” at the office.


  “Hell, no, Eileen, nobody shot at me. I swear to God if one word of this gets to ya Aunt Audrey, I’m firin’ you too. Swear to God, do ya hear?”


  She nodded, face pink as a petunia. She just stood there a moment, the silence lengthening. Finally, she said, “I think I better get y’all some coffee.”


  Eddie waved her out of there. “Naah, we’re fine. We’re fine, okay? All in a day’s work. You okay, honey?” Niece or not, he never called his employees pet names. However, if Eileen quit, there’d be hell to pay in the family. He had to calm her down. “There’s no danger, Eileen. No danger at all. Ya okay with that?”


  He finally got a smile out of her. “Yeah. Sure. Whatever ya say, Uncle Eddie.” She was a good kid, just a little timid. “Don’t call me ‘uncle’ in the workplace.”


  She smiled at him over her shoulder.


  Ms. Wallis, now. She wasn’t timid. As soon as Eileen was gone, she was full speed ahead again. “Eddie, who was it? Brashear’s goons?”


  “Naah, hell. Brashear.” He was starting to come down from the adrenaline rush. “Brashear’s lame as they come. It was somebody else, Ms. Wallis. Private citizen.” He could feel his hands starting to shake. He put them in his lap so she wouldn’t notice. “They shot from a car. Followed me first—then I pulled over and boom!”


  Her face was full of emotion. She seemed so hard-bitten half the time. But look at her now. “You could have been killed,” she said.


  “Uh-uh, that wasn’t the plan. The idea was to send a message loud and clear: ‘Get the hell out of Clayton and stay out.’ Okay, fine, we get it. We been to Clayton. We didn’t actually conquer yet, but we came and we saw. And we ain’t going back.”


  He watched the little sunrise of surprise on her face at his use of the Latin quote. “Hey, Ms. Wallis, wake up—I went to Catholic school. Ya don’t have to go to college to know everything.”


  Her expression brushed his words away. She just loved being superior, but she didn’t like it worth a damn when he caught her at it. She said, “What kind of car was it?”


  “Silver Lincoln. Couldn’t see the plate.”


  “He was on my tail, too.”


  “So that’s what you were hidin’.” He felt fury roar up his spine; blood rush to his face. “Goddammit, Ms. Wallis! When ya gonna figure out what’s important and what’s not?”


  “Hey, Eddie, calm down. It could have been anybody. He didn’t shoot at me.”


  Eddie was so mad he couldn’t even think of any words. “Shit! Just shit! Get outta here, Ms. Wallis. Just get on outta here.”


  “Eddie, I’m sorry.” Three words he thought he’d never hear from her. And then she left him to pull himself together, get his heart to slow down, his hands to stop shaking.


  * * *


  Talba was genuinely sobered—not by Eddie’s temper tantrum; she’d seen that before. Simply by the knowledge that somebody’d actually shot at him. It might be only a warning, but it was vicious.


  She felt the need to escalate, to move in double time. And, anyway, she’d had it with waiting for Calvin Richard to develop a conscience. This time she didn’t go through Skip. She called the department personnel office and let them ring him. And when she had him, she minced no words. “Sergeant Richard, this is Talba Wallis. Someone shot at my partner. It’s time we talked.”


  To her surprise, he didn’t resist. “Ms. Wallis, I’m real sorry about that. Listen, I’m sorry I hung up on you, too. I got some time now if you like—you want to come on by? I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.”


  Just like that. Instant turnabout. She wondered why. He was attached to the First District, just outside the French Quarter. It was a prime location for coffeehouses, and she could have used a midmorning jolt. But evidently Richard meant the offer only as a figure of speech. “Let’s go for a walk in St. Louis Number 1,” he said. He was talking about the cemetery across the street. He wanted privacy.


  Calvin Richard was a handsome man, his skin a good, rich mud color, his hair in a buzz cut.


  She said, “Your parents told me you were dead. Now why would that be?”


  “Yeah. They told me they did that.” He stared straight ahead, no expression at all on his handsome features.


  “Why did they want me to think that?”


  “I really couldn’t say, Ms. Wallis.” He was sweating lightly.


  “Look, Calvin.” She no longer bothered with “Sergeant.” “Something very strange is going on in your hometown. I think Clayton was killed because Donny Troxell didn’t attack her, and she was about to blow the whistle on the person who did. If I’m right, it’s somebody mean enough to hire two goons to give her an overdose of heroin. I don’t think it’s you because it was somebody white. Somebody the other whites are covering up for. So tell me something—why are you helping them?”


  He still wouldn’t look at her. Still kept staring straight ahead. “You don’t know what you’re foolin’ with.”


  “Don’t give me that crap.” She was angry now. Furious. “You knew that girl and you know who killed her.” It was a shot in the dark, just something she blurted, but even as she said it, she knew it must be true. He knew and he wasn’t saying. Though she had only a side view, she could see the rage and fear in his face. He walked away from her without a word, a good-bye, any recognition at all.


  Her cell phone rang.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Eddie said, “Ms. Wallis, ya busy? I got some real interestin’ reading matter for ya.”


  The transcript of the trial had come in. It was a tome as thick as a dictionary, sitting on her desk in a pristine plastic cover. By the time she got back to the office, Eddie had gone to lunch.


  Where to start? Jury selection looked long and boring. Okay, she could skip that.


  She began with opening statements. The prosecutor, one Steven Ortenberg, said he would prove that Donny Troxell had been hurt and angry when his girlfriend, Clayton Patterson, broke up with him, so angry that he went out and bought a machete with the intention of harming her; that he had removed the screen from her bedroom window, forced open the window, and attacked her with the machete, ripping the skin from the skull and causing horrible injuries; he had become frightened by her screams and left, once again through the open window, and later been caught with the bloody weapon in his car.


  Pretty much the story as Talba understood it from the way the paper had reported it.


  The young defense attorney, Lawrence Blue, the man she’d talked to in Sacramento, who was now a state senator and had clammed up on her so completely, in those days was full of passion and idealism, if the words on paper were any indication.


  He contended that Donny Troxell had not attacked Clayton Patterson, that he could not have attacked Clayton Patterson because he’d been with two friends that night, two friends who would testify, in this court of law, that he could not have done it. There was no evidence in the world that Donny Troxell had ever owned a machete, ever bought a machete, or indeed, ever even seen a machete before police showed him the bloody weapon they found in Donny’s car the morning after Clayton Patterson was attacked, a car, in fact, that had sat in his driveway all night, unlocked.


  There was not a shred of evidence to connect him with that machete, Lawrence Blue declaimed, not a fingerprint, not a witness, nothing at all except that it turned up in his car. And how did it get in his car?


  “I submit,” Lawrence Blue argued, “that it was placed there by someone seeking to incriminate Mr. Troxell. By the same someone who removed the screen from Clayton Patterson’s window, but who, in his haste and confusion, also removed every single screen from the Patterson house and left each one on the ground underneath its respective window.


  “Why was this done?” Lawrence Blue asked. “It was almost certainly done in some misguided attempt to prove that someone had entered the house from the outside, when no such thing occurred. I ask you, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, what crazed burglar removes each and every screen from the house into which he intends to break, especially, and this is important, ladies and gentlemen—especially in the case of a crime of passion, which my colleague, Mr. Ortenberg, would have us believe this was?


  “Who would do this? A son, ordered by his father to make it seem as if someone had broken into the house, too young to make a rational decision, too terrified to think it through? A father, frightened and fearful, knowing only that he must protect his family, no longer able to think logically? You will find, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, that one of the screens was destroyed, and that that one was the one covering Clayton Patterson’s bedroom window. It did not come off easily. Whoever tried to remove it failed, then removed the others, and finally, perhaps after having been ordered to do so, ripped it apart. In fact, the same person also broke the window of Clayton Patterson’s bedroom, but not from the outside, ladies and gentlemen. Not from the outside. The fragments of glass fell, not into the room, but onto the ground outside the window. No one broke in through that window. That window was broken from the inside in an attempt to make it look as if someone came in that way.


  “Does it sound as if I am telling you Donny Troxell was set up? Was framed, as it were? Ladies and gentlemen, that is exactly what I’m telling you. Someone in that house, for whatever reason, attacked Clayton Patterson and then attempted not only to cover it up, but to fix the blame on Mr. Troxell.


  “Later, Mr. Ortenberg will show you pictures of the injured Miss Patterson—pictures indicating a horrible crime—in an attempt to turn you against Mr. Troxell, yet these pictures themselves will show that Mr. Troxell did not commit the crime. They will show that Miss Patterson’s wounds were caused by a diagonal cut to the left side of her face, a blow delivered by a person standing between Miss Patterson’s bed and the door to her bedroom, not a person standing between the window and the bed. A person who was already in the house. Could Mr. Troxell have already been in the house? Anyone could have, ladies and gentlemen; anyone could have. But if Mr. Troxell was already in the house, why then does Mr. Ortenberg argue that he broke in?


  “Finally, ladies and gentlemen, let’s talk about timing. The attack, according to Miss Patterson and her family, took place around ten-fifteen p.m. Yet the first call to the sheriff’s office came in at eleven-ten. Eleven-ten, ladies and gentlemen. At no time in that period was an ambulance or a doctor called. Fifty-five minutes between the attack and the call to the sheriff’s office, and no call to a doctor or a hospital.


  “Has any of you ever seen a scalp wound? Have you any idea how much a scalp wound bleeds? Picture your own child with a scalp wound. Imagine your horror.


  “Wouldn’t you call a doctor immediately? Or take your child to an emergency room? Certainly you would. Yet the family of one of the most prominent men in Clayton did not.


  “I submit that the occupants of that house had a reason for that, ladies and gentlemen. A reason involving a cover-up and a frame-up. It is not our business here today to accuse anyone. Exactly who attacked Clayton Patterson may never be known. Miss Patterson says she was asleep and has no idea. But it was not Donny Troxell. It was someone who did not break into that house, someone who was visiting or who lived there. I can’t tell you who it was—but it was someone that family wanted to protect.”


  Talba felt her palms sweating, the back of her neck sweating, sweat pouring off her waistband. Cover-up hardly began to describe this thing. If half the things Blue said were true, how the hell had Troxell been convicted? How, in fact, had the sheriff’s office overlooked this stuff?


  She read on. The prosecution’s first witness was the first officer on the scene, Sheriff’s Deputy Hubert J. Calhoun.


  Deputy Calhoun said that he arrived at the scene to find Clayton Patterson crying, her head wrapped in bloody towels, and that the first thing he did was call an ambulance.


  “Did you ask the Pattersons why they hadn’t called an ambulance themselves?” Blue asked on cross-examination.


  “No sir, I didn’t,” the deputy replied.


  “Did you wonder?”


  “No, sir, I didn’t.”


  “Did you ask Clayton Patterson who attacked her?”


  “Yessir, I did. She said she didn’t know.”


  “Did you think that was strange?”


  “No, sir. She said she was asleep at the time.”


  “Did you ask her who would have reason to attack her?”


  “Yessir. She said she couldn’t think of anyone.”


  “What led you to suspect Donny Troxell?”


  “We developed that information based on statements of various witnesses.”


  “What witnesses were those?”


  “Mr. and Mrs. Patterson.”


  “Did you examine the windows in her bedroom?”


  “I did.”


  “And what did you find?”


  “I found evidence of forced entry.”


  “Did you notice that the window had been broken from the inside?”


  “No, sir, I didn’t.”


  “Did you notice that all the screens on the house had been removed?”


  “No, sir, I didn’t.”


  “We went to school together, didn’t we, Deputy?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “And you were valedictorian, as I recall. Tell me something—how’d a smart fellow like you miss something as obvious as that?”


  At this point Ortenberg objected, but Talba got the point. Apparently, Blue hoped the jury would too.


  Talba read on. Though Mr. Ortenberg’s case against Troxell was circumstantial, even she had to admit that Blue’s didn’t entirely live up to the promise of the opening statement. The biggest blow was that Troxell’s alibi fell through. One of the witnesses simply wasn’t called. The other hedged on the hours he’d been with Troxell, making it possible for Ortenberg to suggest that Troxell had enough time by himself to commit the crime. Clayton herself didn’t testify, nor did either of her parents.


  Still, Blue fought the good fight. In his closing statement, he seesawed back and forth, recapping the testimony of Ortenberg’s witnesses and his own. “If you convict Donny Troxell, a most horrendous miscarriage of justice will occur. You have heard the testimony of the eminent forensics expert, Dr. Robin Taylor,” (whom Blue had called) “that the window was not broken from the outside, and could not have been broken from the outside. And you have heard the testimony of Deputy Buddy Calhoun, valedictorian of his high school class, one of the most promising young men of our generation, that he didn’t notice this extremely curious fact….”


  Talba stopped reading, feeling something like a cold wind on the back of her neck. She sucked in her breath, dropped the transcript like a hot coal, turned to her computer, and ran a search on Hubert J. Calhoun.


  Ms. Wallis came into his office late in the afternoon, waving that big huge tome and hollering so loud they could probably hear her in Shreveport. “Eddie. Goddammit, it’s in here. What’s going on in Clayton. Exactly what’s going on.”


  “Ya mean ya solved the case, Ms. Wallis?”


  “Goddammit, Eddie. This is ugly. Listen to this: what if I told you the arresting officer in that machete case was a young deputy named Hubert J. Calhoun who happened to be nicknamed Buddy? And then, what if I told you our only nonracist gubernatorial candidate, the hope of all decent people in the state, and certainly all black people in the state, was born in 1955 in Clayton, Louisiana?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t say that, Ms. Wallis. I was planning to vote for the other guy myself.” He let her struggle with that one while he sought to regain composure. The hair on his arms was standing up.


  “Eddie, for Christ’s sake!”


  He patted thin air. “Now, calm down, Ms. Wallis. Just calm down. Lay it out for me all neat and tidy. Dot your is and cross your ts.”


  She sucked air and sat down. “Okay. Clayton’s dad attacks her—or her mother or brother maybe, and the family’s got big pull with the sheriff, so they cover it up. To do that, they need to get the arresting officer’s cooperation. Which they get.”


  “You sayin’ Buddy Calhoun was in on the cover-up? Why would he do a fool thing like that?”


  “Plenty of reasons. Maybe he was just going along with the system—in other words, he was willing to be corrupted. Or he might have had a personal thing with the Pattersons. Friend of the family, say.”


  “Or maybe something we don’t know yet.”


  “Could be.” She was too impatient to dwell on it. “But he’s really got something to lose if it comes out now.”


  “Yeah. The election.”


  She looked like she was in shock. “I feel so damn betrayed.”


  “Never put your faith in politicians, Ms. Wallis. Every one of ’em’s scum. Never known it to fail.”


  “I thought this one was different.”


  “If you’re right, this one is different—crazier and more dangerous. Reg’lar megalomaniac.”


  She sighed, deeply and cathartically, and went back to her storyline. “Maybe Calhoun’s the one Donny Troxell’s father called that last morning—because if Donny didn’t do it, then his father’d know for damn sure Buddy Calhoun had helped frame him.”


  “Or maybe he just called his old buddy, Sheriff Ransdell. Way things work in Louisiana, that’d be good enough.”


  “So if Old Man Troxell was going to blow the whistle on the whole thing, Calhoun was going to get dirty, and it was sure as hell going to come out where the information came from. That’s why Clayton was killed now, after all these years. Because for the first time, she talked, and for the first time, it mattered. Donny Troxell, the same. Clayton met with him before she saw Ralph Troxell—she may have told Donny who did it, too. Or maybe Calhoun just assumed she did.”


  Eddie felt like going outside for some air. “Easy, Ms. Wallis. You just take it easy now.”


  But she was off in her own world. “So many things have just fallen into place—that’s why Calhoun was at her funeral. And that sign in the Pattersons’ yard! Some detective—I never even thought about it.”


  “You mind tellin’ me what ya talking about?”


  “The maid, Betty Majors, told me King Patterson was a racist. I never put that together at all—why the hell would a racist be supporting Calhoun?”


  Eddie couldn’t even be bothered reprimanding her for swearing. He was getting too excited himself. “Probably his biggest contributor, under the circumstances.”


  “Well, I checked that out too.”


  He sighed. “I’m damn sure you did, Ms. Wallis. Damn sure.”


  “He has contributed the maximum allowable by law, but I’ll bet anything if I kept at it I could discover some ways he gave Calhoun more under different names. I just thought we’d better talk first.”


  “Yeah. Real good decision, Ms. Wallis. I don’t mind tellin’ ya certain things are startin’ to make sense for me too. Like this: I see Sheriff Ransdell, I get chased, I get shot at. There’s too much stuff happenin’ here.” He shook his head. “Just too much damn stuff. Tell you what. Why don’t we just try something?” If what she thought was happening, they were as vulnerable as anyone else.


  He got out a couple of ordinary-looking briefcases containing his most prized equipment—something so specialized he didn’t even include it in the six items every PI needed. Most of them didn’t need this—they could just hire Eddie. It was his sweep kit.


  The first thing was to hook it up to the phone line system. That required leaving the office and took a few minutes, but the peace of mind was worth it. Talba followed, no doubt trying to figure out what he was doing—she could probably do it too, just from looking over his shoulder. But he didn’t have the heart to tell her to stay in the office. He found the large metal box where the phone bank was. “Uh-huh. Yep.” Forget peace of mind. “We’re tapped—every line in our office, including Eileen’s. Let’s just leave that on for now.”


  “Holy shit!” Talba’s eyes were like a kid’s. It would have been a pure delight to see her so unnerved if he hadn’t been feeling real queasy right about then. All he said was, “Did ya forget you’re a lady, Ms. Wallis?”


  He led her back inside. He was about to do what he’d had to do only once before in his own office. On the way back, he explained it to her. For Eileen Fisher, who’d seen it before, he wrote two words on a piece of paper and watched her eyes pop. The words were Level Three.


  In his business, as Eileen well knew, Eddie recognized three levels of sweeps. Level One was for domestic cases—people who used Radio Shack stuff. Level Two was for small businesses. Level Three was performed when you were dealing with somebody with deep pockets, like the government or a large corporation. He had no idea who was on their tail, but he damn sure wasn’t taking chances.


  He wrote another note: “Everybody do their own office.”


  By now, Ms. Wallis knew what to do, and Eileen was already a pro at it. What was called for was a thorough physical search. You had to yank out all the drawers and turn all the furniture upside down. You had to pull the wall sockets out, unscrew the switchplates, look anywhere and everywhere your imagination led you. He had no doubt Ms. Wallis was going to be good at it. He figured she was no stranger to highly illegal electronic equipment. He knew perfectly well where she’d gotten the damn GPS—surfing the net for spy shops.


  After a first round, they changed places and each searched someone else’s office. Then they did it again. After two hours, nobody had found anything. Eddie resumed respiration. It could have been a lot worse.


  “Okay, ladies, let’s check the cell phones.” These were more difficult to tap, but they could be checked. They registered negative, but he still wasn’t satisfied. “We use these till we can get new ones. Eileen, go to a secure phone—pay phone if ya have to—and order some now. Let’s have them by tomorrow.”


  He just hoped no damage had yet been done. They were in the reception room, Eileen Fisher’s office, Eddie leaning against her desk. “Now think back real carefully, Ms. Wallis. What have you said on the phone? Who have you talked to and what have you said that might be dangerous to you or me or somebody else?”


  “Shit! Just shit!” She was shouting. He thought she might kick something.


  “Goddamn! I hate that kind of talk.” And he hated the panic in her voice.


  “Calvin Richard. I called him twice.”


  “And ya think he’s in danger? Why?”


  “He knows something—and you know what happens to—” He didn’t even let her finish. “Call him.” He looked at his watch. “Try him at home—use ya cell phone.”


  She dialed, fingers fumbling, and he heard her say, “Calvin, it’s Talba Wallis,” then watched her lower the phone, staring at it, bemused.


  “Eddie, he hung up.”


  “Do you know where he lives?”


  She nodded, as he had known she would. Ms. Wallis always researched those things. “Let’s go see him.”


  She didn’t say a word, just followed, docile as a deer. That worried him a lot.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  For the first time in her life, Talba wished she smoked cigarettes. She didn’t know Richard. In point of fact, he’d been horribly rude to her, but the fear that something could happen to him because of her was making her feel ill. “Eddie, his little boy’s got something wrong with him.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “He’s got what they call a development disorder.”


  “Okay, Ms. Wallis. Okay. I’m driving as fast as I can.” He’d understood her—that this was a kid that needed his parents even more than most.


  She kept talking, to relieve the tension. “He had to have all kinds of evaluations that must have cost a fortune, but now he’s going to a special school that’s helping a lot, apparently.”


  “Private school?”


  “Yes—and you know how much those things can cost.”


  “You suggesting the Richards are getting a little help?”


  “Well, suppose Calvin’s not the slasher, but he knows who is—or at least he knows about the cover-up. And he’s being paid off. They’d have damn good reason to trust him. Why would he drop a dime if it dried up the money?”


  “They probably won’t hurt him. But all the same we gotta warn him. By the way, who’s ‘they’?”


  “The real slasher, maybe. Or could be Calhoun. Calvin told me I was messing with something I didn’t understand.”


  Eddie said, “Understatement, hmm?” and they were silent for the rest of the drive.


  A typical cop, Richard lived in the suburbs, not in the city in which he worked. Like Mozelle and Matthew Simmons, he lived in Kenner, but not in their gated community. It was strange heading there again, and made Talba think of the sister she still hadn’t met—whom she was putting off meeting.


  The other houses on the block were new and relatively expensive. The Richards’ probably was too, but that wasn’t what you saw right away. What you noticed was that the place was surrounded by Jefferson Parish Sheriffs’ cars.


  “Oh, God, Eddie—what if we’re too late?”


  “He answered the phone, didn’t he?”


  “Yes.” But somehow that didn’t make her feel any better. Eddie had once been a deputy sheriff in Jefferson Parish. She said, “This is your territory. Do you want to try to talk to them?”


  He gestured at one of the several knots of civilians clustered on the street. “Let’s try the neighbors.” He smiled at her wryly. “I’ll do it. Ya got the wrong demographics.”


  Actually, some of them were black, as were the Richards, but Eddie was a schmoozer, infinitely more suited to coaxing information than she was. She trailed him at a distance as they approached one of the groups.


  “How y’all this evenin’?”


  The group buzzed a little.


  “Looks like there’s trouble at the Richards’.” He paused, and a few people nodded. “We teach over at their son’s school—just on our way home when we saw the commotion. Anything we can do?”


  A woman with short hair looked like she was about to pop, a very thin woman with eyes that bulged almost as much as those of the infamous Sergeant Rouselle. Her hands fluttered, restless pink butterflies. “Somebody shot at Tanitha.”


  Talba made an o of horror. “Damian!”


