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Prologue
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A blue jay swooped in and perched on the naked cherub’s toe. Too conceited to splash in the fountain with the abandon of the lowly sparrow, the jay took one sip of water, then jetted from the courtyard. He seemed disdainful of the serenity enclosed within the old brick walls which were covered with clinging, flowering vines. Bumblebees buzzed industriously among the pastel blossoms. Hanging baskets of ferns still dripped from a predawn shower. On the waxy leaves of philodendrons and camellia bushes, drops of rainwater glistened in the bright sunlight.


“So Rapunzel let down her cascade of lovely, golden hair, and the prince used the heavy locks to scale the stone wall of the tower.”


Claire Laurent, who’d been listening intently, looked skeptically at her mother. “Wouldn’t that hurt, Mama?”


“Not in fairy tales, darling.”


“I wish I had long, golden hair.” The girl sighed wistfully.


Mary Catherine patted her five-year-old daughter’s tumble of russet waves. “Your hair is too lovely for words.”


The tranquility of the courtyard was shattered abruptly when Aunt Laurel barged through the screen door. “Mary Catherine, they’re here again! And this time they have a paper saying they can take Claire away.”


Mary Catherine stared vacantly at her aunt. “Who’s here?”


Claire knew. Even if her mother did not, Claire remembered the man in the dark suit who smelled of wintergreen breath mints and oily hair cream. He’d come twice to the house, contaminating Aunt Laurel’s parlor with his offensive odors. A woman carrying a large leather satchel always came with him. They talked to Aunt Laurel and Mary Catherine about her as though she were deaf or not there at all.


Claire didn’t understand all the words, but she grasped the nature of these conversations. They always left Aunt Laurel distraught, but her mother suffered terribly. After their last visit she had stayed in bed for three days, crying incessantly. It had been one of her worst spells and distressed Aunt Laurel even more.


Claire scuttled behind the wrought-iron chair where her mama was seated, trying to make herself small and invisible. Fear clutched at her throat and made her heart pound in her narrow chest.


“Oh, dear. Oh, dear.” Aunt Laurel’s chins were wobbling. She twisted the handkerchief clutched in her pudgy hands. “I don’t know what to do. Mary Catherine, what can I do? They say they can take her.”


The man appeared first. His hawkish eyes darted around the courtyard authoritatively; he was as territorial in bearing as the blue jay had been. Finally his eyes pinpointed the lovely young woman who sat like a living portrait against the picturesque backdrop.


“Good morning, Miss Laurent.”


Watching from her hiding place behind her mother, Claire saw him smile. She didn’t like his smile. It was as insincere as the garish grin on a Mardi Gras mask. Even outdoors she could smell his sickeningly sweet hair tonic and breath candy.


Aunt Laurel’s words had terrified her. Take her where? She couldn’t go anywhere without her mama. If they took her away, who would look after Mama? Who would pat her shoulder and sing softly to her when she got sad? Who would go after her when she sneaked out of the house during one of her spells?


“You no longer have a choice regarding your daughter’s guardianship,” the drab woman in the ugly gray dress told Mary Catherine. She spoke harshly, and the leather satchel weighed down her arm. “This is not a good environment for your child. You want what’s best for her, don’t you?”


Mary Catherine’s finely boned hand fluttered to her chest and fingered the strand of pearls that lay against her lace collar. “I don’t understand these things. It’s all so… confusing.”


The man and woman glanced at each other. The man said, “Rest easy, Miss Laurent. Your little girl will be well taken care of.” He nodded brusquely at the woman. She stepped around the chair and seized Claire by the arm.


“No!” Claire yanked her arm from the woman’s hot, damp grasp and backed away. “I don’t want to go with you. I want to stay with my mama.”


“Come on now, Claire,” the woman cooed through a brittle smile. “We’re going to take you to a house where there are lots of other children to play with. You’ll like it. I promise.”


Claire didn’t believe her. She had the pointed nose and furtive eyes of the rats that scurried through the garbage in the alleyways of the Quarter. She wasn’t pretty, soft, and good-smelling, and, even though she was attempting to speak kindly, her voice didn’t have the melodious rise and fall of Mama’s.


“I won’t go,” Claire declared with the obstinacy of a five-year-old. “I won’t go anywhere without my mama.”


“I’m afraid you must.”


The woman reached for Claire again. This time her grip held, although Claire struggled to free herself. “No! No!” The woman’s fingernails dug into her arm, breaking the skin. “Let me go! I’m staying with Mama and Aunt Laurel.”


Screaming, she wriggled and kicked and flailed her arms and dug the heels of her black patent maryjanes into the bricks and everything else she could think of to do that might break the woman’s hold on her, but it was inexorable.


Aunt Laurel had regained her composure and was berating the man for separating a child from her mother. “Mary Catherine suffers from spells of melancholia, but who doesn’t? Hers are just more deeply felt. She’s a wonderful mother. Claire adores her. I assure you, she’s perfectly harmless.”


Heedless of Aunt Laurel’s earnest pleas, the woman pulled Claire through the screen door into the kitchen. The child looked back and saw her mother still sitting in her chair, limned in mellow sunlight. “Mama!” she cried out. “Mama, don’t let them take me.”


“Stop that yelling!” The woman shook Claire so hard that she accidentally bit her tongue and screamed louder, in pain.


Yanked from her stupor by her daughter’s wail, Mary Catherine suddenly realized that Claire was in peril. She pushed herself up from the wrought-iron chair with such impetus that it fell over backward and cracked two of the courtyard bricks. She ran for the screen door and had almost reached it when the man clamped his hand on her shoulder.


“There’s nothing you can do to stop us this time, Miss Laurent. We have the authority to remove your daughter from these premises.”


“I’ll kill you first.” Mary Catherine grabbed the neck of a vase on the patio table and swung it toward his head.


With a sickening thunk, lead crystal connected with flesh. The blow opened up a three-inch gash on the social worker’s temple. When Mary Catherine dropped the vase, it shattered on the bricks. Water drenched the front of the man’s dark suit. Roses fell randomly around their feet.


He bellowed in anger and pain. “Perfectly harmless, my ass,” he shouted into Aunt Laurel’s face. She had rushed forward to restrain Mary Catherine.


While her mouth filled with blood from the cut on her tongue, Claire continued to fight the woman as she dragged her through the house. The man lumbered behind them, stanching the flow of blood from his temple with a handkerchief. He was cursing liberally.


Claire kept her eyes on her mother as long as she could. Mary Catherine’s face was distorted by torment as she strained against Aunt Laurel’s clutches. Her arms were extended beseechingly toward her daughter.


“Claire. Claire. My baby girl.”


“Mama! Mama! Mama!…”
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Claire sat up suddenly in her wide bed. Her chest was heaving and she couldn’t catch her breath. Her mouth was arid, her throat raw from having silently screamed in her sleep. Her nightgown was stuck to her damp skin.


She threw off the covers, drew her knees up to her chest, and rested her forehead on them. She didn’t raise her head until all vestiges of the nightmare had vanished and the demons of memory had slunk back into their lairs in her subconscious.


She left her bed and walked down the hall to her mother’s room. Mary Catherine was sleeping peacefully. Relieved, Claire got a drink of water from the bathroom sink and then returned to her bedroom. She changed into a fresh nightgown and straightened the covers before getting into bed again. It would be a while, she knew, before she went back to sleep.


Recently she’d been plagued by recurring bad dreams that forced her to relive the worst moments of her troubled childhood. The origin of the dreams was no mystery. She knew their source. It was the same evil presence that was currently endangering the peace and security she had worked so diligently to maintain.


She had thought these past heartaches had been buried so deep that they would never be unearthed. But they were being resurrected by a malevolent intruder. He was a threat to those she loved. He was wreaking havoc on her life.


Unless she took drastic measures to change the course of events, he would ruin the future she had planned.





Chapter One
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The Reverend Jackson Wilde had been shot in the head, the heart, and the testicles. Right off Cassidy figured that was a significant clue.


“Hell of a mess.”


The medical examiner’s remark was an understatement, Cassidy thought. He guessed the murder weapon was a .38 snub-nose revolver, fired at close range. Hollow-tip bullets. The perpetrator had definitely wanted to blow the victim away. Tissue was splattered on the headboard and sheets. The mattress was saturated with blood that pooled beneath the body, which, beyond the devastating damage from the bullets, hadn’t been butchered or dismembered. Grisly as it was, Cassidy had seen much worse.