  The woman nodded. “He was with her.”


  “Omigod.”


  Eddie said, “Nobody hurt, though?”


  “No, but we all heard it. It was a drive-by—can you imagine? In this neighborhood! Car just drove by and opened up.”


  “How many shots fired?”


  A man said, “Two.”


  The short-haired woman shook her head. “Three. Three, swear to God. Calvin’s a policeman, you know—it could have been somebody with a grudge.”


  “But the wife!” said another woman. “And poor little Damian.”


  A couple of the men grumbled in a way that said to Talba, There goes the neighborhood.


  “Well, y’all tell ’em our hearts are with ’em,” Eddie said. “We’ll leave our cards in the mailbox.”


  Back in the car, they were silent, each trying to take in what they’d just seen, the magnitude of the thing building around them. After awhile, Talba noticed that Eddie wasn’t driving back to the office.


  “Where are we going?”


  “We’re driving around.”


  She didn’t answer, thinking that was fine with her. There wasn’t anywhere she especially wanted to be right now. “We’re thinking,” he continued.


  Again she kept quiet. The last thing she wanted to do was think.


  “We’re thinking about how to keep that from happening on your street. And my street And Angie and Darryl’s streets.”


  “Oh, shit!”


  “Now that ain’t gon’ help anything, Ms. Wallis.”


  She kept quiet again, a turtle safe in its shell.


  Finally, he said, “What do we think is happening here?”


  And she was stunned at the burble of words that poured out of her mouth, as if she really had been thinking. “That was a warning. They didn’t mean to hurt anybody, or they would have. Like when they shot at you. Also, they don’t have to worry about the Richards—that’s a family with plenty of reason not to wreck the gravy train. They just wanted to remind them of that.”


  “Agreed. Once again, who is ‘they’?”


  “Yeah. Who? I mean, Calhoun’s got to be behind it, but…”


  “Maybe not. With politicians you never know. It could be crazy supporters.”


  She shook her head, surprised at how clearly she could see it. “Uh-uh. This isn’t dirty tricks, it’s murder. Who’d care that much except Calhoun himself? Besides, how would they know about the cover-up? It’s Calhoun.”


  “Ya mean it’s somebody he hired. And I’ve got a real bad feeling about what that somebody’s next assignment is.”


  “You mean us? You do, don’t you? I was afraid you did.” She was almost used to the idea. She was starting to look at it coldly—turtling out further still. But maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing right now. She said, “It was more than one—it took two people to kill Clayton.”


  “They’re real slick, Ms. Wallis. Real, real slick.”


  “How the hell do you deal with something like this?”


  “Well, now, I was hopin’ you were going to ask what I been thinkin’ about it. Ya really want to know?”


  “Don’t tell me to yell uncle.”


  She was surprised when he laughed. “Ms. Wallis, Ms. Wallis. Ya think I’m crazy? I’d never say a thing like that to you. ’Course, maybe we could just go to the police.”


  She thought about it. “It puts Calvin too much at risk. He could lose his job—or worse. And you know what I mean by worse. I just don’t think we have the right.” She let it lie for a minute. “Okay, I give up. What’s your idea?”


  “Ya famous demographics, Ms. Wallis. For this, ya got the perfect demographics; and also ya famous criminal abilities. We gotta go behind enemy lines; do a little spyin’.”


  “You mean computer spying? Illegal stuff?” Eddie was usually such a stickler.


  “This is life or death, Ms. Wallis. Ya want ’em to get to Miz Clara? Or Calvin Richard’s little boy? Ya gotta disappear right now and become someone else. Somebody with access to certain things.”


  She was amazed. She’d have thought he’d have gone all male and protective. Almost crossly, she asked, “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m gon’ run a little sting, Ms. Wallis. Got quite a little idea in the back of my head, but don’t ax me any more yet. I got a lot of details to work out. I’m gon’ have to bring in some outside help. Now, listen. I don’t want you at home and I don’t want you at Darryl’s. Ya got any place ya can stay?”


  She shrugged. “Hotel, I guess. Just tell me, will you—what the hell am I going to be doing?”


  “Ya had a chance to background Calhoun yet?”


  “Sure. He was born in Clayton, of fairly poor parents, and put himself through law school with that deputy sheriff’s gig. After that, he came to New Orleans, where he worked for the DA’s office, and now he’s a bigtime lawyer who wants to be governor. Wife and kids, the whole thing.”


  “Uh-huh. So he’s got two offices in New Orleans—a law office and campaign headquarters, most probably. Now campaign headquarters—that might be promising. How would ya feel about volunteering?”


  “Ah.” All of a sudden she saw the plan and thoroughly approved. “My name’s Claudia Snipes.”


  “Huh?”


  “That’s the new person I’m waking up as.”


  “Where’d ya get that name?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. It just popped into my head.” It was funny how clearly she was thinking. “But not campaign headquarters. How big is the law office?”


  “Huge. But ya can’t just volunteer to work in a law office.”


  “Uh-huh. You can if it’s big enough—and you’ve got computer skills.”


  “Whatever ya say, Ms. Wallis. I don’t know what ya talking about, but there ain’t no news there.”


  The next morning, with the phone bugs still in place, she called the office and was greeted by Eileen Fisher’s cheery, “E. V. Anthony Investigations.”


  “Eileen, it’s Talba.” She made her voice labored and slow.


  “Talba, you okay? You don’t sound right.”


  “I’ve got the worst cramps I’ve had since I was fifteen.”


  “Oh, Gawd, I feel for ya. I get ’em every month.”


  “Listen, can I talk to Eddie? I don’t think I can come in today.”


  “Sure. You take care of yourself now.”


  Eddie answered particularly gruffly. “Yeah?”


  “Eddie. You know that prejudice you’ve got against female employees?”


  “Miz Wallis? That you?”


  “You know how you’re afraid they’ll get their periods and—”


  “Miz Wallis, what the hell ya talkin’ about? Ya sound like ya voice is comin’ up from a tunnel.”


  “I’m sorry. I just feel crummy is all. I’ve got these horrible cramps and, you know, like, really, really heavy flow. I’m scared I’m hemorrhaging. I even think maybe—”


  “Ya need the day off, Miz Wallis? Is that what ya sayin’? Could ya spare me the fuckin’ details? Excuse my French.” He sounded so genuinely horrified she almost laughed. She’d picked this particular form of infirmity for the express purpose of getting a reaction so genuine whoever was listening couldn’t mistake it. “Eddie, I wouldn’t do this if I absolutely didn’t have to.”


  “Just cut to the chase, okay? How about the Patterson case?”


  “What about it?”


  “It’s our most important case of the moment. What kind of progress ya makin?”


  “Eddie, I’m gonna be honest with you. I’ve got a real bad feeling it’s a dead end. Richard’s not going to tell us anything. Talking to him’s like talking to a dead fish.”


  “I don’t care if he stinks like a fish. This guy Jason’s got money and he’s willing to spend it. You will pursue this case. Ya understand me?”


  “Okay, okay. I swear to God I’ll hit it with both barrels tomorrow. Just let me have a day off and—”


  “Miz Wallis, you can have two days off if ya need ’em. Just get up a head of steam on this one. I can’t work it for ya or I would. I gotta go out of town today.”


  “You do? What for?”


  “Ya know the Fusco case? Billy Bob Bubba-type guy out in Plaquemines?”


  “Oh, yeah. Divorce case. Made a lot of money in something or other, and the wife wants it. She’s trying to prove he’s having an affair.”


  “No, ya got it wrong, Ms. Wallis. He didn’t actually make his money—took care of a fishing camp for some old boys from New Orleans; one of ’em took a shine to him and remembered him in his will. Well, anyway, Mrs. Billy Bob just wouldn’t take no for an answer about Sweet Thing. But I did hours and hours and hours of surveillance and got nothing. Remember that?”


  “I remember how pissed off you were.” And because she was feeling kindly toward him, she said, “Excuse my French.”


  “Well, ya know what I did, Ms. Wallis?”


  “I know I’m about to find out.”


  “I brought Muhammed to the mountain, that’s what. That is, I invited him to the mountain. Sent him a prepaid coupon for two nights at the Beau Rivage. Champagne breakfast, the whole thing. Ya think he’s taking his wife to that?”


  “Let me guess. He told her he’s got a business trip.”


  “To Mobile! He told her he’s going to Mobile! I love it. I swear to God, I love it.” Outwitting people was pretty much his favorite thing, and she was coming to see the appeal of it.


  “So you’re spending the day on the Gulf Coast with a video camera.”


  “Yeah. Last time I did something like this, they all but did it out by the swimming pool. Prettiest little movie I ever made in my life.”


  “Well, you just have a swell old time, Eddie. I’ll see you when you get back.”


  “Take care of yaself, Ms. Wallis.”


  “Ohhhh, yeah.” She executed a pseudo-moan. “I think I might go to the emergency room.”


  They hung up, she smiling happily to herself, hoping the listeners had enjoyed themselves. Eddie loved his little ruses so much even she was half-convinced he was going off to do a surveillance.


  So far so good. The next thing was to come up with a disguise for herself. Fortunately, her mother had a closet full of wigs, none of which were styled any way at all Talba would even consider wearing under normal circumstances. She chose a kind of church lady do that would look more or less professional paired with a plain white blouse, navy skirt, and rust-colored jacket. The jacket was essential for this kind of work, having deep pockets for carrying whatever she needed—in this case, disks. She put the whole outfit in a bag with a few other things and pulled on a pair of jeans.


  She looked up her destination in the phone book, picked up her bag, got in her car, and headed for Eve’s Full-Service Garden of Glamour (AKA Eve’s Weaves). It was out in the Ninth Ward, and she decided to take St. Claude, a nice wide street with plenty of lanes. She drove very slowly, as if extremely relaxed, or else the possessor of a raging hangover. And pretty soon she saw a white Buick Le Sabre, a plain vanilla car, perfect for tailing, going about as slow as she was. She turned off onto a side street, and so did the car. Uh-oh, she thought, It's going to be a long, ugly day. She didn’t want the guy to know she’d made him, which somewhat complicated things. She hadn’t thought of an errand to fake to explain her detour. What the hell, she decided, Somebody’s about to get a surprise visit.


  She picked a house with no cars in front, parked, and rang the bell. But while she stood on the porch, the Le Sabre didn’t pass.


  She slipped to the side, hoping there were no vicious dogs in the back. There were, only next door.


  Amid a huge din that she hoped wouldn’t draw a man with a gun, she crept to the back, hid, and waited till a car passed. The Le Sabre? She couldn’t see. Well, who cared? If it hadn’t passed by now, she’d probably lost it already.


  She walked back to her own car, making sure to wave at the imaginary person at the back of the house. It was tempting to pretend to adjust the rearview mirror, but she didn’t dare. Peeks would have to do. She slid back onto the street, and when she’d gone half a block, saw a white car doing the same. Damn!


  Okay, then, Eve’s Weaves anyhow. It was a weird way to meet her long-lost sister, but why not kill two birds with one stone? Well, three—she really needed a manicure.


  She could sit across the table from Janessa, actually talking to her, getting to know her a little. Maybe she’d become a regular client, get to be buddies, then break the news.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  She parked and strolled in, expecting a sleepy neighborhood salon, and, except for being fairly busy, it pretty much met her expectations. There were two hairdressers, one of whom probably doubled as the receptionist, a manicurist to the right and out of sight unless she swiveled her head conspicuously, two clients in the chairs, and two clients waiting. Evidently, they welcomed walk-ins here, and so much the better. If she were here a long time, the tail might conclude she was malingering, and call it a day.


  One of the hairdressers paused and looked her way. “May I help you?” The one who was also the receptionist. The woman in her chair also looked. “Talba Wallis!” the client sang out “What brings a baroness to this neighborhood?”


  It was one of the waitresses at Reggie and Chaz, the restaurant where she did her readings. “Hey, you’re reading next week, right?”


  “Hey, Marcelline. How’re you doing? I just came in for a manicure.” She broke out in a sweat. If Janessa’d been told about her visit her well-laid plans had just gone terrible awry.


  The hairdresser answered, “There’s one ahead of you—it’ll be about half an hour.”


  “I can wait.” Oh, yes. Gladly. She’d now finished her Susan Dodd novel, but she’d brought a book of poetry. She could wait absolutely as long as she had to, and she hoped it was quite awhile.


  She glanced at the manicurist and sucked in her breath in surprise. If she’d pictured a polished, spoiled Black American Princess, she couldn’t have been further off the mark. This girl was as unlike her Aunt Mozelle as Talba was; and she was nothing like Talba, either. First of all, she was lighter, milk chocolate-colored; she was a whole lot heavier, and somewhat taller; and she was sloppy about her appearance. The worst case Talba’d expected was someone with a Queen-of-Sheba hairstyle and stiletto nails.


  The way this girl looked really threw her. Her collar-length hair was unstyled, just brushed back from her face as if she didn’t know what else to do with it. She wore a T-shirt and shorts that revealed heavy thighs, and she sat like a truck driver. To her surprise, Talba was as dismayed as Miz Clara might have been. She thought about why it bothered her so much.


  It was because she associated this look—one she saw a thousand times every day—with a sense of hopelessness; a deep depression about everyday life, the unshakable feeling that it has to be like this. You have to be fat, for instance; and that’s because food eases all the other things you can’t make go away. Not a mere depression, but a lifelong condition, a sullen acceptance of your fate as bad, deserved, and unchangeable.


  She associated it with something else as well—poverty and lack of education. Poor social standing and poor self-esteem. Miz Clara had scrubbed white ladies’ toilets twelve hours a day to send her and Corey to college. Before that, she’d browbeaten them into doing their homework and doing well in school. She’d limited their television hours; she’d yelled at them and grounded them. She’d metaphorically gotten down on all fours and pushed their reluctant behinds into the middle class. Talba forgot all that most of the time; took her educated status for granted.


  This girl, despite the fancy home from which she’d fled, looked like trash. The thought shocked her. Talba didn’t think she was the kind of person who thought in those terms.


  Depressed, she picked up her poetry anthology and wished it were a novel. She needed something diverting, not challenging. After awhile Marcelline the waitress stopped by to chat on her way out. “Looking forward to your performance.”


  “Oh, you don’t have to say that. You’ve seen my routine a million times.”


  “Are you kidding? I bow to the Baroness.” She executed a sort of mock curtsy, causing Talba to giggle and other people to stare. Talba went back to her reading.


  Despite everything, she managed to become sufficiently absorbed. She heard the summons, when it came, only as background noise, “Okay, I’m ready for ya.”


  The girl repeated it a moment later, louder. “I’m ready.”


  Talba looked up and caught the eye of the manicurist, who nodded, eyes narrowed, as if she were summoning someone to an execution rather than a feminine pampering experience. Tucking away her book, Talba approached warily.


  She smiled at the girl. “Hi. I’m Talba.”


  “I know who you are.”


  Talba sat down and held out her hands. “What’s your name?”


  Lowering her eyes, the girl spoke almost inaudibly. “Janessa.”


  “Glad to meet you.” Not answering, the girl took Talba’s hands and began filing her nails.


  This is weird, she thought. We’re holding hands.


  “How long have you worked here?”


  Janessa flicked her eyes up, then down again. “Couple months.”


  “You like your job?”


  Once again, the girl’s eyes flicked like a snake’s. There was no mistaking the hostility in them. “Why you care?”


  “I was just making conversation.”


  For a long time, during which Janessa filed nails (none too expertly), and snipped at cuticles, there was deep, pregnant silence. Finally, the girl looked up, glancing at Talba sideways. “Why you come to see me?”


  “You know me?”


  “I know about you.”


  “What do you know about me?”


  “You the one that come here. You talk.”


  Talba was breaking out in flop sweat. This wasn’t at all what she had in mind for a first conversation with her sister—in a public place with a murderer waiting outside; with the other taking the lead; without time to rehearse.


  “I came here today just to see you, I guess. I thought we could talk another time.”


  “What do I look like?”


  The question caught Talba offguard. In her view, Janessa looked awful; unacceptable. Badly in need of a big sister. “You look fine,” she said.


  The girl lapsed once again into silence.


  “Look, I don’t care what you look like. Did they tell you why I came looking for you?”


  Janessa nodded, not speaking.


  “I’m your sister,” Talba said, as much to inform herself as the other, to see how the words would sound.


  For the first time, Janessa looked her full in the eye, her face ablaze with hostility.


  Talba’s stomach did a little flip. She pulled her hand from Janessa’s grasp and looked at it. “Maybe I don’t need polish today.”


  To her amazement, the girl burst out laughing.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “You look like you think I’m gon’ bite you.”


  “You look like you’re going to.”


  Janessa reached for Talba’s hand. “Come on. Let me polish ya nails.”


  “You sure?” Talba was no longer in the mood.


  “Yeah, I’m sure. Let me pick the color.” She turned around for a moment, surveying her rainbow. “This purple here.” She looked closely at the label. “Professor Plum. Whatcha think that means?”


  “Who knows?” Talba brushed aside the subject. “Why are you mad at me?”


  Janessa began shaking the bottle. “I ain’t mad at you.”


  “You’re acting like it.”


  “I’m gon’ polish ya nails, ain’t I? Didn’t I pick a special color and everything?” Her voice was furious.


  She was still wondering what to say next when Janessa solved it for her. “You a singer or somethin’? What’d that lady mean?”


  Talba smiled, not quite knowing how to break it to her. “I’m a poet.”


  “You a what?”


  On impulse, she said, “I am a Baroness.”


  “You a what?” the girl repeated.


  “That’s my stage name. The Baroness de Pontalba. What I do is, I write poems and I perform them for audiences.”


  “Poems? Ya mean like, ‘Roses are red, violets are blue?’ ”


  Talba was starting to be amused. At least the girl was talking to her. “Well, something like that. Are you into rap at all?”


  “Yeah, some. I mean, everybody is, I guess.”


  “Well, think of it like this. If the lyrics of rap songs weren’t part of a song, they’d be poems.”


  Janessa paused in mid-operation, holding Talba’s pinkie delicately in one hand, the polish brush with the other. “What you mean? The whats of rap songs?”


  “The words. The lyrics are the words.”


  “Oh.” The girl broke out in an unexpected smile. “You mean you write, like, words for songs.”


  “Only without the songs.”


  Janessa frowned in frustration.


  “Look. I’m performing at a restaurant in a few days. Why don’t you come hear me?”


  Janessa looked away—not down this time, just anywhere but at Talba. “Ain’t got no money to go to no restaurant.”


  It was funny. They were talking about everything but the fact that they were sisters. But what did I expect? Talba thought. Were we going to compare nose shapes? “Let me call you,” she said on impulse. “We can work something out.”


  Clearly embarrassed, pushed into a corner, Janessa said nothing, just continued her clumsy purpling of Talba’s nails.


  Talba felt trapped. However unwittingly, the woman was holding her prisoner as surely as Sergeant Rouselle had. And by the same token, Janessa was her prisoner. Already we’re acting like family, she thought. We’re stuck with each other.


  That thought amused her enough to get through the experience, and when the time came to go, she said, “Think about it.” She left a generous tip.


  The whole process had taken an hour, an hour of tension and boredom and disappointment and triumph, but not an hour in which she had a moment to worry about the man tailing her. He had all her attention now. She could think about Janessa later. That was way soon enough.


  The Le Sabre was nowhere in sight but she’d expect these guys to be halfway professional. Where next? She knew where she wanted to go, but just in case, she thought she might go shopping first. There were plenty of stores at the Riverwalk to while away an hour or so.


  She took St. Claude again, keeping a watchful eye in the mirror. She was pretty sure she saw the car again, but if it was following, the driver was being careful. Just to annoy them, if they were with her, she cut through the French Quarter, notorious for its traffic, and parked in a lot on North Peters.


  Then she crossed the street and tucked herself out of sight at a coffeehouse, to see if a Le Sabre pulled into the same lot. She didn’t see one, but the traffic was fierce, which was good. If she could lose them, they could lose her.


  Next she strolled to the Riverwalk, stopping to get a soft drink from a street vendor, hoping she looked like a happy young woman taking a mental health day. Once inside the mall, she decided on Victoria’s Secret as an ideal place to make a spectacle of herself. First the beauty treatment at Eve’s, then some fancy lingerie—it would look as if she were getting ready for a hot date. She made a big show of looking at whatever could be seen through the window, holding nighties and bras up to her body, finally disappearing into a fitting room and waiting in line to make her purchase. If anyone was watching, he’d have no idea there was nothing in her enticing shopping bag except a pair of bikini panties.


  She strolled back to her car, transferred the wig, clothes, and other items from their current bag to the Victoria’s Secret bag, pretended to retrieve a straw hat from the back seat, which she put on, and then emerged once again onto North Peters. Next, she bought a Lucky Dog, which she ate by the river. Ostentatiously, she read the poetry book as she munched. If the tail was still with her, she must be boring the pants off him.


  Finally, she went back to the street and walked in the opposite direction from the parking lot, toward Esplanade Avenue. There was a small women’s clothing shop there, into which she ducked for a few minutes, and other stores further down the street—Tower Records, Bookstar, the French Connection. She could dilly-dally forever and never leave the block. Inside the clothing store, she took off the hat, just to make it slightly harder to recognize her, and walked toward the other stores, keeping a careful eye out for a taxi. If she didn’t find one, she could keep wandering.


  She didn’t.


  Okay, fine. She went into Tower Records, checked out some African musicians Darryl had been talking about and popped back out into the sunlight, just as a taxi was drawing up to the curb to let someone out. She darted into it.


  “Turn left as soon as you can,” she said. “Then go to Dauphine and turn toward Canal.”


  The cabbie, a white guy with a steel-gray ponytail muttered, “Whatever ya want” in a seen-it-all voice. But she noticed he checked her out in the mirror, unsure what manner of screwball he had in his cab.


  Going across the Quarter was going to be slow, so slow she might be able to see if they were being followed, though there’d be dozens of obstructions, mostly in the form of delivery trucks; if the Le Sabre was there, the obstructions might even work to her advantage, since at a distance, one cab looked much like another. She found this almost the worst part of the trip, feeling more trapped even than earlier, when her hand was being held by a hostile force who was also a relative.


  By the time they turned onto Dauphine, she was sweating despite the AC, but there was no sign of the Le Sabre. At Canal, she said, “Let’s go to the library.”


  “What library?”


  “You know. The main library.”


  The guy didn’t even bother with the mirror—he twisted to the back for an eyeful. “Lady, I ain’t never had nobody want to go to the library before.”


  “Tulane and Loyola Avenue,” she said.


  She left the conspicuous straw hat in the cab, figuring she could always replace it. The library was actually the first real place on her agenda. By now, she was pretty sure she was free of her pursuers (if there was more than one), but she sure wished she had at least an inkling of what they might look like. White males, she figured. And there ought not to be many of those in the library during working hours. She kept an eye out as she prowled.


  She had come to the library for its Times-Picayune files, invaluable for a certain kind of background check—the kind you couldn’t yet get on the Internet. She knew what she wanted, though, and that ought to help.


  She’d lost a big part of the day, and she was antsy, but she had to focus, at least for awhile. Before she got started, she made a phone call to a man she knew named L. J. Currie, telling him she’d meet him at his office at four o’clock. It was late in the day for him to get what she wanted, but too bad, this library thing was the most important thing she had to do today. If anything could help her, these old papers could.


  She pored over them in peace and in silence, undisturbed by white men or, indeed, anybody, and in a few short hours she had what she needed—or at least a very good candidate. Feeling close to triumphant—but holding back, you never knew—she got a cab to her appointment.


  L. J. Currie worked for a company called CompuTemps, an agency she knew that provided temporary technical workers. She’d discovered him when working for another PI, one who wasn’t nearly so ethical as Eddie. Gene Allred had turned L. J. into his personal servant by the simple method of bribing him once, then forever holding the bribery over him. Talba had inherited this excellent contact. She’d found that, for the right price, L. J. could get you into any office you wanted, so long as it had computers in it.


  He was tricky, though—he’d blown her off before; she couldn’t afford to have it happen again.


  But today he added a brand-new element to their arrangement. When they shook hands, he held her hand a little longer than necessary, something he hadn’t done before. “Well, well, well,” he said, “The Baroness herself. What have I done to deserve the honor?”


  What the hell, she thought. He must have finally accepted me.


  “It’s what you’re going to do, L. J. I need a job at O’Brien Calhoun Guste.”


  He was shaking his head before she got out the second syllable. “No can do.”


  “Here we go again. That’s what you always say.”


  He shrugged. “What am I s’posed to do? They don’t need anybody.”


  “Ah. So they are your client.” Nearly everyone was.


  “They’ve called me. Sure.”


  “I’ve got to get in there tomorrow.”


  “How you gon’ do that Your Grace? I haven’t got a job for ya. Simple as that.”


  “Well, I’ve given that a little thought. How about if you call up and offer me for free?”


  “What the hell ya talkin’ about? The agency’s not gon’ put up with that.”


  “We don’t go through the agency—only the law firm never knows that. Here’s what you do: Call up whoever you deal with and say you’ve got a new candidate. Her credentials are way too good to be true—so good, in fact you think she might be lying. So you want to try her out before you send her out on a job. If she’s as good as she says she is, she can do anything in the office. If not they can always use her for filing. In short, how would they like a top-quality geekette, absolutely free, for one day only?”


  “No way. Who’s going to take on somebody that might not be qualified?”


  “Only everybody, if it’s free. Who wouldn’t do it, L. J.?”


  “I got a reputation.”


  “So? This can only enhance it. I’m the best techie in the city—you know it and I know it.”


  “Bullshit. I got at least two guys as good as you are.”


  “Okay. One of the top three.” She looked at her watch. “Come on. It’s getting late.”


  “Baroness, I’m sorry. It just ain’t worth the aggravation.”


  “It is, L. J. This time there’s some real decent money attached.” She usually paid him fifty dollars.


  “Five hundred dollars.”


  “What?”


  “That’s what I’d consider decent money. Take it or leave it.”


  “L. J., it’s four o’clock and I’m asking you to get me in at nine o’clock tomorrow—”


  “They start at eight.”


  “Okay, eight. You think I’d ask you to do it for any less? You want five hundred dollars, you got it.”


  “Six hundred.”


  “Five hundred’s what I’ve got.”


  “Uh-uh. That was too easy, Baroness. You got five, you gotta have six.”


  She sighed. “Dammit, L. J. Six.” She hoped Eddie wouldn’t kill her.


  L. J. picked up the phone.


  “And by the way, I’m Claudia Snipes.”


  He nodded, to show that he’d heard. “Hey, Leona. Got some good news for ya. I think I might be able to replace Philip after all.” He gave Talba a sly grin.


  She said, “You’re gettin’ too big for your britches, L. J.,” and deeply regretted she couldn’t stalk out before he got off the phone. But she had to stick around and find out who her supervisor was.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Eddie’s plan was to run a sting. He’d spent hours working it out, more hours pulling it together, and it was a thing of the most exquisite beauty. Truly one of his finest creations.


  It was big, it was elaborate, it was a little preposterous, and it would have been expensive as hell except that he knew quite a few people willing to do him a favor.


  He got up that morning, went to work as usual, took Ms. Wallis’s revolting sick call, and then proceeded to take the mountain to Muhammed, exactly as he’d said he was going to.


  First, he made the forty-five-minute drive to Plaquemines Parish, where he parked, and waited happily, feeling like a cat outside a mousehole. He’d picked up the tail on the way over, this time a light-colored Ford.


  Shortly before noon, a Billy Bob Bubba-type guy—large gut, white shoes, real name Robert Fusco—came loping out looking like he hadn’t a care in the world; in fact, looking a little smug and satisfied, exactly as if he were about to hole up on the Gulf Coast with his sweetie.


  Billy Bob drove all the way back to New Orleans (Eddie following), parked, and went into a sandwich shop on Magazine Street, the kind where you have to stand in line to give your order. Eddie watched him get in line, then watched him watch a blond half his age, wearing shorts and near-bursting hot pink T-shirt, as she got up to get a packet of sugar.


  As abruptly as he’d arrived, Billy Bob left, but Eddie waited. Sure enough, the blond—sometime-PI Eunice Kelton—followed at a distance. Eddie watched the blond watch Billy Bob get in his car, then watched Billy Bob wait as she got hers, then followed them both out to the Interstate, heading east to the Gulf Coast.


  It was perfect, in his humble opinion. Someone would have to know Eunice and Robert not to think he was just a PI following a poor slob after young pussy and a golddigger after a score.


  The tail was fairly discreet, staying well behind him. A helicopter, he thought, might have thought it an interesting caravan. He picked up his brand-new cell phone (Eileen had scored) and dialed the number of Catherine Mathison, another part-time PI. Catherine was someone he liked to work with when he needed a woman to pose as his wife.


  “Hey, gorgeous,” he said.


  “Whereyat, dawlin’?”


  “When we gon’ get married?”


  “Whenever you want, baby. I’ve still got the ring from last time.”


  “You see anything you like out here?”


  “Umm-hmm. Late-model Ford. That goldish color everything is these days.”


  “Yeah. Shiny, kind of.”


  “No passengers. White male driving.”


  “Good. You get what you need?” Meaning the tag number.


  Catherine said, “Sure did, dawlin’. This ain’t the slickest deal I ever saw in my life.”


  “Okay. You know what to do.”


  Eddie hummed a Beatles song, waiting for her to pass him. He’d never really gotten over the Beatles.


  There was a romantic place to eat in Bay St. Louis, with a deck overlooking the water. Eddie followed the two cars bearing Billy Bob and Eunice, watched them struggle for parking near the restaurant, and noted in the process that Catherine Mathison’s blue Mazda was already parked in front. Then Eddie himself parked and followed the happy couple to the restaurant as if he didn’t know they were going there.


  They were ushered onto the deck, where they sat in full view of God and everybody. You could see them perfectly from the street. Eddie watched them order, observed the waitress bring them a couple of beers, and when they had clicked bottles and kissed lightly, returned to his car, from the trunk of which he pulled a video camera, conventional camera with telephoto lens, and a brown bag containing a sandwich.


  He also made a great show of stretching, even bending over and touching his toes a time or two. This was to put ideas into the tail’s head.


  The guy was going to need to stretch his legs. He was going to be hungry—they’d made sure this was a damned late lunch. At the very least he was going to need to use the men’s room. Eddie wanted him to feel extremely comfortable about the amount of time he had. He even went into the very restaurant where Robert and Eunice were yucking it up, got himself a soft drink to go with his sandwich, and used the facilities himself.


  Then he returned to the street, found a good place to sit, ate his sandwich, drank his Coke, and idly watched a woman tourist wearing Bermuda shorts, plain blue T-shirt sunglasses, and visor. Her graying hair was tied back, and she carried a large purse. She was meandering in and out of the various little shops along the shore, shopping happily.


  When he’d finished his sandwich, he began slowly to attach the telephoto lens to his camera, working lazily, knowing he had all the time in the world.


  He took a few pictures from the sidewalk; after that he went back and photographed each car against the picturesque backdrop of Bay St Louis. Finally, he returned to wait for the misbehavers to come out of the restaurant, which they did, hand-in-hand. He recorded that tender moment as well, and then they all three returned to their cars and headed for Biloxi.


  It was almost a half-hour’s trip. He phoned Catherine fifteen minutes into it.


  “Any luck?”


  She was laughing. “It was beautiful, baby.”


  “I saw you shopping. Nice gams, kid.” She was the only woman in the world he ever flirted with, including Audrey. But he figured it was okay because she’d started it first, and she did it in front of Audrey, who was a cousin of hers. She’d been a radio reporter before her children were born, and she still liked the action.


  “For an old broad, you mean. Listen, the guy’s got a bladder problem. He was out of that car so fast…”


  “Give him a break. It was a long drive.”


  “Well, at any rate, it didn’t take no convincing. He went in a restaurant, he peed fast, then he came out, watched you for awhile, and went back in to get some food to go. He stood outside, eating and watching, just like you. I got some gorgeous pictures of him with his mouth full.”


  “Yeah? Any with it closed?”


  “Whole roll. I’ll have prints by the time you get back.”


  “Gorgeous, dawlin’. Just gorgeous.” He could just imagine himself speaking that way to Ms. Wallis.


  Several hours later, on his way back from Biloxi, he got her on the cell phone. “Ms. Wallis, whereyat?” It was a question, not a greeting.


  “Never mind about that. Let’s have another of those rolling meetings of ours.”


  She was being cryptic for some reason—maybe worried about her cell phone. What the hell was a rolling meeting?


  “You know. Like when we did all that thinking?”


  She must mean when they’d driven around. “Yeah, I gotcha.”


  “On the way to Darryl’s.”


  The man lived on the West Bank; that was a start, but it still didn’t explain how they were going to meet.


  “Ya want me to come get ya?”


  “No. I’ll meet you on the way. Just try to keep dry, okay?”


  It dawned on him that she was arranging a meeting on the Algiers Ferry. It should be perfect, really—the boat left frequently, there were always plenty of people around, and no one could hear them there. But it was pretty melodramatic.


  “Ya think this is the movies?” he said.


  “Eight-thirty, okay?”


  He looked at his watch. “Should be fine.”


  After leaving Bay St Louis, he had had to go on to Biloxi, watch Eunice and Billy Bob pretend to frolic by the pool, and film the whole thing for the benefit of the guy in the gold-colored Ford. All I’s had to be dotted, and this is what he and Talba had talked about on the office phone.


  On the way out of Biloxi, he methodically but unobtrusively lost his tail, returning to New Orleans on I-10 instead of I-90.


  He called Catherine Mathison. “Got pictures?”


  “Gawgeous ones, gawgeous. I left ’em with Cutie-Pie.”


  That was Angie, his daughter. They’d set it up that way so Catherine wouldn’t have to go to Eddie’s office. If she were seen there she might be identified, the pictures might get lifted, anything could happen. This way he had a Twenty-first-century woman, probably armed and assuredly dangerous, to guard them till Eddie got there. Angie’d said she’d be working late and Eddie didn’t argue with her—she nearly always worked late.


  She looked up when he came in, a gorgeous girl even in lawyer drag, her accustomed black. “Hey, Dad. I got your package.” She handed over a manila envelope.


  “Anybody strange been around?”


  “Not unless you count Aunt Catherine.”


  “Let me call ya mama.”


  Angie nodded, going back to her work. He got hold of Audrey, told her he’d be home around ten and begged for something decent to eat when he got there. Already, he was starving.


  Angie said, “Want to get a bite with me?”


  She never asked him for a meal. He looked at his watch. Damn! Couldn’t be done. “Rain check?” he said, and she smiled enigmatically. She’d probably never ask him again—only had then because she knew he didn’t have time.


  He took a look at the pictures. The guy was good, Eddie had to admit that. The man didn’t know how to tail in a car, but if Eddie’d been followed on foot, he’d never made this guy. He was pretty ordinary-looking—medium height, sandy hair—except for one thing. He looked like a bodybuilder. This was one big, strong dude. Eddie didn’t like that.


  Catherine had also included the tag number of the gold-colored Ford. Eddie said, “Angie, can I use ya phone?” and dialed before she answered, phoning a friendly cop with the license number. It was registered to a George Goldman, who’d reported it stolen earlier that day.


  He left to meet Ms. Wallis.


  He was in line at the ferry dock when someone tapped on his window. He whirled, wishing his Tee-ball bat was on the front seat instead of the floor behind him. But it was a teenager—a black girl in a baseball cap and those stupid short overalls.


  The girl was speaking to him. “Eddeee. Come on. Open up.”


  Quickly, he let her in. “Ms. Wallis. You’re somethin’ else. Ya gettin’ ready for Mardi Gras or what?”


  “Let’s make a U-ie, Eddie. If we get on the ferry, and they do too, it won’t be pretty.”


  Nimbly, he pulled out of the line and hung a U-ie onto the street, noticing no one else doing the same. “Does that mean ya think ya were followed?”


  “Damned sure I wasn’t. I was thinking about you.”


  “I think we’re okay. They followed me to Biloxi in a gold-colored Ford—stolen, by the way. I don’t see it anywhere.”


  “I had a white Le Sabre. See anything like that?”


  Eddie checked. “No. The Lincoln, either. I think we’re okay. If we were both followed, that means there are two of them, though.”


  He regretted it the minute he said it. She’d always maintained there were two.


  For lack of a better idea, he got on the Mississippi River Bridge—why not? The entire Eastern half of the country was on the other side. They could get damned good and lost.


  “Before I forget. Here’s ya new cell phone. Eileen wrote the number on a business card.” He handed the pictures over. “And here’s what we got today.”


  Absently she tucked away the phone, but she plucked eagerly at the manila envelope he’d given her, “Oh, yeah,” she said. “Come to mama. Oh, yeah.”


  “Ms. Wallis, what ya gettin’ at?”


  She reached into an envelope of her own. “Show and tell,” she said, and handed him a photocopy of a police sketch. Actually, it was a copy of a newspaper reproduction of a police sketch. But it was plenty good enough. It was the man who followed Eddie.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  After leaving L. J. Currie, Talba had once again gone to the Riverwalk, where she’d bought a baseball cap, yellow T-shirt, short overalls, and running shoes, which created an effect that startled her. Even a Baroness, she thought, can look ordinary if she tries hard enough. All I need now is bubble gum.


  Once again working on the convenience theory, she’d checked into the Hilton, just a few steps away, and ordered from room service. Plenty of time before she had to meet Eddie.


  And she had one hell of a story to tell him. During her two hours in the library, she’d developed a really great candidate for Buddy Calhoun’s hit man, the one problem being that there was nothing to tie him to the case.


  That is, not till Eddie showed her Catherine Mathison’s pictures. Her breath caught when she saw them; her heart did a spooky little jig. This was no fantasy game. This dude was tailing them, and he was nobody to mess with. Not only that, he had a pal, and they still didn’t know who either of them was.


  When she handed over the sketch, Eddie spoke nonchalantly. “Who we got here, Ms. Wallis?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Whatcha mean ya don’t know?”


  “He goes by Stan. That’s the best I can do for now.”


  “Ms. Wallis.” Eddie was drawling softly, something he didn’t often do. “Ya done good. Ya done real good. Now start talkin’.”


  “Oh, man. Where to start? Eddie, we got a tiger by the tail.”


  He looked grim as an executioner, but he kept his mouth shut; only nodded for her to get started.


  “Okay, does the name Nora Dwyer mean anything to you?”


  “Hell, yeah. Celebrated murder-for-hire case—long time ago. Real long time ago. Across the lake, if I remember right. Nora and her boyfriend hired somebody to kill her husband and dump him in the river.”


  “Almost right,” Talba said. “It was attempted murder-for-hire. The husband got fished out before he was dead, full of whiskey and pills. So they pumped his stomach and he told some crazy story about two men who came to his house while his wife was out of town, tied him up, and force-fed him a bunch of pills. Guess he took care of the whiskey himself. Anyway, they squeezed Nora and she cracked. Said she had a boyfriend—car salesman named Carl Frobisher.”


  Eddie snorted. “Hmmph. No accounting for taste.”


  “You got that right. I mean, why bother?”


  “If you were a man, I’d probably have an answer for ya.”


  “Well, anyhow, she strikes some kind of deal with the DA, says the boyfriend hired a hit man to do the job, and Carl ends up taking the fall. He admits to hiring a hit man, all right—guy he met in a bar named Stan.”


  “Oh crap, excuse my French. I think I see where this is going. I guess there’s no point asking Stan’s last name.”


  “You got it—no point in hell. Carl said he knew the guy only as Stan—gave him a thousand dollars up front and never saw him again, never did pay him the rest of his money.”


  “Which was? I’m just curious.”


  “A big two thousand dollars—three thousand to kill a husband.”


  “It’s about what I figured.” He picked up the police sketch. “So this is Stan?”


  “Yeah. They never found him. Or his friend.”


  “Friend?”


  “There were two of them, remember? Just like in Babalu’s case. Almost the same kind of deal, too. Forced overdose.”


  “Well, that’s all well and good, Ms. Wallis. All well and good. Stan’s the man who followed me, and he’s a hit man you can get for a pack of cigarettes. Real good news. So, what’s the trick here? How’d you find him?”


  “Easy. I figured if you were a prosecutor, you’d come across more lowlifes than the average guy. In fact, you’d be uniquely positioned to find yourself a hit man. All you’d have to do would be to take a walk down memory lane.”


  Eddie snapped to attention, eyebags jiggling. “Buddy Calhoun prosecuted Carl Frobisher? That what you’re saying?”


  Talba nodded, feeling slightly smug in spite of herself. “Yep. But I had to find out the old-fashioned way. No computers involved.” She paused. “And there’s a lot more.”


  Eddie pounded his hand on his chest. “I don’t know if I can handle it.”


  “You know how New Orleans tends to forgive and forget. Remember that other woman tried to kill her husband a few years ago? That was murder-for-hire too. She’s still loose, still has the same old friends, still gets her picture in the paper. So I decided to check out Mrs. Nora Dwyer. Now, Carl Frobisher wasn’t much, but the husband seemed like a pretty respectable guy. Lawyer here in town—Gerard Dwyer. I figured Nora probably had some bucks, knew a few people; she might pick up the pieces and move on.”


  Eddie raised an eyebrow.


  “I was right. I found her photograph on the society page no less than four times in recent years, once in a gorgeous evening dress at some gala, posing with John Earl Macquet in a tux. Incidentally, I saw John Earl at Clayton’s funeral—along with Buddy Calhoun.”


  “Phew.” Eddie leaned back against the seat of the car. “Mmm. Mmm. Mmm.”


  It was a lot to digest, and Talba knew it. She just let him be quiet for awhile, while he took it in.


  She’d dropped a name to reckon with. John Earl Macquet was one of the biggest businessmen in New Orleans—a town not noted for big business. Macquet was in shipping; and shipping was one of the oldest, largest, most respected businesses in the city. He’d been at Clayton’s funeral. He was a big supporter of Buddy Calhoun.


  None of which was the point. That was what Eddie was struggling with. She knew he knew Macquet’s story, but he’d sort of half-forgotten it. The businessman had recently lost his wife. Finally, Eddie said, “Now, how’d John Earl’s wife die? Refresh my recollection, would ya?”


  “The maid found her dead one morning when John Earl was out of town. Pills and alcohol. ’Course everybody knew she was pretty much of a drunk.”


  “Oh, yeah. It’s coming back to me.”


  “Well, I’m sorry to say there’s more. I figured since I’d done such a good job on Nora, why stop now? So I went ahead and did a little more research on John Earl. And guess what?”


  “I give up. I don’t know.” Eddie let go of the wheel and flung his hands into the air. “You tell me. He’s got a brother named Stan?”


  “Not that I know of. But Mrs. Macquet’s untimely demise is not the only tragedy in his life.”


  “Oh, Christ.”


  “His company’s CFO was shot and killed a few years back—random mugging kind of thing.”


  “Sort of like the way Donny Troxell died.”


  “Umm-hmm. Company was in a little trouble at the time. It recovered soon after that. Could have been some crooked accounting, something the guy wouldn’t go along with.”


  “Oh, hell. Could have been anything. Ms. Wallis, this is way too many coincidences.”


  “Yeah, Eddie. It’s real ugly. Do I need to tell you John Earl’s a big Buddy Calhoun supporter?” She knew she should have been scared to death, but actually, she was excited. This was the real deal; she had one hell of a big fish on the line. “I figure what happened, Stan didn’t just happen to be in that bar where Carl met him. Somebody got drunk and told Nora about him. She knew where Carl drank and sent Stan there. Carl arranged the hit, thinking he was going to get Nora and all Nora’s money as a reward—but that was never in the cards.”


  Eddie sat quietly. Talba knew from experience that he was thinking. Finally, he said, “Where are you tonight? Anybody staying with Miz Clara?”


  “I checked into the Hilton.”


  “The Hilton! Pretty rich for the firm’s blood.”


  “Yeah, but convenient, and really, really anonymous. The thing’s huge, and there’s always some convention going on—you can get lost in the crowd if you have to. I feel pretty safe there, but to answer your other question, I’m a little worried about Mama.”


  “Mmph. Maybe Darryl could babysit.”


  Hell, no, Talba thought. That wouldn’t work at all. Miz Clara would probably make a pass at him, she was so crazy about him.


  Eddie said, “We need something to tie this stuff together.”


  “Well, I did get that job tomorrow—at Buddy Calhoun’s office. Maybe I’ll come up with something.”


  Eddie grunted. “Worth a try. Don’t forget to call in sick. And do something about Miz Clara, will ya?”


  She wondered what he was planning to do about Angie and Audrey. He could probably protect Audrey himself, but Talba could just picture Angie’s reaction to his well-meant advice.


  Back at the hotel, she called her sister-in-law, Michelle, planning to humble herself.


  “How’s my little Sophia?” she began.


  Michelle sounded slightly frantic. “She’s kind of a handful. Neither one of us has gotten a night’s sleep since she was born.”


  Thank you, God, if you exist, Talba thought. She wouldn’t even have to beg. “Hey, I’ve got a great idea—you know, Mama would give anything to help y’all out. Why don’t you just ask her to come over for a few days?”


  “We couldn’t do that. It’s way too big an imposition.”


  “It would be the thrill of her life, swear to God. Listen, you’d be doing me a big favor—I have to be away for a few days, and I worry about her all alone over there.” Miz Clara was about as helpless as a boa constrictor, as Michelle perfectly well knew.