What made this murder scene particularly messy was the identity of the victim. Cassidy had heard the startling news bulletin over his car radio while fighting morning rush-hour traffic. He’d immediately executed an illegal U-turn even though he had no business rushing to the scene without authorization. The policemen who had cordoned off the Fairmont Hotel recognized him and automatically assumed that he was officially representing the Orleans Parish District Attorney’s office. None had questioned his appearance in the seventh floor San Louis suite that was crowded with investigators who were likely to destroy evidence in their eagerness to collect it.


Cassidy approached the medical examiner. “What do you think, Elvie?”


Dr. Elvira Dupuis was stout, gray-haired and butchy. Her sex life was constant grist for the gossip mills, but none of the conveyors spoke from firsthand experience. Elvie was liked by few and despised by most. No one, however, disputed her competence.


Cassidy loved having her on the stand if she was a witness for the prosecution. He could count on her answers to be forthright and unequivocal. When she took the oath on the Bible, she looked sincere. She always had a profound impact on jurors.


In response to his question, the middle-aged pathologist pushed her eyeglasses more squarely onto her square face. “My initial guess is that the head wound got him. The bullet destroyed most of his gray matter. Chest wound looks a little too far to the right to have burst the heart, although I can’t rule it out as the mortal wound until I’ve cracked his chest. The shot to his balls probably wouldn’t have killed him, not instantly anyway.” She looked up at the assistant D.A. and grinned mischievously. “But it sure as hell would’ve thrown a wrench into his love life.”


Cassidy winced with empathy. “Wonder which shot was fired first.”


“Can’t say.”


“My guess would be the head.”


“Why?”


“The chest wound, if it didn’t kill him, would have immobilized him.”


“His lungs would have flooded. And?”


“And if somebody had shot me in the crotch, I’d have reflexively tried to protect the area.”


“Dying with a death grip around your balls?”


“Something like that.”


She shook her head. “Wilde’s arms were at his sides. No sign of a struggle or adverse reaction of any kind. I’d guess he felt perfectly at ease with whoever offed him. He might have even been asleep. He didn’t see it coming.”


“Victims rarely do,” Cassidy muttered. “What time would you guess it happened?”


She lifted the corpse’s right hand and revolved it around the wrist joint, testing the rigidity. “Midnight. Maybe before.” Dropping the hand back onto the sheet, she asked, “Can I have him now?”


Cassidy gave the brutalized body a final once-over. “Be my guest.”


“I’ll see that you get a copy of the autopsy report as soon as I’m finished. Don’t call and start bugging me for it before I’m through or it’ll only take longer.”


Dr. Dupuis had assumed that he would be prosecuting the case. He didn’t qualify his involvement at this point. It was only a matter of time. He would have this case.


Moving aside to give the forensic crew room to maneuver, Cassidy conducted a visual investigation of the hotel bedroom. The articles on the nightstand had already been dusted for prints. A fine, black film clung to everything. Various items were being carefully placed in separate plastic bags and labeled. Robbery could be ruled out as a motive. Among the articles on the nightstand was a Rolex wristwatch.


A police photographer was taking pictures. Another policeman wearing surgical gloves was on his hands and knees, examining the carpet for fibers.


“Has any press been allowed in yet?”


“Nope,” the officer on his knees replied.


“Keep them out as long as possible and hold all vital info close to your chest. Our office will prepare a statement later in the day when we know the facts.”


The officer acknowledged the instructions with a nod.


Leaving the policemen to do their jobs, Cassidy wandered into the parlor of the suite. Opaque drapes had been drawn across the two walls of windows, making the room appear dim and gloomy in spite of its pastel and white decor. Huddled in the corner of a peach velvet sofa was a young woman, her head bent, her face buried in her hands. She was sobbing uncontrollably. A young man sat beside her. He looked nervous, even frightened, as he tried in vain to console her.


They were being questioned by an NOPD homicide detective. Howard Glenn had been in the department for more than twenty years, although he was a rogue and not particularly liked by his colleagues. His appearance didn’t attract companions or solicit friendships. He was dingy and disheveled, he chain-smoked unfiltered Camels, and overall he looked like he belonged in a 1940s film noire. But he was well respected throughout the local law-enforcement community for his dogged method of investigation.


As he approached, Glenn glanced up and said, “Hey, Cassidy. You got here quick. Crowder send you?”


Anthony Crowder was the district attorney of Orleans Parish, Cassidy’s boss. He sidestepped the question and nodded down to the couple on the sofa. “Who’re they?”


“Don’t you watch TV?”


“Not religious programs. Never saw his show.”


Glenn turned his head and said out the side of his mouth so that only Cassidy could hear, “Too bad. He’s been canceled.”


Cassidy glanced over his shoulder into the bedroom where Elvie Dupuis was overseeing the transference of the bagged body from the bed to the gurney. “He damn sure has.”


“This is the evangelist’s wife, Ariel Wilde,” Glenn informed him. “And his son, Joshua.”


The young man looked up at Cassidy. Cassidy stuck out his right hand. “Assistant District Attorney Cassidy.”


Joshua Wilde shook hands with him. His grip was firm enough, but his hands were soft, smooth, and well tended, not a working man’s hands. He had expressive brown eyes and ash-brown hair worn long and wavy on top. He was good-looking, on the verge of pretty. Born a century or two earlier on another continent, he would have frequented fashionable salons and dabbled in writing romantic poetry. Cassidy doubted that he’d ever thrown a baseball, camped out, or played shirts and skins with the guys.


His voice was as southern and cultured as a cask of Jack Daniels. “Find the monster who did this to my father, Mr. Cassidy.”


“I intend to.”


“And bring him to swift justice.”


“Him? Are you sure it was a man who killed your father, Mr. Wilde?”


Joshua Wilde was flustered. “Not at all. I only meant… I used the masculine pronoun in a generic sense.”


“Then it could have been a woman.”


Until now, the widow had failed to acknowledge the introduction while weeping into a shredding Kleenex. Suddenly Ariel Wilde tossed her pale, straight hair over her shoulders and fixed Cassidy with a wild, fanatic gaze. Her complexion had no more color than the white plaster lamp on the end table, but she had beautiful blue eyes enhanced by extraordinarily long lashes and the shimmer of fresh tears.


“Is that how you solve murder cases, Mr.… what was it again?”


“Cassidy.”


“Do you solve crimes by playing word games?”


“Sometimes, yes.”


“You’re no better than this detective.” She sneered contemptuously at Howard Glenn. “Instead of going after the killer, he’s been questioning Josh and me.”


Cassidy exchanged a telling glance with Glenn. The detective shrugged, tacitly granting Cassidy permission to intervene. “Before we can ‘go after the killer,’ Mrs. Wilde,” he explained, “we have to learn exactly what happened to your husband.”


She gestured toward the blood-soaked bed in the next room and shrieked, “Isn’t it obvious what happened?”


“Not always.”


“Well we don’t know what happened,” she wailed theatrically before cramming the Kleenex against her colorless lips. “If we’d known he was going to be murdered last night, do you think we would have left Jackson alone in the suite?”


“The two of you left Reverend Wilde alone last night? Where were you?” Cassidy sat down on the edge of the adjacent loveseat. He took a good look at the woman and her stepson. They both looked to be in their late twenties.


“We were in my suite. Rehearsing,” Josh replied.


“Rehearsing?”


“Mrs. Wilde sings at all their crusade services and on the television program,” Glenn provided. “Mr. Wilde here plays the piano.”


Tidy of Jackson Wilde to keep his ministry a family enterprise, Cassidy thought. He already had a jaundiced view of television preachers and had seen nothing so far to dispel the stereotype. He asked, “Where is your suite, Mr. Wilde?”


“Down the hall. Daddy had reserved all the rooms on this floor.”


“Why?”


“That’s customary. It guarantees our privacy. Daddy’s followers often go to any lengths to get near him. He loved people, but he needed rest and privacy between services. He and Ariel stayed in this suite. I took the next largest one so a practice piano could be moved into it.”


Cassidy turned to the newly widowed woman. “This suite has two bedrooms. Why weren’t you sleeping with your husband?”