  “Oh? Where are you going?”


  “I’ve already gone, actually. I’m in Mississippi on a case. I just got to thinking about her there all alone. I was actually calling to ask if y’all could look in on her, but I know she’d love to come stay with you, and since the baby’s keeping you up…” She let it hang there, hoping Miz Clara would forgive her for volunteering her sleeping hours, but there was no help for it. Besides, it would be the thrill of her life; she doted on that child.


  By the time they hung up, Michelle had already dispatched Corey to go plead with his mama to come help out. Talba couldn’t have been happier—Miz Clara’d be safe in her brother’s gated community.


  Darryl presented another set of problems.


  He answered on the first ring. “Talba! Where have you been? I’ve been calling and calling.”


  “Well, things got a little complicated with the Patterson case and I had to check into a hotel for a few days.”


  “What are you talking about? You’re not telling me you’re in danger?” He sounded outraged, as if it were somehow rude of her.


  “I think I’m being watched, that’s all. I just wanted to let you know I’m okay.”


  “Well, thanks.”


  “And also to tell you… I mean, I guess there’s a chance they might go after you.”


  “What?”


  “Is there any place you could go for a few days?”


  “Are you kidding? I’m not going to be driven out of my home.”


  She almost mouthed the words with him. “Darryl, I’m serious. You can’t mess with these people. Would you at least… you know… be vigilant?”


  “I’m always vigilant.” Defensive, she thought. Like some gander or drake or billy goat. All males were the same, as far as she could tell.


  “Well, be extra vigilant.” That was all she could do, and she knew it. The man wasn’t going to go out and buy a gun.


  She barely slept, worrying about him and Miz Clara; and Audrey and Angie. Even worrying about Eddie. Man wasn’t half as tough as he thought.


  Hoping Miz Clara hadn’t discovered she was missing a wig, Talba got up the next morning and put it on, along with the rest of the outfit she’d brought for temping. The effect was highly satisfying. A perfect Claudia Snipes.


  If she could just remember to quote the Bible now and then, she could fool her own mama.


  She called in sick again and then consulted her notes. She was to report to one Margaret Neuschneider, to work the firm’s computer help desk (the regular person being on vacation, and Philip, the temp Currie’d sent to replace her, being a noted non-people person). If someone had a problem, it was Talba’s job to fix it—for instance, ran into a snag with a Power Point presentation, or hit the wall trying to create a database. She could shine at that, and the beauty of it was, there were long periods when no one had a problem, leaving her more or less to herself. The downside was, the make-work in between consisted mostly of helping the secretaries input data. Boring almost beyond comprehension, but who cared? Like every other employee, she lived for the lunch hour—though for a slightly different reason.


  She managed to sneak around on her bathroom breaks enough to figure out where Calhoun’s office was. The good news was, he wasn’t in today. The bad was, there was no way past his assistant, Barbara Jo, who sat in a little anteroom. Talba introduced herself to her, said she was the new temp; talked about the weather. You never knew who might be good to know.


  And as Barbara Jo left on her way out to lunch, Talba sang out, “Have a good lunch now. See you later.”


  Barbara Jo made a face. “Actually, I’m going to get a mammogram.”


  It never hurts to be nice, Talba thought. Miz Clara would be right proud of her little girl. She figured it would take at least an hour to get a mammogram.


  After a decent interval, she sneaked into Buddy Calhoun’s office, intending a thorough search of his private files. She’d done this before, with other people, and always been lucky. There was always the chance she wouldn’t be lucky sometime. But mostly, just around the office, people weren’t all that careful about their passwords. And Talba was well armed—she had the names of Calhoun’s wife and children and dog; his birthday; his wife’s birthday; and she could always guess at the year the computer system was installed. If he didn’t use the name of some long-dead favorite retriever, she figured she’d get in.


  She looked at the pictures on his desk—mostly of his children, not the wife. And mostly of the daughter, not the sons. Okay, that one first. She typed in “Sarah.” And bingo, she was in. Still lucky.


  Her fingers started flying. There were letters here and memos—maybe something good. She put a disk in and started making copies. She wasn’t about to read through all this stuff.


  Follow the money, she thought, and she looked for financial records. Ah—a file called Campaign Expenses. This one she did glance over, and there was one very interesting entry—“Stan Underwood, $10,000.”


  “For services,” the spreadsheet said. Every campaign needs services, she thought and she copied the file immediately.


  She reached in her pocket for another disk—one copy for herself and one for Eddie, she thought—and was about to insert the disk when the door opened. She found herself face to face with Hubert Calhoun, AKA Buddy. The candidate himself. Livid.


  Talba struggled to maintain her cool. “Oh, you scared me,” she said, and closed the file. “Almost finished.”


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  She looked him right in the eye, making her own eyes wide with amazement. “Excuse me?” She paused a moment. “I’m a temp; checking your e-mail program.”


  He dropped his briefcase, strode toward her, and grabbed her arm, startling her so badly she dropped the second disk. Involuntarily, she screamed, just a loud piercing shriek, and then, thinking about it, a much louder “Help!” Maybe she could put him on the defensive.


  It partially worked. He let go of her arm, but he was still between her and the desk, and she was ready to leave, thank you. No point sticking around for more; she wasn’t going to get it.


  People were starting to crowd in the door, coming to her aid.


  Instead of going forward—what she really wanted to do—she shrank back against the wall, covering the lower half of her face with her hands. “He groped me. He came up behind me and…”


  Calhoun just stood there with his mouth open.


  Talba spoke in a small piteous voice. “Could someone call the police? Please?”


  Calhoun said, “I didn’t… I found this woman…”


  “I’ve been at a battered women’s shelter. I prayed to the Lord to give me a good job…. I thought I was so lucky….” She stared at the two people now in the room with her and Calhoun—both women, one black, one white, and neither, thank God, Margaret Neuschneider, who was blessedly at lunch. She didn’t have to fake panic; she felt it.


  “Omigod, I’m so scared!” Every word of that was true. “Oh, Lord, when am I gon’ be delivered?”


  For a moment, she thought she’d gone too far, but the white woman fingered a little gold cross she wore at her neck. The black woman, sixtyish and stout, wearing a business suit and glasses, opened her arms, giving Calhoun a nervous little glance over her shoulder. She said, “You’re all right, baby. Come on now, you’re all right.”


  Talba hugged her, closing her eyes, as if she had been delivered.


  Calhoun was starting to recover. He said, “Young lady, would you mind answering one question? Just what were you doing in my office?”


  Talba, released from the older woman’s hug, stepped back once more, putting a hand on her breast. “He’s scaring me. He’s scaring me again. Call the police! Please—won’t somebody call the police?”


  Calhoun started backing down. “I don’t really see any need…”


  “I’m sorry.” Talba passed a worried hand over her face. “See, I’m on medication. At the shelter we… One of the things they teach us… is call the police first and let them ask the questions… I’m just so… I really need to… Look how I’m shaking.” Talba raised a hand for all to see. “I forgot my medication… It’s for the panic.” She turned fearfully again to the older woman. “Can you… I’m afraid to go near him… Can you…?” She cut her eyes at Calhoun long enough to see that his anger was giving way to something else—fear, she hoped. Who knew? Maybe she’d hit a nerve; maybe he had a reputation for this sort of thing.


  “All right darlin’. I got you.” The woman inserted her body between Talba and Calhoun, put an arm around her shoulder, and led her past Calhoun, her face half-turned in his direction, giving him a kind of half-dirty look. Talba let the woman lead her back to her workstation, where she picked up her purse. She sat for a moment rubbing her face, shaking her head, trying to regain her composure. “I think if I just… Would you mind showing me the bathroom?”


  Talba prayed for two things: that the woman wouldn’t come with her; and that Margaret Neuschneider wouldn’t come back from lunch. She sure didn’t want to have to come up with an explanation for being in Calhoun’s office. There was nothing on the disk she’d dropped. If she could just get out of here without getting searched, she was home free.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  “What’s your name, child?”


  “Claudia Snipes. What’s yours?”


  “Suzeraine Thompson—you want me to call you a doctor or something?”


  Talba made a show of indecision. “No. No, I think I’ll be fine if I can just wash my face and take my pill. And get back to the shelter.” She jerked her head toward Calhoun’s office, worried that he might try to call security. If he does, she thought, I can keep begging them to call the police. If worse comes to worst, I can call them myself. I just can’t get searched, is all. She said, “I have to get away from him. I have to go home and pray; and talk to my counselor. And see if I can get the good Lord to help me come to terms with this.”


  She stood a little shakily, and caught the desk for support. “But I don’t really feel so good. Where’d you say the bathroom is?”


  “Come on. I’ll show you.”


  A kind-hearted woman, dammit. But she forced a weak little smile. “Thanks, Suzeraine. I really appreciate it.”


  Surely the mile they made you walk to Death Row couldn’t be as long as the one to the ladies’ restroom on Calhoun’s floor.When she saw it in view, she mumbled, “ ’Scuse me,” and started running.


  She ran into a stall, locked it, and started coughing and gagging violently, making a big show of throwing up. She heard Suzeraine come in behind her. “You okay in there, baby? Anything I can do to help?”


  Deftly, Talba transferred the disks from her pockets to her pantyhose, one in front and two in the back. For good measure, she hid her PI license in her bra.


  She came out wiping her face with a piece of toilet paper, went straight to a basin, and rinsed her mouth like anyone who’d just thrown up. Then she took her time splashing her face and drying it.


  Suzeraine smiled at her. “Better?”


  She did her weak-smile thing again. “A little bit.”


  They walked out together and when they came to the elevators, Talba pressed the button, and turned to her benefactress. “God bless you, sister,” she said, and gave Suzeraine a hug.


  The woman looked puzzled. “Where you going?”


  “Home. I’m real sorry this job didn’t work out. I sure did need it.”


  “Well, I’m sorry too, darlin’. You take care of yourself.” The elevator doors opened to reveal Margaret Neuschneider. “Hi, Claudia. Going to lunch?”


  Talba stepped in. “No, ma’am. I’m going home and I’m never coming back to this place ever again for any reason.”


  Only when the doors closed did she breathe a sigh of relief. But now came the hard part. In a way, she’d made it easier for Calhoun—removed herself from the spotlight; she wondered if she should have made one of those nice ladies take her back to CompuTemps.


  She pressed 3, took off her jacket, removed her wig, and wrapped it in the jacket. Her heavy, sexy extensions fell to the middle of her back. It was taking a chance; she might fool somebody looking for a short-haired woman, but if she were caught, she’d have a hell of a time explaining why she’d come to work in disguise.


  No one was waiting for her on three. So far so good. She stepped into the stairwell and clattered down. One floor; silence. Two floors. More silence—and then a second clattering. Someone was coming up from the first floor.


  She turned around and started climbing again. From behind, she’d look nothing like the woman Calhoun would have described to security; yet exactly like the woman Stan probably had a picture of. Speaking of Stan, what if it were he? She risked taking a peek.


  No. It was a uniformed guard.


  She fumbled for her cell phone, which she had programmed to speed-dial 911 if she pressed 1 and Eddie if she pressed 2. The man elbowed past her without so much as an “excuse me,” clearly in a hurry.


  Talba turned the other way and started running, going down again. She heard a confused noise behind her. And the next thing she knew, a rhino was after her.


  At any rate, she ran as if it were. It was probably only the one guard, but there might be reinforcements on the first floor. The basement too? Maybe not, but she was dead if they’d thought of it. They could probably murder her there in perfect privacy. Uh-uh, she’d take her chances with a crowd.


  There was another guard waiting when she stepped out of the stairs, and also two women waiting for the elevator. The guard said, “Claudia Snipes?”


  She shrank back, but spoke up big. “Don’t you come near me. See this phone?” She held it up. “I’m gon’ call the po-lice right now, you come anywhere near me. Ma’am? Ma’am? Help me. Could y’all help me, please? Some man tried to attack me up there and they’re tryin’ to cover it up—could one of y’all find me a po-liceman, please?”


  The guard was an old white guy, looked to be in his late sixties. He took a step backward, obviously cowed.


  Talba bolted.


  About that time the other guard, a young black guy, really buff, burst out of the stairwell. “What’s going on?”


  That was the last Talba heard of that conversation. She was outside now, streaking down Gravier Street, with people all around. Surely no one would bother her here, out in the beautiful sunshine.


  But she heard someone pounding after her.


  The question was this: were they going to try to kidnap her, work her over, find out what she knew, or turn her over to the police?


  It occurred to her that now, away from the building, they could make her disappear and those nice ladies who’d taken care of her would be none the wiser.


  She turned her head ever so slightly. The brother was chasing her, and he was waving something. “Hey, miss! Ya dropped ya wig.”


  The damn thing had fallen out of her jacket. He was waving it around in front of the whole parish.


  Well, hell. There were plenty of people around, she was out of breath, and this guy was in such fantastic shape he was probably going to catch her no matter what she did.


  She stopped but kept her distance, letting anyone watching see by her body language that she didn’t trust him. “You were chasing me before I dropped it,” she said.


  “S’posed to detain you. You steal somethin’?”


  “That son of a bitch felt me up; scared me half to death.”


  “Who?”


  “Calhoun. Buddy Calhoun, the great white hope for black people. Grabbed my titties like it was okay. He probably is gon’ accuse me of somethin’, stop the story from gettin’ out. Shit!” She’d momentarily forgotten the church-lady routine. “You know where I’m livin’? In a shelter for battered women—at home, my husband gets drunk every night and pounds on me. I need to get out of that mess. I need a job so bad—and this is what the Lord sends me! I get felt up, scared to death, and now I’m gettin’ chased.”


  “Hold on, now. Hold on. Ain’t nobody gon’ chase you no more. You seem like a nice lady—I just want to return ya property’s all. I’m ’on leave ya alone now. Don’t you worry. Nobody’s gon’ hurt ya.” He held out the wig very gingerly, making it an olive branch. Standing as far away as she could, and still touch it, she reached out and grabbed it by a loose curl. He dropped it instantly. “See?” He gave her a beautiful smile. “That didn’t hurt a bit. Good luck to ya now.”


  He turned and walked briskly away.


  Breathing a sigh of relief, she thought, Well, they can’t pay them all off. It’s just possible that every employee of every building in New Orleans isn’t part of Calhoun’s crime empire.


  But she only half believed it. She watched the guard out of sight, went into a building full of people, pulled out her cell phone, and called a taxi.


  While she waited, she called L. J. Currie. “Hey, L. J., what kind of job was that? Some bastard in that office attacked me.”


  “I just hung up with Miss Neuschneider. She said there was a ‘misunderstanding.’ ”


  “Yeah, well, that’s one thing you could call it. Tell her you’ll be sending only men over there in future.” She was starting to believe the story herself. “But there is something you should know. I didn’t mention I was a Baroness gone slumming.”


  “No?”


  “In case anyone asks, I’m staying at a battered women’s shelter. An experience like that’s real hard on somebody like me. They’ll be lucky if I don’t sue.”


  A throaty chuckle debouched from the phone. “You are some piece of work, Your Grace—you know that?”


  “My mama tells me every day of my life. Gotta go, L. J.—here’s my cab.”


  “Don’t forget my six hundred dollars,” he said. “Payable by Monday.”


  Talba was actually so close both to her office and the Hilton, the cab was superfluous. She was still being super-cautious. She got in and tried to think what to do next. She didn’t even want to call Eddie from the cab—drivers could be found and paid off.


  Finally, she decided it was okay to go to the office as long as she didn’t look like herself. “The casino,” she told the driver. “Canal Street entrance.”


  Inside, it was dark and confusing. She walked through to the Poydras Street side and crossed to the Hilton, where she went to her room and donned the overalls and baseball cap, her copious hair tucked underneath, a pair of shades on her face. She looked in the mirror and frowned. These were no clothes for a baroness.


  But they gave her all the confidence in the world. She walked out of the Hilton, barely looking around her, she was so sure no one would make her.


  Indeed, when she got to the office, Eileen Fisher asked if she could help her.


  Talba took off the shades. “Got any morphine?”


  “Talba! Is this your day off or something?”


  “Casual Thursday. Eddie here?”


  “Oh, yes. He’s been swearing all morning—forced to do employment checks, since you weren’t here.”


  She found him hunched over the computer, his fingers gnarled at the keyboard, tension in every cell of his body.


  “Miss me?” she said, and hurled her cap onto his extra chair. Her extensions tumbled around her shoulders.


  “Ya just love a dramatic entrance, don’t ya, Ms. Wallis?” He looked at her over reading glasses she’d never seen him wear. Must be his computer drag.


  She removed the cap and sat down. “You’d be proud of me, Eddie. I spent the morning telling lies. Beautiful lies. Do I look like a battered woman to you?”


  She ran the story down for him.


  “That’s it, Ms. Wallis. Now ya catchin’ on. Tell me somethin’—any purpose to all this? Ya find anything?”


  “Actually, yes.” She’d carefully told the story in such a way as to leave a dramatic ending. “Stan’s last name, I hope. Underwood ring a bell with you?”


  He shook his head.


  “The campaign paid a Stanley Underwood $10,000 for services.”


  “What services?”


  “My question exactly.”


  “Ya backgrounded him yet?”


  “I’ll do it now.”


  She grabbed her hat and went to her own office. Eddie hated working two at a computer.


  She was back in a few minutes. “Interesting guy.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “For openers, he owns a 2001 Lincoln Continental.”


  “Ya got my attention.”


  “He’s forty-two.” She picked up one of the pictures Catherine Mathison had shot. “Brown and brown, six feet, a hundred eighty. What do you think—about right?”


  Eddie grunted.


  “Lives in Chalmette with three other people—Frank, Margaret, and Rufus Underwood.”


  “What the hell kind of setup is that? Thug Family Robinson?”


  Talba ignored him. “Look, we’ve got his plate number. All we really have to do is identify the guy with that plate—who we know is Stan Underwood—as the guy who’s been tailing us. Because he’s the same guy in the police sketch.”


  “You know police sketches aren’t considered very good.”


  Talba named her police connection. “Langdon’s sharp, Eddie. She’s not going to discount it.”


  He nodded. “Yeah, it’s our best bet. What’s your plan?”


  “What’s my plan? You’re asking me?”


  “I’m axin’ ya.”


  She shrugged, improvising quickly. “Surveil his house, I guess. Much as I hate the idea.”


  “ ’S a lot of effort,” Eddie said. “Heck of a lot of effort.” He closed his eyes for a moment, and the effect was that of locking a pair of steamer trunks. Finally, he said, “Why don’t we just flush him out? We pull a sting, see, like we did to get the pictures.”


  She could see him getting into it.


  “We bring in a third party—could be Catherine again, could be anybody. You call me on the office phone, say ya got something in Buddy Calhoun’s office that proves he had Clayton killed, and I gotta meet you at such and such a place. I go there, ya hand me the disk, and when Stan shows up to follow me and get the damn thing back—which he will—Catherine photographs his license plate. Boom! We got him.”


  “Unless he doesn’t show up in the Lincoln—remember, he was driving a gold-colored Ford in Mississippi. Hey, wait a minute! Wonder whose car the Le Sabre was?” Without even saying good-bye, she left, went back to her office, and ran Frank, Margaret, and Rufus Underwood through a motor vehicle database. For once, Eddie followed her.


  She looked up when she had it. “Sure enough—Frank and Margaret are proud owners of a Buick Le Sabre.”


  “If he shows in that one, we’ve still got him.”


  “Listen, Eddie, a lot of stuff could go wrong. He could send someone else or steal a car like before. But it sure beats the alternative. You know what Chalmette’s like—blue-collar white. I try to work surveillance there, I’m dead meat. Sure, let’s try the sting. When do you want to make the switch?”


  He looked at his watch. “Right away. Hell. Logic says you’d have called the minute you got chased out of that office. The more time goes by, the more it looks like a setup.” He yelled out to the anteroom, “Eileen, can you get Catherine Mathison on the phone?”


  They set up what details they needed, then Talba left the building by the back door, hurried back to the Hilton, changed back to her navy skirt and white blouse, and made a phone call. “Hey, Eddie, I got something.”


  “Ya mean a virus or somethin’? Thought ya had the curse.”


  “Eddie, listen to me. I got something—on the Patterson case.”


  “What the hell ya talkin’ about, Ms. Wallis? Ya been off for two days.”


  “I was doing some stuff on my own.”


  He sighed showily. “Start talkin’, Ms. Wallis.”


  “I’ve got evidence that connects Clayton’s killing to—you ready for this?—Buddy Calhoun.”


  There was a long pause, during which Eddie breathed like he had asthma. “Ms. Wallis, ya losin’ me.”


  “Swear to God, Eddie. I’ve got a disk.”


  “A disk.”


  “You know—a computer disk. A floppy.”


  “Umm-hmm. And what’s on that disk?”


  “Eddie, I don’t have time for that now. I’m not at home—I’m in a safe house. But they know I’ve got it.”


  “How in the hell would they know a thing like that?”


  “They caught me. I had to lie my way out of it. Calhoun himself was the one who caught me. He knows damn well what I’ve got.”


  “Now ya scarin’ me.”


  “Tell me about it. The quicker I get this to the police the better. I’m on my way now.”


  “Are you crazy? Ya can’t do that, Ms. Wallis. You forget who ya workin’ for? Ya can’t go takin’ in some huge piece of evidence when I don’t even know what it is. Ya want to make me look like an idiot?”


  “Eddie, trust me—this thing is a hot potato.”


  “Miz Wallis, I make the decisions in this firm. Ya forget that?”


  She made a show of sighing. “All right. I’m on my way over.”


  “Not to the office you aren’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “You know why. They followed us before. They might be watching the building.”


  “Oh, come on. Don’t you think you’re being a little paranoid?”


  “That’s how ya stay alive, young lady. That’s how ya stay alive.”


  “Okay, Wise Man of the Mountain. Where do you want me to meet you?”


  “How about the library? I can go in and use one of the computers there.”


  “What do you mean, ‘I?’ ”


  “I mean, you’ll bring it to me, get back to ya safe house, I’ll go in and look at it and decide where to go from there.”


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  It was a good sound plan, meant to lull Stan into a cozy feeling of false security—make him think he had plenty of time to scope Eddie’s car out, then wait to head him off when he came back out of the library. Only Eddie wasn’t going in. He was just going to take the disk from Talba and drive like a maniac to the Third District police station, where Talba’s friend Langdon worked.


  Talba would round the block, lose any tail she had, and do the same.


  They’d be in city traffic the whole way. Unless Stan was crazy enough to start shooting in front of half the population of New Orleans, they’d make it okay. Catherine Mathison would shoot Polaroids of Stan, his car, and his plates, and meet them at the station. If Stan used the Lincoln, they’d have the whole package, ready to deliver. If he didn’t, they’d have to stage a phone call in which Eddie told Talba how badly she’d screwed up, how much of nothing was on that disk, and what an idiot she was. Then they’d have to go to plan B—surveillance in Chalmette.


  Eddie got there first and parked. Talba drove by, handed the disk in the window, and that should have been that, except that a large white man—Talba couldn’t tell if it was Stan or not—broke Eddie’s right front window with something heavy, flipped the lock, and got in the car before Eddie could get out of the parking spot.


  Talba caught the action out of the corner of her eye. At the same time, a form the size of a bear appeared at her own right front window, but their timing was off, Stan’s and his pal’s. She saw what was happening to Eddie and hit the accelerator too fast for the bear to knock out her window.


  Eddie was on his own and Talba might as well have been. She had no backup except Catherine, who wasn’t armed or particularly well equipped to deal with any of this. However, she did have a cell phone and Talba hoped to God she was on it right now, reporting Eddie’s position and plate number, as well as Talba’s own.


  The thing to do was to go immediately to the Third District, where she’d be safe. She knew that. But by the time the police got to Eddie, he could be dead—and she had an advantage. They’d made a mistake by hijacking his car. A very big mistake. It had the GPS in it. She might lose it in traffic, but all she had to do was turn on her computer, and she could track it exactly, could phone in its position to Langdon, her cop friend.


  Technically, she didn’t need to follow, and in fact, she didn’t have a clue what she could do for Eddie if she got there first, but there was no question of deserting him.


  For a few minutes, she just drove, paying little attention to where she was, just making sure she got away from the scene and didn’t have a tail. Her phone rang: “Talba, Catherine. I called your buddy Langdon, but she wasn’t in, so I talked to someone else.” Her voice sounded shaky. “You all right?”


  “Fine. Which way did they go?”


  “Out Loyola. Towards the aiport.”


  “They still have Eddie?”


  “Yeah. Oh, God, I feel so helpless. I couldn’t even get the pictures.”


  “Well, don’t worry about that. Listen, Catherine, Eddie’s car has a tracking device.”


  “A what?”


  “I’ll explain later.” If there is a later. “What I’m saying is, I can track his car. I can tell where they’re taking him. And I’m following.”


  “Talba, don’t. The police’ll take care of it.”


  “I’m going. Can we stay in phone contact?”


  “Listen, Talba. Do you have a gun?”


  “No.”


  “Well, I do. Pick me up.”


  So much for Catherine not being armed. Talba swallowed hard and thought about crossing a bridge she thought she never would again. Once before, she’d fired a gun—twice, actually; and both times had been disastrous.


  She said, “I can’t, Catherine. Eddie told me about you. You’ve got kids.” Catherine had kids and a husband, and grandchildren as well, but it was the word kids that always struck a nerve.


  Catherine didn’t answer, evidently thinking it over.


  Talba shut her eyes and made herself speak, feeling she had no choice. “Let me have the gun.”


  “Okay.” The answer came fast—no way did Catherine Mathison want to get in a gunfight. “Where are you?”


  “I’m at LaSalle and Poydras—right by the Superdome. You?”


  “Three minutes away. You want me to come to you?”


  “Please.” That gave Talba time to boot up her computer and check out Eddie’s position. First, though, she put in her own emergency call to Langdon. Then she got out her trusty Toshiba; she went nowhere without it. Stan and Eddie had covered a lot of ground already. They were already on the Interstate, going toward New Orleans East. They could be headed anywhere.


  There were woods and swampland there, right in the city itself. She had to get on this—and fast. Her phone rang, making her jump.


  “Baroness? What’s going on?”


  “Skip. Thank God. Listen, this is complicated. But the short version is, Eddie’s life is in danger. Someone just kidnapped him and they’re headed towards New Orleans East. They’re in his car, which has a GPS in it—”


  “LoJack?”


  “What?”


  “We can track LoJack. Is that what it is?”


  “Uh… no.” She hadn’t gotten LoJack; she had no interest at all in a police-controlled system. The appeal of the GPS was that it was hands-on. “I have to track this one myself. I’ve got him on my computer—and I’m on my way. Tell me a few hundred officers are too.”


  “Talba, listen. Please stay where you are. Pull off the road and wait for an officer.”


  Like hell she would. But this was no time to mention it. “He’s at… almost at Esplanade. His car is a 1999 white Cadillac.” She gave them the plate number.


  “Okay. And where are you?”


  “I’m at LaSalle and Poydras.”


  “Stay there, would you? An officer will come and monitor the GPS.”


  “No, I’m going to keep going. Here’s my cell number.”


  “Talba, don’t be a fool.”


  “Look, I’m hanging up—just give my cell number to the first officer who answers the call—I’ll keep him or her up to date.”


  “Wait! Not all our officers have cell phones.”


  “Well, he can radio you and you can call me.”


  “That’s ridiculous, Talba. I want you to stay put.”


  “Hell, Skip, even Miz Clara doesn’t get to boss me any more.”


  Langdon’s gasp was the last thing she heard before she hung up. She was working on adrenaline and unable to stop. Adrenaline and anxiety. Damned if she was going to be passive when Eddie was in this kind of a fix—he wouldn’t if it were she.


  But she also knew her plan was better. It would save time, and it was simpler. The thing Langdon objected to was that Talba wasn’t a police officer, and the hell with that. Cop rules weren’t her rules.


  Catherine pulled up as Talba was checking out her tools and handed over the gun. Talba did two more things before starting her car again. She put her Tee-ball bat on the seat beside her, along with the gun; and she put Langdon on speed-dial. Then she took Loyola to I-10 and got on it, one eye on the computer on the seat beside her. Eddie’s car was almost at “the high rise,” the overpass above the Industrial Canal. Still heading east. She couldn’t shake the notion that they were taking him into all that swamp. They were going to kill him, there was no other reason for going there. She should have heard sirens. Why the hell didn’t she? Where were the cops?


  She looked in the mirror, impatient, and that was when she saw the Buick bearing down on her, not even making a show of hiding—the same white Le Sabre that tailed her before. How the hell had they picked her up?


  Maybe by accident. Maybe Stan was following his buddy and happened to run into Talba, also following his buddy. And now he was following her. Killing two birds, as it were, with one stone.


  Talba reached for the cell phone, but the other car started ramming her. She needed both hands to drive. The man had no respect for his own car, let alone hers.


  She assessed her situation. They had to know she’d called the police. Everybody had cell phones. But what they wouldn’t know was that she’d told them exactly where Stan was headed. Because they couldn’t know about the GPS.


  She really, really had to keep them from finding out. And, incidentally, it would be good to keep breathing.


  The car rammed her again. And again. It was getting damned bumpy. He was trying to force her onto the shoulder. Once she stopped, Stan could just shoot her and be on his way. She wished to hell she’d told Skip his name.


  Well, they didn’t know about the gun either. To her chagrin, she happened to know how to shoot a gun. Should she try to shoot out his tires or something?


  Negative. Surprise was all she had going for her, on any front whatsoever. She’d just pull over and when he came over to get her, blast him in the face with the gun.


  Except that she knew she wouldn’t.


  Not even to save her life could she do that. The better plan was to hit the ground running. She had now crossed the high-rise herself, and was somewhere near Jazzland. There was plenty of open land. She could draw fire, get him away from the GPS.


  It was foolhardy. She knew that. But she was a sitting duck in the car. She stuck the gun in her waistband, pulled over, grabbed her Tee-ball bat, opened the door, and started running, wondering if the guy was going to start shooting at her. Out here, she could shoot him. Just not in the face, at close range. Only out here, she’d probably miss.


  He squealed to a stop and a millisecond later was clomping toward her. It seemed to her there hadn’t even been time for him to open his door.


  Well, hell. She didn’t want to get too far off the road. Maybe here, a motorist would see them squaring off and call the cops. It would be an embarrassing place to commit murder, and the least she could do was embarrass him.


  Also, she would have the element of surprise once more if she went on the offensive. She’d read something once about self-defense against rape. Prison interviews with rapists had revealed certain very interesting things, the main one being that they didn’t pick blondes or prostitutes or cute chicks under thirty—they picked easy targets. For instance, they picked women with ponytails because they could grab them by the hair. They might pick a woman with her keys in her hand—keys meant nothing to them—but they’d avoid one with an umbrella she could use to keep them at bay.


  Listen, Talba thought, if an umbrella can stop a rapist, a Tee-ball bat can stop this bozo.


  She slowed to a crawl, pretending to be tired. When he was almost upon her, she turned, winding up the bat and shouting, “Hyaaaahhhhhh!” like some kid playing at kung fu.


  She saw his eyes before the bat connected. Startled. Not exactly a deer in the headlights—more like a dog when a cat arches its back. And the principle was exactly the same. She had to look a lot bigger and scarier than she was.


  The bat got him in the chest, and he was already raising his arm to take it away from her. Good, he was otherwise occupied, not watching her feet. She kicked him in the balls.


  Anyway, she aimed for the balls, and she almost hit the target dead on. If she had, she’d have disabled him. As it was, she did hit groin, but evidently not the most sensitive area. He stumbled but didn’t fall. The hand going for the bat faltered, and she momentarily withdrew her weapon, stepped back, then cracked it full in his face. Still, he didn’t fall. He grabbed again, catching the end of the bat, pulling it away from her. She let go, and this time he fell, the victim of his own momentum—sat down on his backside. Ha! Talk about your kung fu—his force working for her—yes! She felt so powerful she yelled again. “HEEEEEyaaaahhh!” If he hadn’t had so much blood in his eyes, he might have had that startled look again.


  She used the moment the yell bought her to whip the gun from her waistband and point it at him. “Don’t move.” She was breathing hard, and the adrenaline was starting to wear off. Her hands were shaking.


  He started to get up. She was wondering whether she could pull the trigger when she heard a crunching behind her. A male voice said, “Freeze, police!”


  Oh, God, was it the police? Turning around just wasn’t an option. She looked at Stan. He was just sitting there, staring past her, not getting up after all.


  She did what the man said and froze.


  “Put the gun down and turn around.”


  “I can’t put the gun down.”


  “Put the goddamn gun down or I’ll blow your fucking head off.”


  No arguing with that. She bent down and laid the gun gently between her feet, where she could kick it if Stan tried anything.


  “Both of you—put your hands up. You in the pigtails—turn around. Slowly. You on the ground. Stay there.”


  Talba turned slowly around, and a sob escaped her. She was looking at a sight more gorgeous than a tropical lagoon. Not one, but two white, redneck, fat-bellied, entirely dangerous-looking uniformed policemen were holding guns on her. That was beautiful, just beautiful. The problem was, she could only imagine the bureaucratic nightmare that lay between her and Eddie.


  Swallowing, she figured she might as well get the farce started. “I’m a PI,” she began.


  “I don’t give a fuck what you are.”


  “Yes sir, I know. I reported a kidnapping to Officer Skip Langdon at the Third District. Can you check with her, please?”


  The two guys glanced at each other, then at Stan.


  “By the way, I have every reason to believe that man is still armed.”


  One of them continued to hold a gun on her while the other one shook Stan down—finding a gun and a knife—and cuffed him.


  Was she next? Talba wondered. And indeed they frisked her, but gently. “Listen, my partner’s been kidnapped.”


  The thing about cops at work, they didn’t answer you; pretended they’d never heard a word you said. So she just kept talking.


  “Eddie Valentino—y’all know Eddie? This guy’s partner kidnapped him in his own car, but it has a GPS in it, and I have his location in my car.”


  According to police code (which she gathered from Officer Rouselle’s performance stricdy forbade minimal politeness to helpful citizens), they remained expressionless and silent, but she noticed one of them went over to her car and peeked in.


  She pressed her advantage. “They’re going to kill him. Could you call Detective Langdon, please? Use my phone—I’ve got her on speed-dial. She’ll verify what I told you.”


  Again, no answer.


  “At least radio Eddie’s location—see, it’s right there on that computer screen. Maybe there’s an officer…”


  One of them was talking on his own cell phone. And finally, he said, “Detective Langdon wants to talk to you.”


  “Sure, but your pal here’s still holding a gun on me.”


  The other cop holstered his weapon, and Talba couldn’t help herself. She gave him a flicker of a smug look, but only a flicker.


  “Skip, I’m sorry. Listen, I’ll make it up to you.”


  “Give me Eddie’s location.” Langdon was as poker-voiced and impersonal as either of the other two.


  Okay, she’d have to live with it.


  “Still on I-10, still heading east. Past Jazzland a couple of exits.” It had only been about seven minutes, but with minimal traffic, you could really move on the Interstate. Talba was panicked.


  “Talba, the officers told me what just happened. Do you have any idea how much danger you were in?”


  “Skip, I’ve got to go now.”


  She heard a big sigh on the other end. “Okay. Give me Officer Charvet.”


  Talba handed the phone to its owner, who talked a minute and got off with a frown. “Langdon’s sending backup to pick up the prisoner. That way one of us can stay with him and the other can go to the scene.”


  The other cop shrugged. “I’ll stay with him.”


  Charvet looked like he was about to pop, as eager to get there as she was. “Mind if I borrow your computer?” he asked, suddenly tame as a puppy.


  In a pig’s eye, she thought. She tried out a smile on him—might as well practice her people skills. “No problem. But you have to borrow me too.”


  “Huh?”


  “The computer stays with me. Give me a ride, why don’t you?” She figured that was about as likely as a sudden snow flurry, but what the hell—a police car was going to be a lot faster than hers.


  The two cops looked at each other, evidently trying to marshal arguments against it. The one who wasn’t Charvet shrugged again, unable to think of any. Finally, Charvet said, “Get in.”


  She ran for her computer, and in a moment they were speeding toward Eddie. “He’s almost at Michoud Boulevard. I sure hope you’ve got somebody close.”


  Charvet didn’t answer.


  Talba tried again. “Is anyone there yet? At the scene, I mean—with Eddie?”


  Charvet had evidently taken a vow of silence.


  Okay, fine. She didn’t need any new friends.


  The car on the screen was still moving. There were only two people in it—Eddie and his kidnapper. Surely, the guy wouldn’t shoot him in a moving car.


  She and Officer Charvet were slowing. Traffic was coming to a near stop. Then a full stop.


  They were stuck.


  Charvet got on the phone. She heard him say, “Traffic just stopped. What’s going on?”


  And then it started moving again, slowly at first.


  Charvet said, “What are you telling me?” And then, “Shit! Goddammit to hell!”


  Fingers of fear closed on Talba’s throat. She looked at the screen—Eddie’s car was still moving. So it wasn’t Eddie—he ought to be fine.


  “What is it?” she said, pretty sure she wasn’t going to get an answer.


  The big cop didn’t disappoint her.


  Enough of this, she thought. There’s no law they’ve got to act like apes. It’s probably discretionary.


  “Look, I haven’t done a damn thing to you today. Matter of fact, I’m doing my level best to help. Matter of further fact, I’m no helpless dip. If Eddie and I are right, that man your partner’s got is a professional assassin who’s killed at least four people that we know of, and he’s gotten away with it. He’s in the employ of some extremely important and powerful people in this state—he’s like an assassin to the stars. And guess what? I took him out with a Tee-ball bat. Little moi.”


  The guy did a double-take in spite of himself. He said, “My kid’s got a Tee-ball bat.”


  “Yep. A kid’s toy. I used that and a well-placed kick—if you know what I mean.” She hoped she wasn’t overdoing it. She didn’t exactly feel like Superwoman, but she wasn’t lying.


  “Stow it, Pigtails. What about the gun?”


  “Borrowed.”


  “Who from?”


  “Another PI.” Talba avoided giving Mathison’s name, unsure whether or not she had a permit for it.


  Charvet let it pass, opting instead for his famous cop-statue imitation.


  She gave him a couple of minutes, then asked, “What’d you say was happening here?”


  “Traffic jam.” But the flow was getting back to normal.


  “Not that. The ‘shit goddammit to hell’ thing.”


  He pointed to the road up ahead. “They took out a police car.”


  “What?” Talba leaned so far forward, trying to see, trying to make sense of it that she almost knocked the computer to the floor. And it was coming into view—a police car, now on the side of the road, having just been pushed there. It must have been shot at—which might mean there were two men with Eddie now, one driving and one shooting. The first one could have stopped to pick the gunman up.


  Nervously, she glanced at the computer. The car was still traveling.


  Officer Charvet rolled up to the district car. “What happened?”


  The driver of this one was a black female. She said, “Shot out my radiator.” I wonder, Talba thought if this one’s nice. But remembering Sergeant Rouselle, she didn’t have much hope.


  A white male, also in uniform, was looking under the hood. “Who’re you?” the black cop said.


  “I’m a PI. Talba Wallis.” Talba offered to shake hands. “You know Skip Langdon?”


  To her amazement, the woman smiled. “Skip? We go way back. I’m Shaquita Radford.”


  Officer Charvet was infuriated. “Radford, goddammit, ya comin’ or not? Call ya partner.”


  Talba’s hands were sweaty. If they didn’t quit arguing and get there soon…


  Radford yelled, “Hey, John, get your butt over here.”


  Charvet said, “Get in the back, Pigtails.”


  Talba was all too uncomfortably aware that the back was a cage. “Why?”


  “ ’Cause we’re picking up two officers, that’s why.”


  “But—”


  “Look, ya want to go or not? Officers outrank civilians.” He jerked an aggressive thumb over his shoulder. “Move your ass.”


  What the hell. She was just glad to have a ride. Clutching her computer, she got in the back. The cop named John joined her, and then they were burning up the road, Charvet’s siren squealing.


  “They’re stopping,” she said.


  She was staring at the screen in terror. If they stopped, they must be ready to kill him. But surely they wouldn’t, with cops on the way—had they thought Radford’s car a coincidence?


  “Where are they?” Charvet asked.


  “Just up the road.” She swallowed. “They got off at Michoud Boulevard.”


  Radford said, “Pray, honey. If you know how to pray, do it.”


  Talba was considering the possibility when she heard another siren… actually, it sounded like two more. There were other cars in the area.


  Radford said, “Step on it, Charvet!”


  And Charvet pointed downward. His foot was on the floor. They were all silent for the next few minutes. The scream of sirens filled the air; the beating of drums filled Talba’s chest. They took the Michoud exit, turned left, went over a bridge, and came to a dead end.


  And what they saw there made them laugh, a momentary release of tension. Ten or twelve district cars were ahead of them; had built a semicircle around the parked Cadillac.


  Okay, so they weren’t that badly needed. But the fat lady still hadn’t sung.


  An officer was speaking over a megaphone. “Hands on your head and walk towards me.”


  Talba turned off the computer and collapsed against the seat “Whew!”


  And Radford said, “Wonder if they got here in time?”


  Talba’s palms started sweating again.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  They pulled up, parked, and piled out like kids at the beach, Talba swiveling her head frantically, trying to make sense of things. Of even one thing.


  There was a wall of cars and a throng of cops, guns still drawn. The tension was like another wall.


  Talba could see two prisoners now, being frisked and cuffed. But no Eddie.


  “Eddie,” she called, more or less to the passing breeze. “Eddee!”


  Radford shouted also, to the officer in charge, whoever he was. “Hey, her partner was in that car.”


  Two officers moved forward, opened the doors, and shook their heads. “Well, he’s not now.”


  And then Talba became aware of a soft thudding. The two guys looked at each other and turned toward the trunk. One of them shouted, “Hey, Eddie, you in there?”


  Three loud, staccato thunks answered.


  “Hang on, now. Hang on. We’ll get ya out.”


  His partner went to get the key from the prisoners. And then they opened the trunk and helped Eddie out. He was in one piece; he was walking.


  But he kind of had a hand over his face. When he removed it, Talba saw he’d been hit—with a gun, probably. The left side of his face was swollen and already purple.


  With no hesitation, no shyness at all in spite of her audience, she hollered, “Eddie, you all right? You okay, Eddie?” and started toward him.


  He looked up at her and grinned. “Ms. Wallis. See—the cops got here first. Told you that damn GPS was worthless.”


  ***


  Eddie dreaded looking at the paper the next day. And the day after that, and the third day as well. Six months into it was the worst.


  A lot of men in his position would have killed for the kind of press he was getting, and so would he, except for one thing: his daughter, Angie.


  As the days went by, the headlines escalated:


  POLICE RESCUE PI IN BIZARRE KIDNAP ATTEMPT


  KIDNAPPERS TIED TO GUBERNATORIAL CANDIDATE


  CALHOUN WITHDRAWS FROM RACE


  And finally, when the whole story had come out, and the reporters had time to tie all the loose ends together:


  HOW A SMALL PI FIRM UNCOVERED A CONSPIRACY OF MURDER-FOR-HIRE AND BROUGHT DOWN A POLITICAL MACHINE


  It should have been the proudest day of Eddie’s life; in some ways it was. But the idea of listening to Angie congratulate herself one more time on making him hire Talba Wallis made his teeth itch. The minute he saw that paper, even before he read it, he grabbed Audrey and said, “Let’s take a little drive over to the Gulf Coast.”


  That way, at least his daughter couldn’t start in till Monday—and it was a sure route to marital bliss. Audrey always got romantic on the coast.


  There were a couple of other bitter pills. They got Stan for the kidnapping and the attempted murder of Nora Dwyer’s husband, but so far they’d been unsuccessful in getting him to deliver Calhoun. And why should he talk? He had a good chance of beating the Dwyer rap (since Dwyer himself was the only witness) and he’d be looking at several centuries of jail time for the other murders—why cop out? But at least Calhoun’s career was ruined. There was some satisfaction in that.


  Stan and one other person were charged in the Dwyer case—Stan’s brother, Rufus. What a pair of aces these two were. Grown men living at home with their parents, Frank and Margaret, who owned a mom-and-pop grocery; both men helped out in the store. And led double lives as assassins.


  They were self-taught, it seemed. The police found a few books on drugs and poisons in their house, and a gun—maybe the gun used to shoot at Eddie and later, Tanitha Richard—but that was it. The brothers had evidently had luck the first time and then hung out their shingle. They might get convicted and serve a few years but Eddie personally thought they should fry, though he recognized that he had more reason than most to think so.


  One thing, though. Ms. Wallis got what Eddie figured she’d probably call “closure” on her friend, Babalu Clayton Maya Patterson. Calvin Richard was the key to the whole thing, and at least he finally had the decency to come forward.


  ***


  He turned up at the office three days after the first newspaper story and asked for Talba Wallis. A wary Eileen Fisher ushered him in: he was in uniform and intimidating.


  Talba was so shocked all she could think to say was his name: “Calvin Richard.”


  He said, “I owe you an apology. Can I buy you a cup of coffee?”


  “I could use some caffeine.” And off they went, not to the nearest coffee joint, but all the way over to the PJ’s on Frenchmen Street. Richard seemed to want to get far away.