Mrs. Wilde responded with a sniff of disdain. “He’s already asked me about that,” she said, shooting another disparaging glance toward Detective Glenn. “I came in late last night and didn’t want to disturb Jackson’s rest. He was exhausted, so I slept in the other bedroom.”


“What time did you come in?”


“I didn’t notice.”


Cassidy looked at Josh inquisitively. “Did you notice what time it was when she left your room?”


“I’m afraid not. Late.”


“After midnight?”


“Much later.”


For the time being, Cassidy let it pass. “Did you speak with your husband when you came in, Mrs. Wilde?”


“No.”


“Went in and kissed him good night?”


“No. I used the door opening directly into my bedroom from the hall. I should have checked on him,” she said weepily. “But I thought he was sleeping peacefully.”


Cassidy glanced up at Glenn and with a stern look warned him not to make the obvious quip. Instead the detective said, “Unfortunately, Mrs. Wilde didn’t discover her husband’s body until this morning.”


“When he didn’t respond to his wake-up call,” she said, her voice cracking. She used the wadded Kleenex tissue to blot beneath her nose. “To think he was in there… dead all that time… while I was sleeping in the next room.”


Swooning, she collapsed against her stepson. He placed his arm around her shoulders and spoke softly into her hair.


“Guess that’s all for now.” Cassidy stood.


Glenn followed him to the door. “Smells like yesterday’s fish heads, doesn’t it?”


“Oh, I don’t know,” Cassidy said. “It’s almost too pat to be a lie.”


Glenn made an unappealing snorting sound as he fished for a fresh Camel in the crumpled pack he took from his shirt pocket. “You’re shittin’ me, right? It’s plain to see. They’ve got the hots for each other and bumped off the preacher to get him out of their way.”


“Could be,” Cassidy said noncommittally. “Maybe not.”


Glenn eyed him shrewdly as he lit his cigarette. “A smart boy like you didn’t fall for those pretty blue eyes, did you, Cassidy? And all that crying? Hell, before you got here, they were praying out loud together.” He sucked deeply on the Camel. “Surely you don’t believe they’re telling the truth?”


“Sure I believe them.” As Cassidy went through the door, he glanced over his shoulder and added, “About as far as I can piss through a hurricane.”


He rode the elevator down alone, and it opened onto pandemonium. The lobby of the Fairmont Hotel was a city block long. Ordinarily, it was a paragon of stately refinement and luxury, with its matte black walls, red velvet furniture, and gold leaf accents—a grand old dame of a hotel. But this morning it was teeming with frustrated, angry people. Police were trying to ignore the aggressive media reporters who were in hot pursuit of the facts surrounding the astonishing murder of Jackson Wilde. Hotel guests who earlier had been rounded up by police and questioned in the ballroom were now being systematically dismissed; they appeared reluctant to leave, however, before venting their outrage. Hotel staff were being questioned while also trying to placate their disgruntled clientele.


Cassidy elbowed his way through the noisy crowd. He overheard one woman with a Midwestern twang surmising that a psychopath was loose in the hotel and that they were all doomed to be slaughtered in their beds.


A man was shouting at the top of his voice that “they” were going to hear about this, although it was unclear who “they” were.


Disciples of the Reverend Jackson Wilde, upon hearing of their leader’s demise, had contributed to the confusion by congregating in the lobby and making it a temporary shrine. They were weeping copiously and noisily, holding spontaneous prayer meetings, singing hymns, and invoking the Almighty’s wrath on the one who had slain the televangelist.


As he made his way toward the University Street entrance, Cassidy tried to avoid the local media, but to no avail. The reporters surrounded him.


“Mr. Cassidy, did you see—”


“Nothing.”


“Mr. Cassidy, was he—”


“No comment.”


“Mr. Cassidy—”


“Later.”


He maneuvered his way through them, dodging the cameras, deflecting extended microphones, and prudently declining to say anything until District Attorney Crowder placed him in charge of prosecuting Wilde’s murder case.


Assuming Crowder would.


No, there could be no assumption to it. He must.


Cassidy wanted this case so badly he could taste it. Moreover, he needed it.
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Yasmine strutted through the automatic doors at New Orleans International Airport. A redcap, dwarfed by her extraordinary height and dazzled by her legs beneath the short leather miniskirt, trudged behind her carting two suitcases.


At the sound of a car horn, Yasmine spotted Claire’s LeBaron parked at the curb as scheduled. Her suitcases were stowed inside the trunk, which Claire unlocked from the dashboard, the redcap was tipped, and Yasmine slid into the passenger seat with a flash of brown thighs and a waft of gardenia perfume.


“Good morning,” Claire said. “How was your flight?”


“Can you believe it about Jackson Wilde?”


Claire Laurent glanced over her left shoulder, then daringly pulled into the erratic flow of traffic made hazardous by buses, taxis, and courtesy vans picking up and depositing airline passengers. “What’s he done this time?”


“You haven’t heard?” Yasmine gasped. “Jesus, Claire, what have you been doing this morning?”


“Going over invoices and… Why?”


“You didn’t see any TV news? Listen to the radio?” Jasmine noticed that a cassette was playing in the car.


“I’ve deliberately avoided newscasts all week. I didn’t want Mama to catch Jackson Wilde taking potshots at us while he’s in town. By the way, we received another invitation to debate him, which I declined.”


Yasmine continued to gape at her best friend and business associate. “You really don’t know.”


“What?” Claire asked with a laugh. “Is French Silk under attack again? What did he say this time, that we’re going to burn in eternal hell? That I’d better clean up my act or else? That I’m corrupting the morals of America with my pornographic displays of the human body?”


Yasmine removed the large, dark sunglasses she wore when she didn’t want to be recognized and looked at Claire with the tiger eyes that for a decade had graced the covers of countless fashion magazines. “The Reverend Jackson Wilde won’t be saying anything about you anymore, Claire. He won’t be badmouthing French Silk or our catalog. He won’t be doin’ nuthin’, honey,” she said, lapsing into the black lingo of her childhood. “The man has been silenced forever. The man is dead.”


“Dead?” Claire braked hard, pitching them forward.


“Deader’n a doornail, as my mama used to say.”


Claire stared at her, whey-faced and incredulous, and repeated, “Dead?”


“Apparently he preached one sermon too many. He pissed off someone enough to kill him.”


Claire nervously wet her lips. “You mean he was murdered?”


A furious driver gave a blast of his horn. Another made an obscene gesture as he steered around them and sped past. Claire forced her foot off the brake pedal and back onto the accelerator. The car lurched.


“What’s the matter with you? I thought you’d be applauding. Do you want me to drive?”


“No. No, I’m fine.”


“You don’t look fine. In fact you look like shit.”


“I had a rough night.”


“Mary Catherine?”


Claire shook her head. “Some bad dreams that have been keeping me awake.”


“Dreams about what?”


“Never mind. Yasmine, you’re sure about Jackson Wilde?”


“I heard it in the airport while I was waiting for my luggage. They had a TV on in the Avis booth. People were crowded around it. I asked somebody what was going on, expecting something like the Challenger explosion. This man says, ‘That television preacher done got hisself shot last night.’ And since I have a voodoo doll in the image of one particular television preacher, my interest was naturally piqued. I shoved my way closer to the set and heard the news for myself.”


“Was he killed at the Fairmont?”


Yasmine looked at her curiously. “How’d you know that?”


“I heard that’s where he was staying. From Andre.”


“Andre. I forgot about him. Bet he’s having conniptions this morning.” Before Yasmine could comment further on their mutual friend, Claire asked another question.


“Who discovered the body?”


“His wife. She found him this morning in his bed with three bullet holes in him.”


“My God. What time did she find him?”


“Time? Hell, I don’t know. They didn’t say. What difference does it make?” Yasmine took off her head scarf and shook loose the long, full Afro for which she was famous. From her oversized handbag she retrieved several bangles and slid them over her slender hands. Next, she put on gigantic disk earrings. With no more than these few cosmetic changes, the image of the most successful ethnic model since Iman began to emerge.


“Have they arrested anyone yet?”


“Nope.” Yasmine applied coral gloss to her lips with a fine-tipped brush. After dusting her cheeks with blush, she viewed her exquisite face from all angles in the visor mirror.