  “I’ve told Langdon the story,” he said. “They reopened the Clayton Patterson case in view of all the new information. Stan and Rufus did it, and we know they did it, but the best we can hope for is Dwyer. We’ll never get ’em on Patterson.” He observed a private moment of silence. “I wish to hell we could. For Clayton’s sake. I helped ruin her life, and I keep thinking about it. About everything—the whole fucked-up mess that ended in her getting killed. All that crap that happened a hundred years ago. I wish to God I could go back and undo what I did. I wish to God I could.”


  Talba felt as if she were in Clayton again, at that charade of a funeral. “I’ve got to tell you something, Calvin. You did not ruin her life. And neither did anybody else. She had a good life, no matter what anyone in your hometown thinks. Just because she didn’t marry the captain of the football team and become a housewife…She was a good person and she was doing good work.”


  Richard gave her an ironic smile. “Actually, that wasn’t an option. The captain of the football team was black. In fact, he was me. That just wasn’t in Clayton Patterson’s stars.” He looked at the ceiling, as if he might actually be studying Clayton’s stars. “Look, this isn’t easy. Langdon suggested I tell it to you.” When he lowered his face, it had a half-smile on it. “My wife too. Fact, she’s been nagging at me since you first called, even though she was the one they shot at. So I’m gon’ do it, okay? I know you were Clayton’s friend. God knows she needed all the friends she could get.”


  Talba said, “I’m listening,” a little coldly. She hated this “poor Clayton” routine.


  “I was in love with her in high school—yeah, yeah, I know Marshannon says she just had a thing for brothers, but it wasn’t that way, man. No way. Sure, he thinks she flirted with him—and maybe she halfway did. But Clayton was just a real friendly girl, man. If she flirted with Marshannon, she flirted with every white boy in the school too. Wasn’t anybody Clayton didn’t flirt with—or so they thought. Hell, the male teachers and the principal both probably thought she had the hots for them—and maybe she did, I don’t know. I choose to think she was friendly, and flirting was part of the way she connected. But a lot of us were just too self-absorbed to notice we weren’t the only one. Every eighteen-year-old boy thinks he’s the only kid in the world. I know I sure did. But I also knew better than to have dreams about the banker’s daughter.” He gave Talba a meaningful look. “The banker’s white daughter.


  “But one day I just couldn’t stand it—I don’t know, Clayton and I, we were alone in a classroom, I can’t remember why—maybe we both came back for something we forgot. Maybe even on purpose. But I do remember what happened in that room. When she was leaving, I touched her on the arm and said, ‘Take care,’ and all of a sudden we just started talking—but, you know, not really. Just in that kind of moony way embarrassed kids do when they’re attracted to somebody. Next thing you know I kissed her. And then I said I was sorry and she ran away. Then she sent me a note asking me to meet her, and that was when it started.”


  “Wait a minute. What about Donny Troxell?”


  Richard nodded. “I’m gettin’ to that. Her parents were real racists—maybe you know about that—and they threatened me; wouldn’t let us date. Well, hell, we were kids! We thought we were tragic heroes and everything, but we thrived on tragedy. We cried awhile and then we let it go. And that was when she started going out with Donny. The whole thing was over for a year by then—and nobody in that school knew a thing about it. Nobody. I’d stake my life they didn’t.”


  “Well, Marshannon didn’t. Or Ebony Frenette.”


  “Ebony! Well, yeah, I guess I was going with Ebony about then.”


  “She remembers you too.”


  He shook his head, as if in disapproval. “Don’t pull that woman thing on me. This isn’t the usual teenage shit. What happened with Clayton was a life-altering event—you understand?”


  It sure was for Clayton, Talba thought.


  “Well, here’s the part where I got used as a patsy—or maybe not. I just don’t know at this point. To say things got complicated’s pretty much of an understatement. See, Donny started cheating on her, and there she was, the sweetheart of the rodeo, humiliated in front of everybody.”


  Talba thought, His mama didn’t know that. But then, who was going to tell her?


  “Maybe Clayton wanted to make him jealous. All I know is, she came back to me. One night when the family was asleep, she let me in the back door. Only somebody wasn’t asleep—and the Pattersons had a shed out back where they kept tools. They have a fishing camp that I guess needs clearing now and then—and you can guess what they used to clear it.”


  “I’ve got a bad feeling you’re talking about a machete.”


  Richard nodded briefly and then started talking faster. “So, look, I’ll just tell it from my point of view. We were making love, you understand?”


  Talba thought, What’s to understand? She nodded politely.


  “And I heard something and I turned my head to look. That is, I started to turn my head—at that point I never even saw it coming, but if I hadn’t moved, that thing would’ve split my head wide open. I mean, I probably would have been killed. But when I moved my head, I uncovered Clayton’s face, you understand? I saw the thing coming down, and grabbed the guy’s arm, but it was too late. I mean, it probably saved her life, but he still got her. Oh, yeah, he got her. He got all of us that night.”


  “Who got her?”


  “Her little brother, Trey. I swear to God I still don’t know if he thought I was raping her or if he just had some crazy idea of doing what his racist daddy thought was the right thing. God, all hell broke loose. You ever heard three terrified teenagers screaming at once? You should of seen it when Mr. and Mrs. Patterson came in and there was their little darlin’ in bed with a black kid, butt-naked, both of us, their son holding a bloody machete and precious princess losing about a gallon of blood a minute—you know how much a scalp wound bleeds?”


  Talba nodded, trying to envision the scene. “I read about it in the transcript. The phrase ‘hanging by a thread’ comes to mind as well.”


  “I guess that’s an exaggeration, but I don’t know… Anyway, her scalp wasn’t flapping in the breeze. It was lying down like yours or mine at the time, just with buckets of blood coming out from under it. But I don’t know—maybe when they started to sew it back—I just don’t know. Kind of gives you the willies to think about, doesn’t it?”


  Talba tried not to think about what Clayton’s life would have been like if her scalp had actually been sheared off—assuming she’d even survived it.


  “So what happens is, Mr. Patterson and Trey grab me and hold me and that makes Clayton so mad she won’t even go with her mama to take care of the wound, but she’s yelling so loud everybody thinks she isn’t gonna die or anything. But, man, that attack left scars! On everybody involved.” He stared in the direction of his hometown, time traveling. “Umm. Umm. Umm.”


  Abruptly, he came back. “I was scared shitless and I still am when I think about it. You know how easily they could have framed me for that? Only reason they didn’t was Clayton. But that wasn’t what they were threatening then—they were gon’ kill me. Cut my balls off at the very least. Shit, I peed all over myself I was so scared.”


  “You thought they’d really do it?”


  “Man, you got no idea how mad those whitebreads were. Oh, yeah. They were gonna do it. Would have done it hadn’t been for Clayton. They knew she wasn’t going to sit still for it—she was right in their faces tellin’ ’em about it. Finally, she got ’em offa me, and they sent me home. Just like that—they sent me home. Once they cooled down, they couldn’t wait to get rid of me. But first they coached Clayton to say she was asleep and didn’t see who did it and they told her—holding the machete on me—they told her they’d hunt me down and kill me if she talked. And she said she’d keep her mouth shut and they let me go.”


  “Hold it a minute. Okay, so they had enough sense not to kill you—I still don’t see why they didn’t frame you.”


  “ ’Cause they couldn’t trust her not to tell the truth, little brother be damned. She was gonna come out with it, and they knew it. And they could have got the kid off—no question in my mind, they could have. But you know what they were afraid of? You know what really got ’em? They didn’t want the good people of Clayton knowin’ their precious daughter was in bed with a nigger. Tha’s what they wanted to keep quiet.”


  Talba exhaled loudly. “Whoo.”


  “But man, they got her good one more time. Mmm. Mmm. Mmm ”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “She didn’t know they were gonna frame Donny. They flat out threw him to the wolves. And none of us could do a goddamn thing about it.”


  Talba opened her mouth to speak, but Calvin held up a hand to shut her up.


  “Oh, yeah, you think we could, but who we gonna tell the truth to? They already had all that trumped-up evidence.”


  “You could have told his lawyer. Lawrence Blue.”


  “I could have. But they had another hold on me—they sent some money to my folks with a little note that pretty much indicated my daddy’d lose his job and never work again if I tried something like that.”


  “Well, what about Clayton?”


  He shook his head, regretful for what had been done to her. “That was a real big machine she would have been buckin’.”


  Talba remembered the pictures of her in the Clayton paper, in various stages of recovery, particularly the one with her head shaved and stitches showing. She’d been made to pose for those pictures, Talba realized now—she hadn’t done it for revenge. They’d made her do it as part of their campaign to convict an innocent boy.


  “Besides, there was one other thing,” Calvin continued. “Trey was still her little brother. They were close, too—she didn’t want to see him in jail.” He pressed his lips together and said, “You want to walk for awhile? I’m tired of sitting.”


  The second they were outside, Richard lit a cigarette, blowing smoke like a dragon.


  Talba said, “You think framing Donny was Buddy Calhoun’s idea?”


  “Hell, no. Had to be Sheriff Ransdell. Diabolical old bastard. Calhoun just went along with it.”


  “And so did the whole town.”


  “Not that many people knew about me. They sure couldn’t have known Donny was framed. But, yes. There was something they went along with—Clayton as pariah. Because that’s what happened to her. The minute that family made their pact with the devil, they turned against Clayton—” For the first time, he seemed at a loss. “I never understood how it happened. Okay, she fucked a black guy. But she was their daughter—” He shook his head. “It just doesn’t seem like enough. This wasn’t the fifties. It was just a few years ago.”


  “Calvin, let me tell you something about that kind of people—sex isn’t the sin, black, white, or purple. What they worry about is ‘disgracing the family.’ They’d have only hated her for being with you if it had come out.”


  “Well, they sure as hell hated her for something. You tell me what.”


  “She was a witness, for one thing.”


  He thought about it. “It always seemed to me like they blamed her for what they did. But I couldn’t make it make sense.”


  Talba’s neck hairs prickled. “Makes sense to me.” Made her sick too.


  They walked in silence while Talba got up the nerve to bring up a couple of things that bothered her. “Why didn’t you come forward before?”


  Richard didn’t answer for awhile; seemed to be thinking of a way to explain. Finally, he said, “You know about my little boy?”


  Talba nodded. “Damian? Yes. I thought it might be something to do with him.”


  “It started about four years ago. Checks started coming. Made out to Damian Richard from some foundation; signed by somebody we never heard of. They always came with a nice letter with some real good reasons why our son had been chosen. But I’m a cop, right? I checked it out. There ain’t no such foundation. It was a bribe, pure and simple. I knew it and I took it.”


  “I don’t blame you for that,” Talba said. “I don’t think anybody would.” She shook her head at the sheer size of the deception. “Buddy sure thought of everything, didn’t he?”


  “He’s a detail man. Always has been.” He spoke absently, his mind elsewhere. “Tell me something. Doesn’t this bother you at all? You really glad you brought Buddy down? You gonna be happy with Jack Haydel for governor?”


  “No, I’m not. Hell, no. But, Calvin, look—Buddy Calhoun’s as crooked as Haydel is—and a cheap opportunist and a murderer. Sure, politicians are corrupt; that’s a given. But you ever heard of one who’s actually a murderer? I mean, Hitler and Stalin, sure, but in this country? This guy’s way beyond Nixon and Clinton and everybody else. You ever think about that?”


  “I swear to God I might vote for him if he were still running.”


  “You don’t care that he killed all those people? And covered up for Trey—who tried to kill you?”


  Richard bowed his head. “Yeah, I care. I just think he’s better than the other guy. This damn thing’s warped me, you know that? I’ve lived with it all these years.”


  “What happened with you and Clayton after the attack?”


  “Nothing. We were never alone together after that—even for a minute. Never spoke again except to say hi. I never got over her, though. In some ways, I never did.”


  “I should think not.” They had walked back around to his parking spot. “I’ve got one last thing to ask you,” Talba said. “Her fiancé needs to know about this. Would you be willing to tell it again?”


  Real distress filled his face. “Talba, I can’t. Right now my stomach feels like there’s a hive of bees in it. I can’t go through this again.”


  She nodded, as if in sympathy. “Okay, then.” She pulled a tiny tape recorder out of her pocket. “Would you mind if I played this for him?”


  “Hey! You should have asked my permission to do that.”


  Legally, she didn’t have to and they both knew it. “I’m asking for your permission to play it. Out of courtesy.” He scowled, but she didn’t really give a damn. “Eddie wouldn’t have been kidnapped if you’d come forward. Your own wife wouldn’t have been shot at.”


  “Oh, fuck it,” he said. “Play him the goddamn thing.” Like he was the victim. He got in his car and drove away, leaving Talba with a bad taste in her mouth. Sure, the scalping and all its attendant effects had been hard on him—nearly getting killed; seeing Clayton hurt; being threatened. And God knows, so had his son’s illness. But one little confession didn’t make up for all those years of silence—for all the harm they’d done.


  Chapter Thirty


  “Closure,” Eddie called it. It had a nice, long-o’d, settled sound. Serene, almost. She sincerely wished she had closure.. But in fact Talba had hardly felt less serene and settled in her life. Impressions of the past weeks swirled in her brain—feelings, images, but most of all, words. Words, words, words.


  Oh, God, the words:


  Hanging by a thread.


  Rudimentary conscience.


  Just a real friendly girl.


  Oh, Mama, I’m gonna lose her!


  Daddy! It’s that girl I hate.


  Professor Plum. Whatchathink that means?


  At least that one made her smile. She’d been longing lately for Janessa, no longer feeling it her duty or some adventure or learning experience to find a sister, but a real need. Why, she didn’t have a clue. It could have had to do with the greater sense of family she’d felt since the birth of Sophia, or the loss she felt for a lot of things, many of them illusions. But it was there, strong and clear.


  She went back to Eve’s for a manicure, but the girl was gone. No one could say why or where to. One day she hadn’t shown up for work; end of story.


  Without hesitating, though it was the middle of a workday, Talba drove to the house on Mystery Street (another phrase that wasn’t lost on her), raced up the steps and pounded. Either no one was home, or no one chose to answer. She left a note, which she followed up with a letter and phone calls, but it seemed Janessa didn’t want to be found.


  Talba had unwittingly done her sister an evil turn when they were children—not mischievous, truly evil—and the thought that the girl might know and hate her for it clutched at her.


  It was the act of a child—nothing she could even remember in the usual sense, but she had done hideous, irreparable damage to that girl. Perhaps that was why she needed her now—to do something good, something to start to commence to begin (as Miz Clara sometimes said) to make up for it.


  She made up a big pot of red beans and rice and took it to the Reverend Scruggs. “How’s Ella today?”


  “She is… barely with us, I’m afraid. Her light, her beautiful light, is shining its last.”


  “I’m so sorry, Reverend.”


  He patted his belly. “But we have been eating well, thanks to you. Miz Lura Blanchard has been many times to see us, always bringing something fine and nourishing. Of course Ella barely touches anything, but I have benefited greatly. Thank you kindly for remembering us to her.”


  Another funny phrase: “to remember” one person to another. She thought it meant to say hello by proxy, which she hadn’t. She spoke before she thought. “I’m glad something worked out.”


  Reverend Scruggs smiled, eyes twinkling. He seemed to be making his peace with Ella’s imminent death. “Are you in need of pastoral counseling, child?”


  “You know, I could probably use some.”


  “Feel at liberty to unburden your soul.”


  Talba laughed, pretending to check her watch. “Have you got about a week and a half?”


  “I have all the time in the world, except when Ella needs me.”


  “I just dropped by to tell you I found my baby sister.”


  “Congratulations, Sandra. I’m happy to hear it.”


  “Finding her was easy. Dealing with it is something else again. I had very weird feelings about her. Snobbish, sort of. She looked like so many girls you see on the street—fat, sloppy… aimless, I guess. I didn’t think I had anything in common with her. But then I started thinking about it—about what would make a person like that. She has no mother, and her aunt more or less hates her. She’s living with a family that might be very nice—I met the mother and she certainly seemed to be—but they probably have no time for her, either. Anyway, I thought maybe… I don’t know, maybe I could do something for her. And then I realized I also wanted to get to know her; I just wanted her in my life.”


  “What could be wrong with that?”


  “She rejected me. Doesn’t answer my letters, phone calls, anything.”


  “Have you tried e-mail?”


  Talba was shocked. She hadn’t even thought of it. “She wouldn’t… I don’t think…”


  “Perhaps you underestimate her. I have one thing to say to you, Sandra. Ecclesiastes 3.”


  “What?”


  “Borrow Miz Clara’s Bible. Something tells me you don’t have one yourself.”


  She left, promising to come back and knowing it would be soon, when Ella died. On the whole, she felt the worse for the visit.


  But out of curiosity, she got Miz Clara’s Bible and looked up the verses. The chapter was really a poem, one she’d known a long time ago, and a version of the one she never wrote, the one about the inevitability not only of death but of life, which had hovered in her when Clayton died and Michelle lived and Sophia was born.


  It was the passage that began, “To everything there is a season,” and it made her feel as settled and serene as anything had lately.


  But that wasn’t saying a hell of a lot. At the moment it wasn’t all that comforting that somone had written hundreds of years ago that there was “a time to kill.” Killing seemed to have gone into overtime lately.


  Exactly when, she thought, is it going to be time for Trey Patterson to go to jail?


  The answer was never. In Louisiana, the statute of limitation on aggravated battery was four years, and on attempted murder, six. It had been more than sixteen since the crime and nobody in Clayton wanted to prosecute, anyhow. In Talba’s mind, the worst criminals were King and Deborah Patterson, who betrayed their own daughter. When were they going to be punished, or even realize what they’d done?


  Never.


  And how about John Earl Macquet?


  When hell froze over, maybe. Without a confession from the Underwoods, the police had nothing.


  Talba sat down and wrote her own damn poem, which she read at Reggie and Chaz the following week, wearing batik pants and matching flowing top printed in gold and black, a combination she happened to know was stunning on her. She accessorized with a turquoise medallion and earrings, along with an African pillbox-style hat, mostly red, heavily embroidered with gold. According to her mama, she looked like “some fool who’s been to one too many rummage sales,” but Miz Clara was wrong, of course.


  She looked every inch a baroness.


  It was her second reading since Stan was arrested, and Janessa had missed the first, though Talba followed up on her original, impulsive invitation with a phone message. This time she’d e-mailed her (Reverend Scruggs was right, the girl did have e-mail—she’d gotten her address from the Eve’s Weaves people) and once again, scanning the audience, Talba didn’t see her. Darryl was here, though, and three other people she’d specially invited—Skip Langdon, with whom she was trying to make up; Jason Wheelock, who was still struggling with his own “closure”; and Mary Pat Sutherland, with whom she’d had coffee twice and had started liking after all. She was planning to read the “Three Sisters” poem she’d written for Babalu, and she’d asked both Jason and Mary Pat to read some of Babalu’s poems. She hoped it would turn into a mini-memorial service.


  When it was her turn, she said, “I’ve got a new poem to read tonight. I was going to call it ‘Springtime for Clayton,’ but I thought a hundred years from now, when my work is taught in schools and colleges the world over, that might not make a whole lot of sense, so I’m just gonna call it something down-home and unpretentious.” And then she said the name of the poem:


  Addendum to Ecclesiastes


  I been feeling funny in my head—


  uneasy in my mind—


  and all messed up.


  Lost soul ready-made


  For some preacher to preach at;


  And I did cook the reverend some beans.


  Thought I might cop me a sermon—


  Least a homily or something.


  But the rev catch on I ain’t no churchlady,


  Give me a poem instead.


  He say, “To everything there is a season—


  A time to be born and a time to die. ”


  And I think, no shit, Sherlock.


  Been seein’ a lot of them things lately.


  Both of ’em.


  But I be open-minded,


  Think, tell you what here,


  I’m gon’ just dance to the rhythms of the universe.


  I’m gon’ sow and I’m gon’ plant


  Gon’ bust some things and build some things,


  Gon’ weep and laugh, gon’ mourn and dance


  See—I’m dancin now.


  Miz Ella die, I mourn.


  Okay, I can do all that.


  But that poem say, “To everything there is a season.”


  Everything, y’all.


  A time for love and a time for hate—


  (The Bible really says that)


  A time to keep silent, a time to speak


  A time to kiss, a time to wait


  Well, I can wait—


  (Come ’round when you ready, sister girl)


  But I ain’t done with this time thing.


  I want a time for everything,


  Like the reverend says.


  I want my time to come.


  How ’bout a time for all good men


  to come to the aid of the party?


  (Any party don’t think it’s crime time)


  How ’bout some hard time for somebody deserve it?


  Time in for bad behavior


  Quittin’ time


  For some fine elected crooks;


  The time of day


  For folks never had


  They own sweet time.


  Summertime—


  When the livin’ is prime time.


  Hurry up, please, it’s time!


  The time has come, the walrus said,


  ’Cause time is money here.


  Just wrestlin’ with a few things, rev.


  I’m gon’ go back now, and


  Score me some down time,


  Go back to dancin’ to


  The rhythms of the universe.


  It’s past my bedtime.


  Just can’t help thinkin’


  As time goes by.


  Thinkin’ maybe time’s a wastin’ here.


  How ’bout some


  Equal time?


  THE END
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  LAGNIAPPE: An Excerpt from JULIE SMITH’s MEAN WOMAN BLUES, a Skip Langdon mystery:


  May is the cruellest month.


  September has its moments, being hurricane season, but its meanness is unreliable. May is a sure thing.


  On Mother’s Day, give or take a week or so, the Formosans swarm, only slightly less consistent than the swallows at Capistrano. They continue their inexorable flight, sometimes in terrifying indoor clouds, well into summer.


  Formosan termites, accidentally imported some years ago, are eating the city of New Orleans. They are doing it not in bug-sized nibbles, but in greedy gulps that some people say they can actually hear. They swear that in the dark of night, as they lie awake kissing their investments good-bye, they can hear the buzz of so many tiny saws, mandibles chomping their floor boards.


  Perhaps they are merely blessed with good imaginations, but a visitor who arrives in the merry month, strolls a few blocks, and finds himself wearing a vest of termites may be inclined to credit them.


  The unsuspecting stay-at-home finds himself in a fifties sci fi film. It begins with a single bug. It may fall on his clothing or perhaps the desk upon which he’s writing. He brushes it off and another falls, like an earwig from the eaves of a porch. He looks up and sees a few winged creatures bouncing off the chandelier. Odd, he thinks, and goes back to his reverie. And soon there are more bugs. And more. And more. The room may fill with them, thick shrouds of them, circling, diving, turning the air into a seething dark mass.