Rush hour was over, but as always there was heavy traffic on the expressway. Claire weaved through it with the ease of experience and familiarity. She had lived in New Orleans all her life. Since Yasmine now divided her time between New Orleans and New York, Claire usually picked her up at the airport.


“Did the killer leave clues? Did they find the murder weapon?”


Impatiently Yasmine flipped the visor back into place. “It was like a news bulletin, you know? The details were sketchy. The reporters were after some guy from the D.A.’s office to make a statement, but he didn’t say zip. What’s with the twenty questions?”


“I can’t believe he’s dead.” Claire hesitated before saying the last word, as though she couldn’t bring herself to utter it. “He preached at the Superdome last night.”


“They showed film of that on the news story. There he was on the TV screen, face red, white hair bristling, screaming about fire and brimstone. He pleaded with every American to get down on his knees and beg for redemption.” Yasmine’s sleek brows drew together. “How could the Lord hear anybody else’s prayers with Wilde yelling so loud?” She shrugged. “I’m glad he’s finally been shut up. Now he’s out of our hair.”


Claire sharply cut her eyes toward Yasmine. “You shouldn’t say that.”


“Why not? That’s how I feel. I’m sure as hell not going to burst into tears and pretend to mourn his passing.” She made a scoffing sound. “They should give the one who plugged him a medal for ridding this country of a pest.”


The Reverend Jackson Wilde had used his television program as a forum for his crusade against pornography. He had adopted this issue as his special mission, pledging to eradicate obscenity from America. His fiery sermons had whipped thousands of his followers into a frenzy. Consequently, artists, writers, and others in the creative arts were being virulently and personally attacked, having their work banned and in some instances vandalized.


Many viewed the televangelist’s crusade as a threat much more severe than the prohibition of peddling dirty magazines. They considered it an endangerment of rights granted by the First Amendment. The legal definitions as to what was obscene and what wasn’t was unclear, and since the U.S. Supreme Court had been unsuccessful in establishing definite guidelines, Wilde’s opponents naturally protested using his narrow opinion as the standard by which material was measured.


Warfare had been declared. In cities and towns, battles were being waged in movie theaters, bookstores, libraries, and museums. Those opposing Reverend Wilde found themselves lumped together and labeled “nonbelieving heathens.” They were promoted as this era’s heretics, witches, and pagans, anathema to every true believer.


Because the catalog for the lingerie line French Silk had fallen under Jackson Wilde’s censure, Claire, as its creator, had been thrust into the unwelcome limelight. For months he’d lambasted the catalog, grouping it with hard core pornographic magazines. Yasmine had agreed with Claire’s assertion that they should ignore Wilde and his ridiculous accusations rather than try to defend what neither felt needed defending.


But Wilde wasn’t easily ignored. When his sermons failed to provoke the response he wanted—a televised debate—he’d used his pulpit to attack Yasmine and Claire personally, citing them as lewd, lascivious, contemporary Jezebels. His sermons against them had heated up even more when, a week earlier, he’d brought his crusade to New Orleans, home of French Silk. Yasmine had been in New York taking care of other business interests, so Claire had had to bear the brunt of Wilde’s vicious insults.


That’s why Yasmine was baffled by Claire’s reaction to the news of his death. French Silk was Claire’s brainchild. It had been her conception. Her business acumen, vivid imagination, and instinct for what the women of America wanted had made the mail-order business a stunning success. For Yasmine herself, it had prolonged a waning career. It had been her salvation, although even Claire didn’t realize to what extent.


Now the bastard who had threatened to end all that was dead. To her way of thinking, it was cause for celebration.


Claire, however, saw it differently. “Since Wilde had labeled us his enemies, and considering that he was murdered, I don’t think we should be heard gloating over his death.”


“I’ve been accused of a lot of things, Claire, but never of being two-faced. I don’t mince words. What I feel, I say. You were bred in a hothouse of gentility, while I was scraping and clawing to survive in Harlem. Me, I come on like gangbusters, while you barely flutter the air when you move. I’ve got a mouth as wide as the Lincoln Tunnel. Your voice would melt butter.


“But there’s a limit to even your patience, Claire Louise Laurent. This preacher man was on your ass for almost a year, since the first time he trashed French Silk’s catalog from his gilded pulpit. It was like having your baby publicly spanked for being a wicked child.


“You’ve withstood his narrow-minded censure with a poise and grace that did your southern heritage proud, but truthfully now, deep down, aren’t you glad the pious son of a bitch is dead?”


Claire stared vacantly beyond her hood ornament. “Yes,” she said quietly, slowly. “Deep down, I’m glad the son of a bitch is dead.”


“Hmm. Well, maybe you’d better follow your own advice and think of something else to tell them.”


“Them?” Claire snapped out of her trance, and Yasmine directed her attention to the next block. Several TV vans with satellite dishes were parked along Peters Street in front of French Silk. Reporters and video cameramen were milling around them.


“Damn!” Claire muttered. “I don’t want to be involved in this.”


“Well, brace yourself, baby,” Yasmine said. “You were one of Jackson Wilde’s favorite targets. Whether you want to be or not, you’re involved up to your eyebrows.”





Chapter Two
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You’ve failed to get convictions on your last three cases.”


Cassidy had expected that argument. Even so, the criticism stung. Rather than showing his agitation, he assumed a self-confident air. “We knew going in that those three cases were weak, Tony. In each one, all the defense attorneys had to do was say, ‘Prove it.’ I did the best I could with what little evidence I had, and you damn well know that.”


District Attorney Anthony Crowder crossed his stubby, hairy hands over his vest and leaned back in his leather desk chair. “This conversation is premature. The police haven’t even made an arrest yet. It might be months before they do.”


Cassidy stubbornly shook his head. “I want to work alongside them on the investigation to make certain something vital doesn’t slip through the cracks.”


“Then I’ll have the police commissioner on my back for your butting in on what should be a matter strictly for his department.”


“I’m glad you mentioned the P.C. You’re buddies. Have a talk with him. See if you can get Howard Glenn on the Wilde case.”


“That seedy—”


“He was first on the scene, and he’s good. The best.”


“Cassidy…”


“Don’t worry about me overstepping my bounds. I’ll exercise all my powers of diplomacy.”


“You don’t have any powers of diplomacy,” the district attorney reminded him. “Since you joined this office five years ago, you’ve done some good work, but generally speaking you’ve been a pain in the butt.”


Cassidy grinned confidently, unfazed by Tony Crowder’s gruff put-down. He knew how the D.A. really felt about him. Unofficially he was Crowder’s heir apparent. When his current term was up next year, he planned to retire. It was tacitly understood that Cassidy would get first crack at Crowder’s office and his endorsement. He might exasperate the older man, but Crowder recognized in Cassidy the same combination of ambition and grit that had once characterized and driven him.


“I’ve prosecuted and won more cases for you than any other lawyer in the department,” Cassidy said without false modesty.


“I know that,” Crowder snapped. “You don’t have to remind me. But you’ve also caused me more trouble.”


“You can’t accomplish anything if you’re scared of making waves.”


“In your case tidal waves.”


Cassidy sat forward and fixed Crowder with a compelling stare. His steady gray eyes had intimidated reluctant witnesses, impressed cynical judges, swayed skeptical jurors, and, in his private life, made sweet talk superfluous. “Give me this case, Tony.”


Before Crowder could verbalize his decision, his secretary poked her head around the door. “Ariel Wilde is holding a press conference. It’s being broadcast live on all the TV stations. Thought you might be interested.” She withdrew, closing the door behind her.


Crowder reached for the remote control on his desk and switched on the TV set across the room.


The widow’s pretty, pale features appeared on the screen. She looked as frail and defenseless as a refugee angel, but there was steely conviction behind her voice. “This tragedy will not put an end to my husband’s crusade against the Devil’s handiwork.” That won her a chorus of amens from the faithful followers who were pressing against the ranks of security people, reporters, and photographers surrounding her.


“Satan knew we were winning this battle. He had to take desperate measures. First he used this corrupt city as a tool against us. City officials refused to provide my husband the ’round-the-clock protection he requested.”


“Oh shit,” Crowder said, groaning. “Why’d she have to blame the city? The whole damn world is watching.”


“Nobody knows that better than she does.” Cassidy left his chair, sliding his hands into his trousers pockets as he moved closer to the television set.


As eloquent tears trickled down her ivory cheeks, the widow continued her speech. “This beautiful city is rank with sin and corruption. Take a walk down Bourbon Street if you want to see the stranglehold the Devil has on New Orleans. Jackson Wilde was a conscience, whispering into the ear of this city that it had become a moral cesspool, a slimy reservoir for crime and immorality.


“Other than these few here who have come to lend support and mourn his passing, local officials resented Jackson for his divinely inspired honesty.” The camera panned a somber group that included a judge, a congressman, and several city officials.


Crowder made a rude sound. “Politicians.”


“Some thought Jackson Wilde and voters made good bedfellows.”


“I’d rather fuck a goat,” Crowder grumbled.


“My husband was treated with an indifference that bordered on hostility,” Ariel Wilde cried. “That indifference to his safety cost him his life!”


When the roar of agreement from the crowd subsided, she continued. “Then the Devil used one of his demons to silence his staunchest foe, Reverend Jackson Wilde, with a bullet through his heart. But we won’t be silenced!” she shouted, raising her thin arms and shaking her fists. “My beloved Jackson is with the Lord now. He’s been granted a well-deserved rest and peace, praise the Lord.”


“Praise the Lord!” the flock echoed.


“But my work isn’t finished. I’ll continue the crusade Jackson began. We’ll ultimately win this war against the filth that would foul our hearts and minds! This ministry won’t stop until America is swept clean of the offal that fills its theaters and bookracks, until museums supported by your tax dollars are rid of pornography that passes itself off as art. We’re going to make this country an ideal for the rest of the world to follow, a country free of smut, a nation whose children are reared in an environment of purity and light.”


A shout of approval went up. Policemen had a difficult time holding back the surging crowd. The camera angle widened to take in the entire chaotic scene. Ariel Wilde, seemingly spent and on the verge of collapse, was led away on the arm of her stepson. Wilde’s entourage protectively closed ranks around her.


Random close-ups of the crowd showed faces streaked with tears, streaming eyes pinched shut in soulful anguish, lips moving in silent prayer. The mourning disciples linked arms and began singing in unison Jackson Wilde’s theme song, “Onward, Christian Soldiers.”


With a precise flick of his wrist, Tony Crowder switched off the set. “Damned hypocrites. If they’re so concerned about the welfare of their children, why aren’t they home with them teaching them the difference between right and wrong, instead of parading for a dead saint?” He sighed in exasperation and nodded toward the TV. “Are you sure you want to get involved in that mess, Cassidy?”


“Absolutely.”


“Off the record, its gonna be a frigging three-ring circus, especially when the police start rounding up suspects.”


“Which right now is limited to about six hundred people—everyone in and around the Fairmont Hotel last night.”


“I’d whittle it down real quick—to the widow and stepson.”


“They’re tops on my list, too.” Cassidy grinned engagingly. “Does this mean I have the case?”


“For the time being.”


“Come on, Tony!”


“For the time being,” the older man repeated loudly. “You’re putting yourself in a hotspot, and it’s bound to get hotter. I hate to think what will happen if you provoke Ariel Wilde. She’s as loved and adored as her husband was. You might incite a riot if it ever comes down to arresting her for killing him.”


“There’ll be skirmishes, sure. I’m prepared.” Cassidy returned to his chair and sat down. “I’ve taken heat before, Tony. It doesn’t bother me.”


“Doesn’t bother you, hell. You thrive on it.”


“I like to win.” Cassidy locked gazes with his superior. His grin faded until his lips were a thin, firm line. “Which is the real reason I want this case, Tony. I’m not bullshitting you now. I need a win. I need one bad.”


Crowder nodded, appreciating his protégé’s candor. “There are less volatile cases I could throw your way if a win’s all you’re looking for.”


Cassidy shook his head. “I need a big win, and bringing Jackson Wilde’s killer to justice is going to be one of the biggest legal coups of this year, if not the decade.”


“So you’re after headlines and coverage on the six o’clock news,” Crowder said, regarding him with a frown.


“You know me better than that, so I decline to honor that comment with a rebuttal. Since this morning, I’ve taken a crash course on Jackson Wilde. I don’t like what the preacher was or what he stood for. In fact I disagree with just about everything he advocated. His version of Christianity doesn’t jive with the one I was taught in Sunday school.”


“You went to Sunday school?”


Cassidy ignored that barb, too, and stuck with the point he was trying to make. “Whatever else Wilde was, he was a human being with a right to live to a ripe old age. Somebody denied him that right. Naked and defenseless, he was murdered by someone he trusted.”


“How do you know that?”


“There wasn’t a sign of forced entry on any of the doors into the suite. The locks hadn’t been jimmied. So either the perp had a key or Jackson let him in. Apparently Jackson was lying in bed, either sleeping or talking to whoever killed him. He was a religious fanatic, possibly the most dangerous one since Rasputin, but he didn’t deserve to have someone cold-bloodedly put a bullet through his brain.”


“And heart and balls,” Crowder added.


Cassidy’s eyes narrowed. “That’s quirky, isn’t it? The shot to the head and the heart were already overkill. Why the balls, too?”


“The killer was pissed.”


“Good and pissed. It smacks of self-indulgence, doesn’t it? Female vengeance, for instance.”


“You think the wife offed him? Like some others of his ilk, you think Wilde had a sweet young thing on the side and Ariel found out?”


“I don’t know. I just have a strong hunch the killer was female.”


“Why’s that?”


“It only makes sense,” Cassidy said. “If you were a woman and wanted revenge on a guy, isn’t that where you’d shoot him?”
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Claire was breathless by the time she reached her living quarters at the French Silk offices. She heard Yasmine and her mother talking together in another room, but she slipped down the hallway unnoticed and went directly to her bedroom, closing the door behind her.


Their arrival at French Silk had created a tumult among the reporters who had the building staked out. They had swarmed Yasmine and her the moment they alighted from the car. Claire was tempted to duck her head and dash inside but knew that avoidance would only prolong the inevitable. The media wouldn’t leave until she made a statement. They would continue to be an impediment to her business, an annoyance to her neighbors, and possibly a source of anxiety to her mother.


Never sure of what Yasmine might say, Claire asked her to go inside and see that Mary Catherine was kept unaware of what was happening outside. After mugging for the cameras, Yasmine did as Claire requested.


Dozens of questions were shouted at Claire, but she caught only snatches of one before the next one was hurled at her. It was impossible to answer them all, and she wouldn’t have anyway. Finally she held up her hands for silence. Speaking into the microphones directed at her, she said, “Although Reverend Wilde had proclaimed me a sinner and his enemy, I’m terribly sorry about his death. My heart goes out to his family.”


She moved toward the entrance to French Silk, but her progress was blocked by the clamoring journalists.


“Ms. Laurent, is it true that despite his repeated invitations, you refused to debate Reverend Wilde?”


“They weren’t invitations, they were challenges. I only wanted to be let alone to run my business.”


“How do you respond to his allegations of—”


“I have nothing more to say.”


“Who murdered him, Ms. Laurent?”


The question stopped Claire in her tracks. She gazed with stupefaction at the balding reporter who had rudely asked the question. Smirking, he met her stare unflinchingly. The others fell silent, expectantly awaiting her answer.


In that startling instant, Claire realized that her conflict with Jackson Wilde wasn’t over. He was dead, but she wasn’t free of him. Indeed, the worst might be yet to come. Why had the reporter asked her specifically about the murder? Did he have a reliable source in the police department? Had he heard rumors about possible suspects?


Although she kept her features composed, fear, like icy fingertips, tiptoed up her spine. In spite of the sweltering heat and high humidity, she felt chilled to the bone. “Excuse me. That’s all I have to say.”


She forcibly pushed her way through the reporters and didn’t stop until she was safely inside, upstairs in her private quarters. The experience had left her shaky and agitated. Her clothes clung to her damply, and she peeled them off with frantic haste. In the bathroom, she leaned over the sink and bathed her face, throat, chest, and arms with cool water.


Feeling somewhat refreshed, she stepped into a strapless cotton jumpsuit, one of French Silk’s most popular items from the summer catalog, and pulled her shoulder-length hair into a ponytail. Emerging from the bathroom, she soberly regarded the massive cherrywood armoire across the room.