  It may seem the sensible thing to run screaming for cover, but in fact there is an easier way—our hero can simply turn off the light and they will leave or die. Or he can just wait, if he can stand it. The winged ones, the alates, or breeders, have about a two-hour lifespan, between seven and nine p.m., usually. Unless, of course, they manage to mate, in which case they will start a nest. The largest nest found to date had a diameter of three hundred feet.


  Unlike other termites, these can build aerial nests, right in your walls. Brick or stucco houses are fine with them—they’ll eat the doorframes, window sills, picture frames, furniture, and telephone bills, plus your favorite hundred-year-old shade tree. Except for exterminators, who shake their heads and look grim, like oncologists delivering the bad news, they have no natural enemies. The alates, so shocking in their thick swirling clouds, are only a small percentage of the population, according to entomologists. A mature nest may contain five to ten million termites, though seventy million isn’t unheard of.


  Formosan termites now infest eleven Southern states, plus California, New Mexico, and Hawaii. Louisiana has the most severe infestation in the world (despite headway being made by state and federal baiting programs), and it is only natural that the bug has become, like the loup-garou (or Cajun were wolf), part of the local mythology.


  The stories are legion: An alfresco wedding attacked by something resembling a Biblical plague. A window shut just in time, as hundreds of tiny bodies, drawn by the light inside, smash as if on a windshield. An ordinary backyard, covered in minutes by a carpet of termites. Fat garbage bags of wings, as many as ten or twelve, shoveled from the floor of a house.


  Indeed, the month of May affords a brush with nature rarely seen by urban-dwellers. Those of a metaphorical bent try not to think about the Mother’s Day aspect.


  ***


  Detective Skip Langdon, a veteran of many Mays in New Orleans, was trying to help her beloved through his first, mostly with diversionary tactics. She had seen Steve Steinman’s face when he discovered the termite launching pads on his newly purchased, newly-painted, hundred-and-twenty-year-old ceiling. He looked as if someone had died.


  “Am I insured for this?” he said, and she desperately wished there were something she could do. The insurance companies weren’t that dumb.


  “Why didn’t they find them when they inspected?” he asked, outraged.


  “You can’t know they’re there unless you rip out the walls.”


  “Uh-oh. I’ve got a bad feeling that means I’ve got to do that now.”


  “Maybe you won’t. They can probably drill holes for the poison.” But she was lying. They might well have to rip out the walls.


  No exterminator would be available for weeks, of course, and it’s said the Formosans can go through a floor board in a month. The thing to do was keep his mind off it.


  JazzFest was over and the heaviness of summer was nearly upon them; Mother’s Day brunch at a fine old restaurant sounded like a prison sentence. Yet Skip was a mother of sorts, or at least an aunt to the adopted children of her landlord, Jimmy Dee Scoggin. Dee-Dee was gay, and his partner, Layne Bilderback, had recently joined the household shared by Jimmy Dee and young Kenny and Sheila Ritter, the offspring of his late sister.


  Dee-Dee wheedled. “We have to do something to remember their mother—keep the feminine spirit alive. Isn’t it the decent thing?”


  Steve said, “How about a hike?” and Dee-Dee countered, “Don’t you get enough wildlife at home?”


  But Skip pounced on it. If Steve wanted it, she wanted it. She wanted him in a good mood about Louisiana. He had moved there recently and restored a house (the one being gnawed), after months and years of thinking about it. A documentary filmmaker and film editor, he’d lived in California the entire time he and Skip had been dating. Their long distance relationship had deepened on proximity. Skip was getting comfortable; liking it a lot. Steve had come to New Orleans for her, and his being there had enriched her life so much more than she’d anticipated that she felt responsible now. And motivated; eager to make him happy. A walk in Jean Lafitte Park, over in Jefferson Parish, ought to be wonderfully therapeutic.


  There was almost a no-go when Jimmy Dee said they’d have to leave the dogs behind—Steve’s shepherd, Napoleon, and the kids’ mutt, Angel—because they couldn’t go in the park itself and it was too hot to leave them in the car.


  But in the end the three kids—Dee-Dee’s two and Steve—rose above it.


  They went in two cars, the uncles and Sheila in one, Kenny with Skip and Steve. There was a reason for this—Kenny, being in his early teens, hero-worshipped Steve. The two uncles could have gotten their feelings hurt, but had the sense not to bother. The average fourteen-year-old preferred baseball to opera; metaphorically speaking, it was that simple. And Kenny was such a gentle soul, even as a teenager, that no one could imagine he’d ignore anyone on purpose. Sheila was another matter. She’d probably chosen to ride with the uncles just to snub her younger brother.


  Spilling from the cars, they stepped onto the natural levee that ran along Bayou Coquille and instantly heard the silence of the swamp. It was louder than the bullfrog croaks and insect ditties and bird songs and animal slitherings that, in fact, were a concert in themselves. The two conditions were like stereo—you could listen to either or both, and the effect was like being on another planet. As the trail descended to the flooded forest of the swamp, the noises grew louder and so did the silence. The air, though it was nearly ninety in the French Quarter, here seemed fresh and soft with breezes. It was too late for the wild irises, which bloom in great fields of purplish blue, but a few of the pale lavender water hyacinths, to some more beautiful than orchids, still floated on the water, gorgeous to look at it, but in fact choking out the life of the bayou. In its way, the water hyacinth—imported from South America rather than Asia, is as deadly as the termites. A single plant can produce 50,000 others in one growing season, killing the native plants, thus reducing available food for animals.


  Yet to Skip, the day was so beautiful, the views so tranquil, the natural mix so seemingly harmonious that it was possible to forget un-harmonious nature—weed-against-weed, man-against-bug, cop-against-thug. People were oddly quiet as they walked the trail; even Sheila, given to complaining about the personalities and intellectual capacities of her companions, was as sunny as the day, which would have been perfect even if they hadn’t happened upon a Cajun band on the way home, playing at an outdoor restaurant where people danced under a shed. They stopped and had iced tea, enjoying the dancers, some of whom wore shirts from a Cajun heritage organization, and one of whom wore a masterpiece of taxidermy on his hat—an entire duck, feet and all, intact except for its innards.


  Afterward, they went home and barbecued. While Layne cooked, the other grown-ups sat in the courtyard Skip shared with the Ritter-Scoggin family, drinking gin and tonics while the kids watched television, Napoleon snoozed, and Angel tried to wake him up. The air was velvety, with a little breeze, and the mosquitoes weren’t yet biting. It was absurdly familial. Skip was completely, deliciously happy, a feeling she sometimes distrusted.


  But that night she dreamed, and the dream was like life. In the dream, she had a beautiful house, and then a tiny hole appeared in the wall; out of the hole came swirling hordes of termites, traveling in vortexes like tornadoes. More and more swarmed until the air turned black, and then there was no air, only chaotic, moving, living walls, trapping her and invading her nose, her ears, smothering, strangling…


  Steve shook her awake and she told the dream, still moaning, shivering though it was late spring, unnerved out of all proportion.


  “They aren’t that bad,” he said. “It’ll be okay. But thank you for your empathy.”


  The dream wasn’t about his termites. Someone could have said it was about him, about her fear of their relationship, her dread of becoming engulfed. But she knew it wasn’t that. She knew what it was about, and she knew why she couldn’t stop shaking.


  It was about fear of dropping her guard, of looking away for even a second, of forgetting the danger that always lurked.


  She had been happy too long and something was happening to wake her up, to alert her to be wary. Yet the task was impossible. She couldn’t be wary every second of the day. She couldn’t protect even herself, let alone those she loved. No wonder she had dreamed of a pulsating monster, a force of nature that overwhelmed and smothered.


  Fear was like that, a shrink might have said. But that wasn’t it, not quite. Her enemy was like that.


  Nearly two years ago, Errol Jacomine had disappeared, but he would not stay gone. She knew this; she had destroyed two of his careers—twice thwarted his attempts to win control over his fellow human beings, to gain a following and to dominate. He would be back and he would try to kill her sooner rather than later. To forget it for a day in the woods, for an evening in her courtyard, for a moment, for a millisecond, was dangerous and possibly deadly.


  Jacomine’s son, Daniel, had been arrested, charged with half a dozen crimes, and eventually convicted of murder as the result of one of Jacomine’s schemes. He was due to be sentenced in a couple of days.


  How that would affect his father Skip couldn’t know, but it had probably precipitated the dream. Jacomine might not even notice, perhaps having written Daniel off. He could do this—he seemed sometimes to have no feelings.


  On the other hand, he perceived himself at the center of the universe. He might feel proprietary towards Daniel, no matter how unlikely he was to have true paternal feelings. And if he did, he might… what?


  Surface. Treat it as an occasion to make himself known. Trade an eye for an eye—kidnap Kenny and demand Daniel.


  Anything.


  That was what the dream was about.


  She left for work feeling hunted, and resentful of her psyche for rubbing her nose in it. She knew all that, and what could she do about it? Exactly what? she asked herself angrily. Later, the dream seemed more a premonition than a warning.


  That morning as always, she walked the few blocks to the garage where she kept her car, pointed the remote at the automatic door (a process that never failed to give her childlike pleasure), and waited for the door to raise itself high enough to allow her ingress. Instead of the familiar rumble, an explosion ripped through the quiet morning, followed by a loud ping, like a beer can hitting a metal drum.


  She felt an arm around her waist, another at her back and then she felt herself falling, a great weight upon her. She tried to fight it, but it was too heavy—she was helpless. Her head hit the pavement.


  It took a second to put it together. The explosion had been a shot, the ping a ricochet.


  Another shot blasted the momentary peace, a second bullet thunked into the sidewalk. Closer. She felt her muscles contract, involuntarily seeking shelter.


  She heard a woman scream, and she held her breath, but a shocked hush had enveloped the corner.


  After a moment, a man said, “Owww.” The man on top of her, she realized. Someone was shooting at her, and he had pushed her down, remained on top of her so that she couldn’t move.


  When she had waited long enough to be sure the shooting had stopped, she said to the lump atop her, “Police. Are you hit?”


  The man rolled off, and she saw that he was a light-skinned black, well-muscled, wearing jeans and white T-shirt—laborer’s garb. He said, “You’re po-lice?” Her detective status meant she wore no uniform.


  She didn’t see any blood. “Are you all right?” She was frantic.


  He was examining himself. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m all right. That was real close, though.”


  A crowd was gathering around them. Unless the sniper was in it, he no longer had a clear shot. Skip scanned the rooftops, wondering where the shots had come from.


  The idea of asking what happened made her feel shamed somehow. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to get it together, and the man said, “Somebody just tried to kill you.”


  “You saw him?”


  “No. I was right behind you when I heard the shot. Didn’t stop to look around—you understand?”


  “Thanks. I appreciate what you did. But how did you know he wasn’t shooting at you?”


  The man shrugged. “I didn’t ax no questions. Just hit the pavement.”


  When they paced it off, she could see that the man wasn’t really right behind her—he’d had to run a step or two to tackle her. She’d been facing the garage door, and the bullet had hit it immediately to her right. She was between it and her rescuer.


  There was no doubt in her mind it was meant for her. She grabbed for her radio.


  After that, it was chaos. A sniper in the French Quarter was a big deal, shots fired on a police officer an even bigger deal. But when it was Skip Langdon, it was nearly enough to declare a state of emergency. Everyone in the department knew Jacomine was as likely to come for her as get up in the morning and put on his clothes.


  He might even come in person, and catching him would be as big a coup as discovering the whereabouts of D.B. Cooper.


  Certainly her sergeant knew all this—her good friend and sometime partner, Adam Abasolo. Skip knew he was going to call for the works investigating this one, and the works was what Skip got. In minutes, District cars blocked the whole place off, the streets crawled with cops and the downside—TV cameras for days.


  The poor man who saved Skip’s life was treated like a threat to society, taken over to the Eighth District, questioned and bullied until he well and truly understood that no good deed goes unpunished. Skip made a mental note to thank him somehow, but wondered how. What did you do for a perfect stranger who risked his life to save yours, and then found himself in a living nightmare? He’d obviously been on his way to work—maybe he’d even get fired.


  She was having an extremely pessimistic day.


  It seemed she’d barely picked herself up when Turner Shellmire turned up, a rumpled, pear-shaped figure in the midst of all the glamour of sirens and flashing lights. Shellmire was an FBI agent she’d worked with on the Jacomine case—or cases, actually. Though he came from the agency the New Orleans police liked to call Famous But Incompetent, he wasn’t either. Certainly not incompetent. He was one of the best cops she’d ever worked with, and he was a straight shooter. They were as close to being friends as a police officer and an FBI agent possibly could be.


  She played it light. “Hey, Turner. Slow day today?”


  He didn’t return her grin, instead examined the dented door and sidewalk. “He almost got you.”


  “What about the kids?”


  “I’ve sent people to get them. Also Jimmy Dee, Layne, and Steve.”


  “Layne? Even Layne?” He’d only married into the family; it didn’t seem fair to him.


  Shellnrire nodded. “Jacomine would go for him.”


  Skip knew it was true. Jacomine played mind games. If he couldn’t get at her through somebody really close, he’d try for someone once removed, knowing that would pile guilt on top of her other emotions—guilt and the rage of the person who was closest.


  “What are you going to do with them?”


  He opened his arms in exasperation. “That’s the problem. We can keep them safe for a day, maybe, but they’ve got to have a life.”


  At the end of the day, when all the questions that could possibly be asked had been asked, the lifesaver—a man named Rooster Blanchard—had finally been released, and still the sniper hadn’t been found and not a single fact more was known than the kind of gun he’d used and the angle the bullets had come from, Skip went to see her sergeant. “AA, my nerves are shot. I’ve got to get the sonofabitch.”


  “You sound like you’re asking for a leave of absence.”


  “Just a transfer. I want to go to Cold Case for awhile. Please. Just let me try it.”


  “Skip, he’s a needle in a haystack. And furthermore, you can’t just work on one case.”


  “At least I could work on it some. That’s all I ask.”


  The sergeant’s eyes went shifty on her. “Langdon, you’re not the person to work on this. You know that. Anyway, I can’t spare you.”


  She ignored his last sentence. “Oh, come on. I wouldn’t be working the shooting—just the cold case.”


  “Did you hear me? I can’t do it. I’ve got to have you for the cemetery thefts. I want you to head the task force.”


  Here in the Third District, where Skip had been sent when the department was “decentralized” and the Homicide Division disbanded, things were usually pretty quiet. But the cemetery thefts were big—about as high profile as a case that wasn’t a triple murder could get in New Orleans.


  Somebody—probably a ring of professional thieves—was removing cemetery statues and selling them through the lucrative antiques market. In a city that took its saints and angels as seriously as it did its pre-Lent festivities, this was big, bad crime. A department that stopped it was going to be a popular department. Heading the task force was a handsome plum.


  Still, to Skip’s mind, it was trivial compared to getting Jacomine. She said, “AA, I’m flattered, but…”


  “The Superintendent asked for you. Says it’s the mayor’s idea. Two City councilmen have also called—at the mayor’s request, probably.”


  “Oh, shit.”


  He could have made a crack about the price of fame, but Abasolo looked as downcast as she probably did. “Yeah. I’m sorry, Skip. Wrap it up fast and we’ll see about the transfer.”


  The next novel in the Talba Wallis series is LOUISIANA LAMENT.


  If you enjoyed this book, would you consider reviewing it on your favorite website? The author would be most grateful!


  And let us keep you up-to-date on all our forthcoming mysteries. Sign up for our mailing list at www.booksbnimble.com
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  PRIVATE CHICK


  Don’s the name, Diva’s the game. That’s right, my baby. Born Don Devereaux in Terrebonne Parish, and magically morphed into the fabulous Diva Delish, New Orleans’ most famous mixologist, sometime drag performer, and Mistress of Detection and Disguise. In my business—my second business, that is—you see everything. But what you don’t usually see? A gutterpunk with money to spend. The minute she walked in my bar, I recognized her.


  Oh, yeah, I knew her—Miss Thing from down the block. One day her hair’s purple, the next day it’s green, but tell me somethin’—who else goes out of their way to be the worst-dressed chick in the Faubourg Marigny? You know how much competition there is? On this particular night she had cotton candy where her hair should have been and she was wearing this severely clashing yellow polka dot halter thing that showed off a couple collarbones you could shave your legs with, and the skinniest arms this side of a telephone wire, with brand-new tattoos wrapped around ‘em.


  The Palace was hoppin’. You couldn’t hear yourself above the babble of the crowd and the ravishing caterwauling of the blenders making Miss Diva’s ambrosial margaritas. I don’t exactly own the Marigny Palace, but I do own the ambience, if you get my drift. And that night I was wearing my Bar Diva hat.


  “Hello, Your Pinkness,” I said. “Nice slave bracelets. What can I get you? Vodka and cranberry to match that hair?”


  But she wasn’t in a drinking mood. In fact she seemed a bit puzzled. She consulted a crumpled piece of cardboard. “Somebody gave me this business card but…I think I might be in the wrong place.”


  I knew all about that card. “Oh, not so much,” I said. “Let me guess whose card. Does it direct you, by any chance, to the world famous Marigny Palace, home of Double D Investigations, Devereaux and Delish Proprietors, by any chance?” (My second office is just down a little hall at the back side of the bar.)


  All she said was, “This is the Marigny Palace?”


  Well! I thought everyone knew the Palace. They should. The Palace is the quintessence of Neighborhood Bar. It’s the size of a couple of double parlors, and it has ten tables, max. Who needs tables? Palace people—and believe me, they are all kinds of people—belly up. The whole idea is, it’s a lot less barroom than bar—a huge, warm, wooden, U-shaped bar you could wrap around two houses. When you’re in the middle of that U, which is where I was, you command the universe.


  I said, “You’re there, my baby. So. You need Diva?”


  “Who’s Diva?”


  Oh, really! Who doesn’t know Diva? But I am the soul of patience with my clients. Half a dick’s job is being a mom. If you can figure that one out. “Me, my darlin’,” I said, the soul of reassurance. “Diva Delish, P.I., at your service. Devereaux’s the muscle, Delish is the brains. You’re Wendy, right?”


  “Hey, Delish!” hollered one of my regulars. “Who do I have to kill to get a cocktail around here?”


  I passed the buck. “Carlo, Take care of him, ok, baby? Pink drink, extra ice. Wendy here’s got a problem. How about a little drink for her too?”


  At the sound of her name, Miss Thing looked a little shaken. “Some guy gave me the card. How the hell do you know my name?”


  All righty, then. Nothing to do but tell her the truth. “Cause I’m gooood,” I admitted. “You’re the gutterpunk kid panhandles over on Frenchmen, right? With her filthyass dreadlocked boy friend. The one who hasn’t been there lately? Hey! Hey, don’t cry, my baby. Let’s just step into my office and you can tell Miss Diva all about it.”


  She followed me to the back of the bar and into the little hall, her boots clomping, my heels clicking. Barkus heard us and started barking as soon as we crossed the hall to the office. She had to know there was a dog in there. She had two ears, each sporting approximately nineteen piercings, but still, they were ears. But the minute I opened the door, and he rushed her and tried to kill her with kisses, she bellowed, “What the hell is that thing? Get away from me!”


  She pushed him away. Actually pushed my poor sweet baby with both hands, causing him to land back on four feet, puzzled and whimpering.


  I picked him up, administering consoling cuddles. “This is Barkus. Say hello, Barkus.”


  On cue, Barkus barked once, and I popped a tiny treat in his mouth. He is without doubt the cutest dog in the Marigny.


  “I’m, like, a cat person,” said Wendy, confusing me with someone who’d care.


  All righty, then. Miss Thing was a cat person. Once she got over confusing a long-haired chihuahua with a pit bull, she unspooled her sad little yarn.


  The gist? One filthyass missing boy friend. It happens, my baby. Boy friends come and boy friends go, and most of them aren’t worth tracking down. God knows Diva knows about that noise. I figured I’d give her a shoulder and a vodka and cranberry and send her on her sorry way. But this lost boy friend story had a little twist to it.


  “See,” she said, “the guy my boy friend worked for…”


  I interrupted. Just couldn’t help it. “That kid worked?” I’d been seeing him panhandling for at least a year, white kid with dreads. And it wouldn’t take a PI of Diva’s caliber to spot a clear aversion to soap and water. God, what a wreck. Why anyone would miss him I had no idea.


  Wendy said, “You don’t have to be so judgmental. We’re not criminals, you know. Geo worked for an artist. A metal sculptor. He helped him…you know…haul stuff. And, like, make, you know….art.”


  “And?”


  “The sculptor was Ramsay Erickson. You know who I mean?”


  Sure I knew. Everyone did. “The guy’s who’s doing that sculpture for Armstrong Park. The one of the giant musical instruments. Real handsome dude.”


  “Geo was around Erickson’s place a lot. He saw things he shouldn’t have—if you know what I mean. One day he went to work and just…never came back. I’m just so afraid he…”


  Her skinny little face collapsed. I handed over the requisite box of tissues, as much a standard issue item in a PI’s office as a shrink’s. Though if you are Diva Delish, yours is encased in a spiffy red holder, with tiny plastic revolvers glued to it.


  Between embarrassing displays of emotion, the client finally managed to explain that she thought her boy friend Knew Too Much. Oh, yeah! Dum de dum dum! Knew Too Much. The most popular murder motive on the third planet from the sun. And the best, babycakes. Hands down the best…but what was there to know about a guy like Ramsay Erickson? Ramsay had it all—fame, looks, money…what could he be hiding? ’Course, there’s always somethin’—look at Diva.


  Miss Thing’s story was so not ringing true. She’d lived with this guy, God help her! “All right, my baby,” I said. “Geo told you he saw things. Who leaves that lyin’ in the middle of the road? Please do not try and tell Miss Diva Delish you didn’t ask him what he saw, or she will have you drummed out of the International Sisterhood of Females Able to Breathe.”


  “He wouldn’t tell me.”


  Right. “So what could he know? You think Ramsay was casting bodies in the sculptures?”


  She actually looked shocked. “You are a sick and twisted person!”


  “I try, my baby. You got a little bitty advance for Diva?”


  She said the secret word.


  All righty then. She might have been a fashion tragedy, but her money was as good as Kate Moss’s. So the next morning found me armed with a picture of Geo and risking my Jimmy Choos over at the big ol’ compound in the Bywater where Ramsay Erickson had his studio. Only it was more of a factory than a studio. He even had his own fab shop, which, to Diva’s deep disappointment, did not mean what it sounded like.


  I found Erickson taking a break. He was a lanky dude with shoulder-length brown hair, handsome in all his pictures, but up close he had a layer of “I love me” around him that just wasn’t my idea of adorable. He was sitting on a plastic chair in the middle of his dusty outdoor welding area, wearing dirty khaki shorts, caressing a Starbuck’s cup, and rockin’ a half-smile. Evidently admiring his handiwork. At least he was looking at what passed for a sculpture, I guess. Anyhow, it was a giant pile of metal.