Three years earlier, when she had picked out the old warehouse for French Silk’s headquarters, she’d converted the top floor into her private apartment. It was only the second address Claire had ever had. Before that she had lived in her great-aunt Laurel’s house on Royal Street near Esplanade.


Following Aunt Laurel’s death, Claire and Mary Catherine had moved out of her house, but Claire hadn’t yet had the heart to clean it out and sell it. She couldn’t bring herself to dispose of Aunt Laurel’s things, because the funny lady unkindly referred to as an old maid, had derived such joy from her possessions, probably because they compensated for her lack of a husband and children. The house on Royal Street remained intact.


The cherrywood armoire was the single exception, the only piece Claire had brought with her when she moved. She had always admired it. Its clean lines blended well with the apartment’s contemporary design. She had specifically requested that the architect design a wall in her bedroom large enough to accommodate the piece.


Claire crossed to the armoire, pulled open the doors, knelt in front of the bureau drawers, and tugged open the bottom one. It took some effort because it was so heavy, filled to capacity with clippings that had been cut from newspapers and magazines. The dates on them spanned the last several years.


Claire had spent hours poring over the articles, digesting the information they contained and assimilating her reactions to it. She regretted having to destroy them. Collecting them had been like a hobby to her, one she had found habit-forming and fascinating.


But now it would have to be disposed of. Immediately. It would be folly for her to keep printed documentation of every move made by the Reverend Jackson Wilde.
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The hotel suite was overrun with people. Some were merely curious hangers-on; others were sincerely trying to help. All seemed confused by the sudden loss of their leader as they wandered aimlessly through the suite, gathering in small groups and then dispersing, shaking their heads and whispering tearfully as though it were a refrain, “I just can’t believe it.”


After being questioned by Cassidy, Ariel had been moved out of the San Louis suite. Her present accommodations were smaller and less luxurious. Her privacy was limited. The constant ebb and flow of mourners was maddening. She signaled to Josh, who immediately rushed to her side. After a hushed, brief exchange, he raised his voice in order to get everyone’s attention.


“Ariel is exhausted. Could we ask you please to clear the suite now and let her get some rest. If either of us needs anything, we’ll notify you.”


Wilde’s entourage filed out, looking forlorn and abandoned. They cast sympathetic glances at the widow, who was curled in a corner of the sofa, her legs tucked beneath her. Her black dress seemed to be slowly consuming her as though she were melting inside it.


As soon as Josh had closed the door behind the last straggler, Ariel sat up and swung her legs off the couch. “Thank God they’re gone. And shut that damn thing off. I don’t want to look at her.” She pointed to the TV set. The volume had been muted, but the image of a woman trying to avoid a horde of reporters filled the screen.


“Who’s she?” Josh asked.


“That French Silk person. A minute ago they had her name superimposed on the screen.”


“So that’s Claire Laurent,” Josh said, standing back to get a better look. “I wondered what she looked like. She doesn’t have horns and a pointed tail as Daddy would have had everyone believe. Nor does she look like a scarlet woman. Quite the contrary, I’d say.”


“Who cares what you’d say.” Ariel marched to the set and shut it off herself.


“Aren’t you curious about what Ms. Laurent has to say?” Josh asked.


“Not in the slightest. She’ll get hers, but not today. All in good time. Order me something from room service, will you? I’m starving.” She disappeared into the next room.


Joshua Wilde, the twenty-eight-year-old son of Jackson Wilde by his first marriage, called room service and ordered a light lunch for his stepmother. He figured a grieving widow shouldn’t have too healthy an appetite. For himself he ordered a muffuletta, a New Orleans specialty sandwich for which he had acquired a taste.


While he waited for their order, he moved to the window and gazed down. People on the street were going about their everyday lives as though nothing extraordinary had happened. Hadn’t they heard? Jackson Wilde was dead.


Josh hadn’t yet assimilated it, although he’d seen the body and the bloodshed. He hadn’t really expected the earth to stop turning, but he’d thought something momentous would occur to mark his father’s passing. Jackson would never again fill a room with his crackling, parasitical energy, which drained the life force out of everyone else. His voice would never be heard again, whether raised in prayer or laden with malice. Never again would Josh be subjected to one of his father’s cold stares, which too frequently conveyed either disappointment or disgust, and always criticism.


Seven years ago, Josh’s mother, Martha, had died with as little fanfare as that with which she had lived. Josh received the news that she had died instantly of a stroke while he was in New York, studying music at Juilliard. He never got to say goodbye. Her life had been so inconsequential that her death had barely caused a pause in the well-oiled operation of his father’s ministry. When she died, Jackson had been actively expanding his ministry to cable television. He was driven, inexhaustible. Immediately following his wife’s funeral, he had returned to his office to get in a few hours’ work so that the day wouldn’t be entirely wasted.


Josh had never forgiven his father for that particular display of insensitivity. That’s why he didn’t feel guilty now for the appetite that was making his stomach growl, even though he’d viewed his father’s bloody corpse only hours ago.


That’s also why he didn’t feel guilty about committing adultery with his father’s second wife. He reasoned that some sins were justified, although he had no scriptural reference to support that belief.


Ariel was only two years older than Josh, but as she came out of the bedroom dressed in an oversized T-shirt, her long hair held away from her face by barrettes, she looked several years younger than he. Her legs and feet were bare. “Did you order some dessert?”


Jackson always taunted her about her overactive sweet tooth and never let her indulge it without hassling her. “Chocolate layer cake,” Josh told her.


“Yummy.”


“Ariel?”


“Hmm?”


He waited until she turned to face him. “Only a few hours ago, you discovered your husband’s body.”


“Are you trying to spoil my appetite?”


“I guess I am. Aren’t you the least bit upset?”


Her expression turned sulky and self-defensive. “You know how much I cried earlier.”


Josh laughed without humor. “You’ve been crying on cue ever since that night you came to Daddy with a special prayer request for your little brother after he’d received a life sentence. You wrenched Daddy’s heart and sang on his podium at the very next service.


“I’ve seen you be very effective with your tears. Others might mistake them as genuine, but I know better. You use them when it’s convenient or when you want something. Never because you’re sad. You’re too selfish ever to feel sad. Angry and frustrated and jealous, maybe, but never sad.”


Ariel had lost a lot of weight since marrying Josh’s father three years earlier. Then she’d been rather plump. Her breasts were smaller now, but the areolas were still wide and the nipples large and protrudent. Josh hated himself for noticing them beneath her soft cotton T-shirt as she propped her hands on her hips.


“Jackson Wilde was a mean-spirited, spiteful, self-centered son of a bitch.” Her blue eyes didn’t blink once. “His death isn’t going to spoil my appetite because I’m not sorry he’s dead. Except for how it might effect the ministry.”


“And you took care of that during the press conference.”


“That’s right, Josh. I’ve already laid the groundwork for continuing the ministry. Somebody around here should be thinking about the future,” she added snidely.


As though suffering a splitting headache, Josh pressed the tips of his long, slender, musician’s fingers against his hairline and squeezed his eyes shut. “Christ, you’re cold. Always scheming. Always planning. Relentless.”


“Because I’ve always had to be. I didn’t grow up rich like you, Josh. You call your grandparents’ place outside of Nashville a farm,” She scoffed. “My family had a real farm. It was dirty and stank of manure. I didn’t help groom fancy horses like you did only when you felt like it. Whether I wanted to or not, I had to weed the vegetable garden and shell peas and slop a hog so he’d be fat in November when we butchered him.


“I only owned one pair of shoes at a time. The girls at school laughed at me for wearing hand-me-downs. And from the time I was twelve, I had to ward off the groping hands of drunken uncles on Saturday nights, then look into their smug faces from the choir loft on Sunday mornings. Oh, yes, we always went to church on Sundays and listened to sermons that glorified poverty. But I never believed a word of it.”


She shook her long, straight, platinum-blond hair. “I’ve been poor, Josh. And poor sucks. It makes you mean. It makes you desperate. You reach a point where you’ll do anything to escape it. That’s why my little brother is in prison for the rest of his life. After he got sent up, I knew I had to do something drastic or wind up worse off than he is. So, yes, I cried for your daddy. And if he’d asked me to wipe his butt or give him a blow job on the spot, I would have done that, too.


“I learned from him that money makes all the difference. Being rich and mean is a whole lot better than being poor and mean. When you’re poor, you go to jail for your meanness, but if you’re rich, you can do what you please and nobody can touch you. I’m a schemer, all right. I will be for the rest of my life because I’m never going to be poor again.”


She paused to take a breath. “Don’t try to tell me you’re sorry he’s gone, Josh. You hated him as much as I did, if not more.”


He couldn’t quite meet her direct gaze. “I guess my feelings could be classified as ambivalent. I don’t feel any remorse. But I don’t feel relieved, as I imagined I would.”


She moved toward him and slid her arms around his neck. “Don’t you see, Josh? If we play it smart, this can be a beginning for us. The public loves us. We can go on as before, except that life will be so much better without him harping on us all the time.”


“Do you really think our adoring public will accept us as a couple, Ariel?” He smiled wanly over her naïveté. Or was it her rapacity that amused him?


He couldn’t hold any of it against her, really. She had not had the advantages he’d grown up with and taken for granted. Even before Jackson Wilde had become a household word, he’d had a faithful and generous following. The offering plates were always full. In addition to Martha’s inheritance, it amounted to a sizable income. Josh had never lacked for anything material.


The first time he’d seen Ariel, she was wearing a cheap, loud dress and too much costume jewelry. Her speech and crude accent had been offensive to his ears. Even so, he’d admired the audacity it had taken for her to approach his father and solicit prayers for her convicted brother.


Today she was slim, articulate, and immaculately groomed. But Josh knew that when she looked into the mirror Ariel still saw a plump, disheveled, desperate young woman making a last-ditch effort to alter the course of her life. When she gazed at her manicured hands, she saw garden dirt beneath her fingernails.


“The public will accept our new relationship in time,” she was saying, “if we bring the Lord into it often enough. We can say we fought our romantic love for each other because it didn’t seem right. But then through prayer and Bible study, God convinced us that it had been His will all along. They’ll eat it up. Everybody loves a happy ending.” She kissed his lips softly, teasingly, releasing a slender thread of her breath into his mouth. “I need you now, Josh.”


He shut his eyes tightly, trying valiantly to ward off the lust that was gathering in his center. “Ariel, we shouldn’t be together for a while. They’ll think—”


She moved closer, bumping his pelvis with her own. “Who’ll think what?”


“The police… that Mr. Cassidy from the D.A.’s office. We’re bound to be suspects.”


“Don’t be silly, Josh. We have each other for our alibis, remember?”


Her nonchalance was exasperating, but his attraction to her was based on frustration and forbiddenness. Rather than shaking her, as he felt like doing, he slipped his hands beneath her T-shirt and clasped her around the waist, pulling her roughly against him. His lips ground over hers. He pressed his tongue into her eager, wet mouth while the heels of his hands caressed her pelvic bones.


His sex was swollen and hot. He was impatient with his clothing. But as he went for his zipper there was a knock at the door.


“That’ll be our lunch.” Ariel sighed. She kissed him one final time, brushed her hand across his distended fly, then drifted out of his arms. “Have the waiter bring the tray into the bedroom. We’ll eat first.”
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“Cassidy?”


“Here.” He juggled the telephone receiver while trying to depress the volume button on the remote control and keep from dropping his bologna sandwich and his beer.


“It’s Glenn. I’ve been officially assigned to the Wilde case.”


Good, Cassidy thought, Crowder had come through. Detective Howard Glenn would be the point person, or the main liaison between him and the police department. Once Glenn selected his platoon of officers to investigate the case, he, Cassidy, would be constantly apprised of developments.


He knew that Glenn was difficult to work with. He was a slob, untidy in every respect—except his detective work. But Cassidy was willing to overlook Glenn’s character flaws in exchange for his competence.


“Got anything?” he asked, setting aside the tasteless sandwich.


“The lab report’s back. We’re going through it now.”


“How’s it look?”


“No prints other than his, his old lady’s, and the housekeeper in charge of the suite. Course, we’ve got hundreds of partials that belong to the people who stayed in that suite before him.”


Although Cassidy had figured as much, it was still dismal news. “Any sign of a weapon?”


“Zilch. Whoever walked into Wilde’s suite and offed him walked out with the gun.”


The lack of a murder weapon was going to make solving this case and getting a conviction a real challenge. Luckily Cassidy liked challenges, the harder the better.


“How soon could you get a few phone taps in place?” he asked the detective.


“First thing tomorrow. Who else besides the wife and son?”


“We’ll discuss it in the morning. Stay in touch.”


He hung up, took another bite of his sandwich, another swig of tepid beer, and returned his attention to the television set. Earlier, he had called the cable station that aired Jackson Wilde’s Prayer and Praise Hour and asked for copies of all available tapes. The station management had promptly delivered the tapes to his office. He’d then brought them home, where he could watch them without interruption.


The programs were slickly produced. Wilde put on a dazzling show, complete with flying white doves, an orchestra, a five-hundred-voice choir, a gold leaf pulpit, and Joshua’s mirrored piano, which resembled the one once owned by the late Liberace.


The format never varied. The program opened with a trumpet blast loud enough to herald the Second Coming. The choir broke into song, the doves were released with a flurry of white wings, and Wilde descended a curved staircase as though he’d just wrapped up a visit with the Almighty, which is exactly what he intimated in his opening remarks.


Ariel, always dressed in pristine white, her only jewelry a simple gold wedding band and a pair of discreet pearl earrings—Wilde stressed that the only treasures they stockpiled were their spiritual rewards—was introduced with the trilling of trumpets in the background. Then the audience got a close-up of Joshua Wilde as he played the introduction to Ariel’s first song.


Her singing voice, marginal at best, was greatly enhanced by the orchestra, the choir, and a sound system whose staggering cost would have made a large dent in the national debt. Ariel threw beatific smiles toward her husband, toward Josh, toward the audience, and toward heaven. Invariably, by the end of the song, at least one eloquent, glistening tear had spilled from her celestial blue eyes.


Cassidy was a skeptic by nature and rarely took anything at face value. Generously allowing for that, he still couldn’t understand how anyone of reasonable intelligence could fall for Wilde’s glitzy sideshow. His sermons were gross distortions of the gospel. He preached much more vehemently about admonition than grace, more about condemnation than love, more about hellfire than forgiveness. More was said of Satan than of Christ. It was easy to see why he was held in such contempt by clergymen of most organized Christian sects.


It was also plain to Cassidy how Wilde was able to induce such fanaticism in his narrow-minded followers. He told them exactly what they wanted to hear: that they were right and anyone who disagreed with their opinion was wrong. Of course, God was always on their side.


After viewing the tapes several times, making notes as he watched, Cassidy switched off the set and headed for his bedroom. An inventory of clean shirts and shorts revealed that he could go another couple of days before a trip to the laundry.


When he was married, Kris had taken care of his wardrobe, just as she had kept the house, done the shopping, and cooked their meals. The divorce hadn’t come about because she was negligent. And by most standards, he would have been judged a fairly good husband. He always remembered anniversaries and birthdays. He had a sixth sense that told him when sex was out of the question and on those nights he refrained from asking.


The dissolution of their four-year marriage could be blamed more on apathy than on animosity. It had cracked under external pressure, and their love for one another hadn’t been strong enough to hold things together. Kris hadn’t even wanted to discuss relocating, and, after a pivotal incident that had unbalanced his perfectly balanced life, he’d been adamant on relocating.


When word reached him of an opening in the Orleans Parish, Louisiana, D.A.’s office, he applied for the job and a divorce on the same day. The last he’d heard of Kris, she was still living in Louisville, happily remarried and pregnant with a second child. He wished her every happiness. It certainly wasn’t her fault that his work had been more important to him than she had been and that when his career went awry, he’d had to reevaluate everything in his life, including their marriage.


In some respects, he was still shackled to his past mistakes. He’d been hacking away at those problems for five years and wasn’t yet completely free of them. He might never be. But his marriage wasn’t a link in those chains. It had been a clean, unemotional break. The only time he thought of his former wife was when he needed sex very badly and no one was available or when he was out of clean shirts. That wasn’t fair to Kris. She deserved better than that. But that’s the way it was.


He stripped and got into bed, but his mind was too preoccupied to settle into sleep. He realized, to his surprise, that he was also semierect. Lust for a woman hadn’t caused it. It was residual excitement looking for an outlet. He was supercharged, mentally and physically.