  I stuck out a hand and prepared to lie. “Mr. Erickson? Diva Delish? This is…ummm…a totally fab set-up.”


  The half-smile turned self-satisfied. “Isn’t it? I never even have to go off the block—I can fabricate everything right here. And I can do casting too. What can I do for you, Miss Delish?”


  Barkus chose that moment to let me know he was tired of riding.


  “Excuse me,” Erickson said, “but your purse is barking.”


  “Oh. That’s Barkus.” I lifted him out. “Come on, my baby, let’s get you out of there and on solid ground.”


  But I guess the barking was about more than being tired of purse-riding. The minute I set him down, my baby set off on a little mission of his own, heading straight for the pile of scrap metal that I had a terrible fear was the sacred Armstrong Park piece.


  “Uh-oh! Barkus! Barkus, darlin’!”


  Too late. He was giving it the major sniff treatment, which usually preceded something else.


  “What’s that…ragmop…doing?” Erickson actually hauled his skinny butt out of the plastic chair and headed right towards Barkus, like he was going to kick him.


  “He’s just investigating the, uh….” And then, just as I feared, one tiny rear leg lifted ever so delicately. Erickson stopped in his tracks, no doubt to avoid getting his kicking foot wet.


  “Omigawd. I am so sorry!


  “You have got to be kidding. He just peed on the clarinet!”


  “That’s the clarinet? I never saw a six-foot clarinet before. With, uh, pointy things sticking all…uh…”


  “It’s a stylized clarinet.”


  I could have died. I pride myself on a beautifully behaved dog, a dog you can take anywhere, and this was supremely bad form.


  But Barkus was anything but penitent. He’d now taken to barking fiercely at his makeshift fire hydrant, as if…well, as if he thought it was simply too ugly to exist.


  Erickson was so not amused. “Get that rodent the hell away from my art!”


  I couldn’t help it if he was a critic, I was still embarrassed. “Back in the purse, short stuff.”


  As you might imagine, that got us off on the wrong foot. But eventually I’d gushed enough about Erickson’s stylized musical instruments, which actually looked more like stalagmites—that I managed to turn the conversation around to his missing employee. “Know this guy?” I stuck the photo in his face.


  Erickson didn’t hesitate. “Yeah, I know him. That’s the kid I had to fire. Lied, came to work loaded, stole money, you name it. He was strong, I’ll give him that, but enough was enough.”


  “You fired him?”


  “I just told you I did. I even gave him a few bucks and a ride home.”


  “Oh, yeah? Where does he live?”


  “How’m I supposed to remember that? Somewhere around here. Mazant Street, I think.”


  “I’ll try that neighborhood then. Thanks for your time.”


  As it happened, the Mistress of Detection had taken the precaution of getting the client’s phone number and address. So I knew Wendy and Geo lived on Dauphine, not Mazant. In the Marigny, not the Bywater. It was starting to look like Miss Thing was onto something. Maybe Geo did Know Too Much. But the question remained, what did he know?


  A P.I.’s best friend is always the neighborhood mixologist and, as luck would have it, there was a cozy little bar down the block. I walked in, surveyed the joint like Bette Davis in her “what a dump” mode (because that’s what I always do), but ended up giving an approving nod. Yeah, baby, it might have been a dump, but it was my kind of dump, a great little Bywater dump with six or eight barstools and five or six tables. Cozy as ya grandma’s kitchen.


  The bartender looked like he’d just arrived from Itawamba county, Mississippi to follow in Tennessee Williams’ footsteps. By that, I mean he was pale like he never went outside and he had that look of dazzlement that people from away always wear when they come here to Write. He was short and slightly plump, possessed of ancient acne scars, and way too serious-looking. But he was still cute as a Catahoula. Must have been the adoring looks he was giving me. Like we’d been an item in another life. And come to think of it, he did seem slightly familiar.


  Well, given our common calling, maybe he’d extend a little professional courtesy.


  “Hi, there, handsome,” I said. “I’m Diva. From the Marigny Palace? And this is Barkus.”


  On cue, Barkus barked. This was going much better than that debacle at the fab shop.


  But the cute little bartender wouldn’t have noticed if my baby had bitten him. He was too busy giving Miss Diva her due. “Oh. My. God. This is such an honor! Miss Diva Delish at the humble Tavern of Memories. Are you kidding me? Everybody knows Miss Diva! You wouldn’t remember me, but you’ve made me so many drinks I bleed tequila some days. I can’t even touch your margaritas, you’ve got the magic touch, but, hey, my mojitos aren’t bad. Let me rustle one up for you. I’m Freddie Boudreaux, by the way.”


  It was coming back to me. He always wore a fedora and smelled of spicy after-shave. “You are the sweetest thing. Of course I remember you. You’re the guy always proposes when you get drunk, right?”


  “Are you kidding? I don’t have to be drunk. Marry me, Diva Delish. I can’t even believe you’re in my bar. Marry me now!”


  Well, he was cute. “Next time, bring me a ring and I’ll give it some thought, my baby. And remember, darlin’, size doesn’t just matter, size is everything.”


  “I’ll do that. So tell me something. How does it happen that of all the gin joints in all the world, Diva Delish walks into mine?”


  “Thought you’d never ask, my baby. Fabulous mojito, by the way. Well. I was just visiting your neighbor, Ramsay Erickson.”


  “Oh. The neighborhood pond scum.”


  Every cell in my body went on info alert. Because in every case there’s a moment when you know Lady Luck has just smiled. And this was it in Wendy’s. Ever so casually, I asked, “Why would you say that, my baby?”


  “You know what, Miss Diva? That guy’s got the nicest wife in New Orleans. Not to mention one of the richest—he’d be nobody if it weren’t for Mimi Dupuy. Who do you think gets him all those fancy commissions? Have you seen his stuff?”


  “Looks like stalagmites,” I said automatically, and Freddie said it with me. Maybe we were kindred spirits.


  “Ha! Jinx. Anyway, he’d be nothing without her—and he treats her like dirt. I see it all, Miss Diva! My nose gets rubbed in it every day of my life.”


  “Meaning?”


  “In here three times a week with a different little hottie every time—lately. For awhile—and this is where it really got bad—it was the same chick all the time. Are you ready for this? It was Miss Mimi’s assistant. And so beneath Miss Mimi! Skinny little skanky trailer trash blonde.”


  “You might want to take it easy on that blonde thing, baby.”


  “Oh, Miss Diva, you aren’t even blonde—I think of you more as a flash of silver platinum…uh…” He stopped and searched for the right word.


  “Silver platinum what, darlin’? The suspense is killing me.”


  “Silver platinum kryptonite. Able to turn strong men into pathetic weaklings.”


  I winked at him. “Well, I usually do win in a fight. But that’s another story. What else about blondie?”


  Freddie winced. “Miss Diva. She had a purple flower tattooed on her face! Come on, who has a tattoo on her face? Right on her left cheek.”


  “Really? What’s her name?”


  “Violet. What else, darlin’? Never knew her last name.”


  “And Mimi Dupuy is Ramsay’s wife? Would that be Mimi Dupuy from the shipping family Dupuys? The Serious Bucks Dupuys?”


  “Yeah, that’d be Miss Mimi. She founded a non-profit for artists. Guess who’s the chief beneficiary?”


  “Stalagmite Man?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  So that was Freddie’s story. Quite a bit more intel than I bargained for—and I hadn’t even showed him the picture yet. I figured Geo worked down the block, he was bound to frequent the neighborhood oasis. I pulled out the photo and asked Freddie if he’d seen the kid. Predictably, he had. Only, one thing wasn’t so predictable.


  “Sure, I’ve seen him. He said he worked for Ramsay, but the funny thing is, I never seen him in here with Ramsay. He was always with Mimi.”


  Oh, boy. Why hadn’t this come up yet? I wagged my red-tipped finger at him. “Freddie, you bad boy. Have you been wasting Diva’s time? So Ramsay was doing the Big Bone with Mimi’s assistant? And now it turns out Mimi was on his assistant’s shaggin’ wagon?”


  But, appearances to the contrary, that wasn’t Freddie’s idea at all. In fact his response was downright puzzling. “Miss Mimi? No way. Not happening. Funny you’d think that. I never thought about it even once. They were always sitting in the corner, talking kind of low.”


  I was getting impatient. “Hellllooo! And what did that tell you?”


  “No, there’d be these big fat sparks flyin’ between them.”


  “Uh, Freddie? Sparks flyin’ ? You feel okay?”


  “No, you don’t get it. They were always fighting.”


  I sang him a little song. “‘You always hurt the one you love….’”


  “It wasn’t like that. She treated him like…a kid.”


  Oh. Well, why was that so hard? I gave him a big fat kiss on the cheek. “Diva thanks you, my baby. Come see me at the Palace, I’ll buy you a drink. And don’t forget that big ol’ ring.”


  So Erickson’s wife had a relationship with Geo. Now that was worth pursuing. By all accounts, Miss Mimi was the second nicest lady in New Orleans (after Miss Diva her ownself), so I was sure she’d give me a big ol’ welcome. I got in my ancient Jaguar (found online and bought for a pittance ) and drove to the Ericksons’ elegant Garden District home.


  The first thing I noticed was this: Any welcome here would have to be big, to match the house. It had to be the Dupuy family mansion. At any rate, it was definitely a mansion, with practically a city block’s worth of land around it, enclosed by a fine old wrought iron fence. They didn’t call this the Garden District for nothing.


  The house itself was what they call Greek Revival style, the most notable feature of which, in this town, is two regal balconies, one atop the other (if that doesn’t sound too naughty). I expected a maid in a starched uniform and cute little hat, but I was pretty sure the person who answered the door was Miss Mimi herself—unless the maid had a thing for Chanel suits.


  Because that’s what Mimi was wearing, my baby! A pink Chanel suit, pantyhose, and heels at 11 a.m., not a highlighted hair out of place. She looked like somebody about to go to a business meeting, but something told me she was the type that always looked like that.


  “Mrs. Erickson?” I said.


  “Mimi,” she answered. “Just Mimi, please. What can I do for you?” Well, that was quick. Two seconds and we’re BFFs. I could see why Freddie liked her. But I also noted a faint whiff of Maker’s Mark. It’s soooo easy to be nice with Mama’s Little Helper. I pulled out the picture, which put an unsightly frown on the lovely puss. “Mimi, I’m a P.I. looking for a young man named Geo. I understand he might be an acquaintance of yours.”


  She laughed, but the frown stayed. “Acquaintance? That’s no acquaintance. That’s George. AKA my deadbeat gutterpunk little brother. What’s he done now?”


  “Actually, we’re a little worried about him, darlin’. His girl friend says he’s gone missing.”


  “Girl friend? George couldn’t possibly have a girl friend! He smells too bad. Look, I haven’t seen him in a while either—ever since my husband fired him. Sure, he could be missing, but no one in the Dupuy family would know if he was. Or care. He’s been dead to Mother and Daddy after the first fifty thousand they ‘lent’ him. Daddy’s so mad about that he’s spent the last five years trying to bust the trust Pa-Père set up for him. To no avail, I might add. Tell you what, Miss…”


  “Delish.”


  “Tell you what, Miss Delish. Wait another year or so, till George’s twenty-eighth birthday, and you’ll find George, all right. He’ll be strolling into the offices of the family lawyers to sign the papers that will make him a very rich young man. Temporarily.”


  “Why only temporarily, darlin’?”


  “Because George could go through any amount of money before you can say Stone Pigman Walther Wittmann.”


  The law firm, I presumed. “Well. I don’t mean to pry, my baby, but it is kind of my job…”


  “Believe me, I have no secrets about Baby Brother.”


  “You were seen arguing with him.”


  This time when she laughed, the notes were high and tinny.” Ha! Recently or when he was in junior high? We’ve always argued; we’re siblings.”


  “Recently. At the Tavern of Memories. I was wondering what you were upset about.”


  She smirked. “You seem like a smart professional. What would be your guess?”


  “Oh, let’s see. He needed money and you didn’t want to give him any?”


  “Bingo. Remind me to hire you if I ever need a P.I.”


  So far so good. On to the rest of Freddie’s intel. “Tell me something, my baby. You ever work with a young lady named Violet?”


  “Oh, Violet! My former assistant. She volunteered to help with Dollars for Art, and then one day she just didn’t come in. No phone call, no forwarding address, no nothing—and the Dollar Ball two weeks away!”


  The Dollar Ball was her foundation’s big fund-raiser. No one in New Orleans hadn’t read about it, in all its glittering glory. “That was a week ago, right? So she’s been gone about three weeks. Well then. Tell me something else—did she quit about the time your husband fired George?”


  Maker’s Mark or not, Mimi was a fast one, on top of the answers almost before I could fire the questions. But on this one her eyes widened. Her jaw even dropped slightly, but she caught it before it became unattractive. And she was quiet for a moment. “Let me think. Yes, as a matter of fact, I think she did. They both started at the same time too. I remember because George asked me about ‘the weird chick.’ That was what he called her. Can you imagine that? George! Calling somebody else weird. Why? Do you happen to know where Violet is?”


  “I’m working on it.”


  “Well, do me a favor—if you see her, would you kill her for me?”


  “There’s a surcharge for that, my baby.”


  That one brought her up short too—even I knew I’d gone too far. “Sorry?”


  “No, I’m sorry. Diva shouldn’t even joke about things like that. Thanks for your help, darlin’.”


  Mimi Dupuy was the Queen of Denial if she thought we were talking about a coincidence. On what planet do they make coincidences like that? Excuse me, George and Violet came to work for two halves of the same couple at the same time and then disappeared at the same time? And now they were both missing? I didn’t think I was going to have a chance to collect that surcharge from Mimi—my guess was Violet was already dead. Along with Geo.


  Time to pay a visit to Detective Clarence Bopp, NOPD.


  Bopp and I go back a long way. We met when he was busting some pole-dancer for dealing and I was the featured act at the club. Before he figured out I wasn’t your average everyday dancer he made some moves that could have been embarrassing if Diva hadn’t taken pity and clued him in. So now he loves me—plus he’s a well-known sucker for a pretty face.


  I hoped I didn’t embarrass him barging into the squad room like I did, but probably not. Only one other guy was there, and he was talking on the phone. “Oh, Clarence! It’s your favorite private dick. Or should I say chick?”


  Bopp was bent over something that looked suspiciously like a racing form. When he looked up, I was touched by the look of unmitigated delight on his world-weary—if pudgy—mug. (Though some might have mistaken his sunny smile for a grimace.)


  “Oh, crap. It’s the world famous Mistress of Disguise.”


  “I didn’t get that title by choice, my baby; only because Disguise wouldn’t marry me.”


  “Why buy the cow when the milk is free?”


  See how much fun Bopp and I have together? “You calling Miss Diva a cow?” I inquired.


  “Moooo!” he riposted. We’d be the bromance of the century if Miss Diva weren’t such a lady.


  I pantomimed kissing: “MWAH. We both know you love me.”


  Bopp said, “Yeah, right, Devereaux. How do I pry you outta here?”


  I ignored his lively wit. “You got a missing persons’ report on a kid named George Dupuy? Filed by a Miss Wendy Thornton?”


  He lit up. “Promise you’ll go if I find it?” And without another word, he started staring at his screen and clicking around. Miss Diva was quiet as a cat.


  After awhile he said, “Well, I’ve got a Geo De Pew. Damn close, huh?”


  I figured that was no accident. “Yeah, that’d be him. Listen, I’ve got a pretty good idea where he is. That is, Barkus does. He thinks a certain sculpture stinks. If you take my meaning.”


  And I proceeded to tell Bopp the whole story, to which he replied:


  “Okay, simple. All I’ve got to do is get a court order to melt down a piece of civic art commissioned by one of our most prominent citizens, who happens to be married to the artist. Sure, no problem. What if there’s no body in there? You gonna pay for my retirement party?”


  I knew he’d believe me. As usual, he was just playing hard to get. “The nose knows. Barkus is never wrong.”


  “Yeah, well what about this Violet chick?”


  “Get back to you on that.”


  Oh, yeah. I sure would. Because the Mistress of Detection was definitely putting three and three together. And you know what Diva just hates? Being played for a sucker. Fortunately, unlike Bopp, I do not work for NOPD.


  Perhaps it would be revealing too much to say exactly what the Mistress of Detection did next—and how. Suffice it to say, the color of the day was basic black and I was forced to trade in my usual fabulous footwear for something a bit stealthier. And then…


  Back to that Dauphine Street address Wendy’d given me, an entirely boring two hours waiting for her to go panhandle or drink coffee, depending on whether she was in money-in or money-out mode, and finally—Action Jackson!


  Not being Bopp, I could operate freely on the theory that you can’t make a case without breaking windows, and in the back, I found a nice one I could kick in with my stealth-boots. I lifted Barkus in first and then followed gracefully. Who knew whether she’d gone for a quick coffee or a slow day of panhandling, so I had to be fast. But no problem, it was a one-room room, as the old joke went. It was going to take about five minutes to toss the entire joint.


  Oddly, nothing of Geo’s was in evidence. It was clear only one person lived here, and that person was a woman. Wendy obviously wasn’t expecting her dearly beloved to come back. Okay, then, drawers, files, suitcases, closet. Right. Check. Good show. A very fruitful search indeed.


  All that remained was to find something amusing to read till Miss Thing came home. I settled for her personal papers.


  And in about an hour, she returned, carrying a coffee cup—so maybe panhandling first, then sustenance? That would explain the time frame. She found me waiting for her, on a chair she evidently used to catch yesterday’s appalling outfit, and the one from the day before that and…hmmmm, seemingly back through eternity. I’d transferred them all to the unmade bed and you could hardly notice the difference. In my lap were my faithful dog Barkus and three items of interest.


  Quite a reasonable question she asked upon seeing us: “What the hell are you doing here?”


  What she’d asked me to do, of course. I said, “Making this case my bitch, darlin’. Think I might almost have this thing wrapped up. Doesn’t look so good for Geo, though. You were right, my baby. Looks like Ramsay did kill him because, just as he suspected, he Knew Too Much. Oh, yeah, Geo knew all about Violet and Ramsay, a circumstance that was gonna cut off Ramsay’s gravy train if his very rich wife found out. Geo tried to blackmail him and…well…Ramsay didn’t want to be blackmailed.”


  “Oh my God! No. Do you mean what I think you mean?”


  “Well, it’s not all bad, Ramsay was going to make him immortal. Until Diva came along. So Geo’s now a clarinet, I’m sorry to say. And I’m even sorrier to have to report it’s the world’s ugliest clarinet. But, see, there’s another problem. Violet’s dead too. Or let’s just say she never existed.” The coffee cup slipped unnoticed through her fingers. “Barkus, could you get off the evidence, please?”


  My sweet baby jumped to the floor, giving the client a tiny little Barkus-snarl.


  I held up the first item in my lap. “Recognize this nice blonde wig, Miss Thing?”


  “Excuse me, Delish, but we’re wigs ’r us around here—haven’t you noticed? I’ve got blue, I’ve got pink, why wouldn’t I have blonde?”


  Hmmm. Very defensive. She definitely saw where I was going. I stayed on course. “Oh, and would these temporary tattoos be yours? By the way, I see you’re not wearing your slave bracelets today.”


  “The last I heard, permanent tattoos weren’t mandatory in this parish.”


  “Well, aren’t we petulant!”


  “What are you implying, anyway?”


  I stood up and got in her face. “I’m implying, Miss Thing, that you don’t know who you’re dealing with, my baby. Diva Delish was a world-famous Mistress of Disguise before you got your first training bra. And what’s the first rule of disguise? It’s sleight of hand, my darlin’, just like magic. Distract ’em—like with a face tattoo—Diva’s hat’s off to you, by the way—and that’s all anybody’s gonna notice. You were Violet, darlin’. Oh, yeah, you and Geo set the whole thing up. You went to work for Mimi, so you could hit on Ramsay Erickson and cook up a yummy delicious Blackmail Pie for your boy friend Geo. Only Ramsay liked his gig as kept artist a lot more than you figured.”


  “You’re crazy!”


  “Oh, yeah! Don’t ya love it? See, you knew Geo was a trustifarian. And if the two of you could have held on for another year you would have been rich. But you got greedy and Geo got a hostile makeover. You didn’t hire Diva to find Geo, you hired me to find his body. Because unless Geo was officially dead, you wouldn’t officially be a widow. And you wouldn’t get a dime.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Holding up the third item of interest, I went into incredibly annoying singsong mode. “Found ya marriage license,” I sang, like the worst bully on the playground. This was the most fun I’d had since Mardi Gras.


  “Give me that!”


  She reached for it, but I was ready for her. Grabbed her arm, spun her around, and pulled up on it, which had to hurt.


  But she only said, “Damn, you’re strong!” and kicked backwards at my knees.


  Hmmm. Maybe it didn’t hurt enough. I exerted a bit more pressure. Oh, yeah. Better. She screamed, but she still had fight in her.


  “Let me go!” she hollered and her other arm came up, the idea being to throw me off-balance with a little hair-pulling, I guess. But, darlin’, since you know Diva’s secret, you can guess what happened instead. Wendy ended up with yet another blonde wig, this one of exponentially better quality than any she owned.


  And there I was in nothing but my basic black burgling suit and a silly wig cap. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and burst out laughing.


  “Why, Mrs. Dupuy,” I said, using Don’s voice for the first time, “you seem to have snatched me bald-headed!”


  “You’re a guy!” she yelled. “You’re the guy who gave me the card.” Ah, yes. The card she brought to the Marigny Palace that fateful night.


  I filled her in while I applied a pair of simply captivating pink cuffs that I got from handcuffworld.com for a mere twenty-one dollars. Bopp was just going to love them.


  “Oh, you mean my partner, Don Devereaux,” I said, still in Don’s voice. “Yep. Don’s the name, Diva’s the game.”


  And then I switched back to Diva. “That’s right, my baby. Born Donald Devereaux in Terrebonne Parish, and magically morphed into the fabulous Diva Delish, New Orleans’ most famous mixologist and private…Well! You know. Gives new meaning to that tired old phrase, now doesn’t it?”


  She didn’t think it was funny.


  THE END


  WE GUARANTEE OUR BOOKS…

  AND WE LISTEN TO OUR READERS


  We’ll give you your money back if you find as many as five errors in this book. (That’s five verified errors—punctuation or spelling that leaves no room for judgment calls or alternatives.)


  If you find more than five, we’ll give you a dollar for every one you catch up to twenty.


  More than that and we reproof and remake the book. Email julie@booksbnimble.com and it shall be done!


   


  If you enjoyed this book, would you consider reviewing it on your favorite website? The author would be most grateful!


  And let us keep you up-to-date on all our forthcoming mysteries. Check them out and sign up for our mailing list at www.booksbnimble.com
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