As he lay there, sleepless, he reviewed the facts of the Wilde case, acknowledging that there were damned few of them. All he knew for certain was that it was going to be a difficult, jealous bitch of a case that would consume his life for months, if not years.


Undaunted by the prospect of that, he was itching to get started. He’d overseen the writing and issuance of the press release that gave an account of the murder. It was now a matter of record that he would be heading the investigation and prosecuting the case when it came to trial. He’d asked for the opportunity and it had been granted. He couldn’t blow it. He had to prove to Crowder that his trust wasn’t misplaced.


Cassidy also had to prove it to himself.





Chapter Three



[image: image]


The building was located on North Peters Street, one block from where it merged with Decatur. It was last in a row of scarred brick warehouses that had thus far withstood the path of progress in this old industrial district of the French Quarter. Most of the buildings, including the nearby Jax Brewery, had been gutted and redeveloped into fashionable eateries and shopping malls.


The renovation had resulted in a discordant blending of authentic New Orleans with crass commercialism. The old-timers, who wished to preserve the mystic atmosphere of the Vieux Carré, considered such commercialization an abomination, a desecration of the district’s uniqueness. Those who clung to it did so with tenacity and defiance, as the facade of French Silk evinced.


The ancient bricks had been painted white, although the side of the building that was exposed to the intersecting street bore the cruel marks of age. In keeping with Creole architecture, there were glossy black shutters on all the windows. Black grillwork simulating balconies had been added to the second and third floors. Above the entrance, suspended from twin black chains, was a discreet sign bearing the name of the business written in cursive.


Cassidy soon discovered, however, that the front door was also a facade and that the real entrance to the warehouse was a heavy metal door on the Conti Street side of the building. He depressed the button and heard a loud school bell ringing inside. A few seconds later the door was opened.


“What do you want?” The woman who confronted him was built like a stevedore. RALPH, spelled out in blue letters and centered in a red heart, had been tattooed on her forearm. Her upper lip was beaded with perspiration that clung to the hairs of a faint mustache. She looked no more like she belonged in a lingerie factory than a linebacker did at a debutante ball. Cassidy’s heart went out to Ralph.


“My name is Cassidy. Are you Claire Laurent?”


She uttered a sound like a foghorn. “Is that supposed to be a joke?”


“No. I’m looking for Claire Laurent. Is she here?”


She gave him a suspicious once-over. “Just a minute.” Propping the door open with her foot, she picked up a wall-mounted telephone and pressed two digits on the panel. “There’s a guy here to see Ms. Laurent. Kennedy somebody.”


“Cassidy,” he corrected with a polite smile. He was no Schwarzenegger, but he could hold his own in an ordinary brawl. Still, he’d hate to tangle with this Tugboat Annie.


She glared at Cassidy while waiting for further instructions. Cupping the mouthpiece of the telephone, she spat past his shoulder. Finally she listened, then said to him, “Ms. Laurent wants to know what about.”


“I’m from the district attorney’s office.” He removed the leather folder from his breast pocket and flipped it open to show her his ID.


That won him another glare and a slow, distrustful once-over. “He’s from the district attorney’s office.” After a moment she hung up the telephone. “This way.” She didn’t looked pleased about her boss’s decision to see him. Her rubber soles struck the concrete floor like each footfall might have a cockroach beneath it. She led him past row upon row of boxed goods that were being labeled and loaded for shipping.


Large fans mounted in the walls at ceiling level were blowing hard and noisily. But they succeeded only in circulating warm, humid air. Their blades interrupted the sunlight streaming in, creating an effect like a strobe and lending a surreal atmosphere to the warehouse.


Cassidy felt a trickle of sweat running down his side and forgave the woman her sweating upper lip. He shrugged off his suit jacket and held it over his shoulder. Then he loosened the knot of his necktie. As he moved across the warehouse, he noticed that it was spotlessly clean and highly organized. The busy workers, seemingly unaffected by the heat, chatted happily among themselves. A few glanced curiously at him, but none had glared at him like Tugboat. He supposed that suspicion was the nature of her job, which was obviously to keep out the scumbags and undesirables like himself.


When they reached the freight elevator she slid open the heavy double doors. “Second floor.”


“Thank you.”


The doors clanged shut, sealing him in an elevator larger than his apartment’s bathroom. On his way up, he rolled his shirtsleeves up to his elbows.


He stepped into a corridor that ran the width of the building. Branching off it were other hallways and offices, from which he could hear sounds of clerical activity. Directly in front of him was a set of wide double doors. Instinctively he knew that he would find Ms. Laurent behind them.


Indeed, the doors opened onto a carpeted, air-conditioned office that was exquisitely furnished, complete with a smiling receptionist behind a desk made of glass and black lacquer. “Mr. Cassidy?” she asked pleasantly.


“That’s right.” He hadn’t expected so plush an office above an ordinary warehouse. He shouldn’t have removed his jacket and loosened his tie. However, he didn’t have time to correct that before the receptionist escorted him to another set of double doors.


“Ms. Laurent is expecting you. Go right in.”


She opened the door for him and stepped aside. He went in and received the next in a series of surprises. He had anticipated a glamorous office that lived up to the lavish reception area. Instead, this was a work space—space being the operative word. There seemed to be acres of it. The room was as wide as the building and half as deep. A wall of windows offered a panoramic view of the Mississippi River. There were several drawing tables, each outfitted with a vast assortment of implements, and three headless dress forms, and easels, and a sewing machine, and swatches of fabric… and a woman.


She was seated on a high stool, bending over one of the drawing tables, pencil in hand. As the door closed behind Cassidy, she raised her head and looked at him through a pair of square tortoiseshell eyeglasses. “Mr. Cassidy?”


“Ms. Laurent?”


After removing her glasses and leaving them and the pencil on the table, she came toward him with her right hand extended. “Yes, I’m Claire Laurent.”


Her face, figure, and form weren’t at all what he had expected. For a moment, while he clasped her hand courteously, his head went a little muzzy. What had he expected Claire Laurent to look like? Another Tugboat Annie? Another petite doll like the receptionist? She was neither. It hardly seemed that she and the doorkeeper belonged to the same species, much less the same sex. For while Claire Laurent was wearing wide-legged trousers the color of ripe tobacco and a loose, tailored silk shirt, there was certainly nothing masculine about her. Nor was she pert and cute like the secretary.


She was tall. Slender. She had fashionably wide shoulders. Her breasts were compact but definitely discernible. Supported by lace, he guessed, because he caught glimpses of it between the soft lapels of the ivory shirt. Her eyes were the color of expensive whiskey, and if whiskey had a voice, it would sound like hers, like a blend of satin and woodsmoke.


“You wanted to see me?”


He released her hand. “Yes.”


“Can I offer you something to drink?”


She indicated a sitting area comprised of a divan with deep cushions and a low table between two upholstered chairs. In one of the chairs was a basket overflowing with what appeared to be crochet or knitting. On the table were several crystal decanters reflecting the late afternoon sunlight and casting rainbows on the white plaster walls and hardwood floor.


“No, thanks. Nothing.”


“May I hang up your jacket?” She reached for it.


He almost passed it to her before thinking better of it. “No, thanks. I’m fine. Sorry to be so casual, but downstairs is a sweatbox.”


Because she wasn’t what he’d expected, it had cost him a few seconds of control. Cassidy liked always to be in control, and somehow he wanted to pay her back for stealing that from him. Feeling ornery, he had spoken the statement innocently, but he’d intended it as a dig, which she’d have to be a real airhead to miss. She wasn’t. Not by a long shot.


Her eyes flickered defensively, but she obviously decided to let it pass. “Yes, it can sometimes get uncomfortably warm. Please, sit down.”


“Thanks.”


He moved to one of the chairs and sat down, draping his jacket over his knee. She sat on the divan, facing him. He noticed that her lipstick was wearing off, as though she’d been pulling that full lower lip between her teeth while deep in concentration. Her hair was a light shade of auburn that shimmered like fire in the sunlight. She must have been raking her hands or her pencil through it because the curls and waves were tousled.


Immediately, he knew several things about her. First, Claire Laurent was a working woman. She wasn’t hung up on feminine affectations and vanity. She was also a woman trying to hide her nervousness behind hospitality. Only the pulse beating at the base of her elegantly smooth throat gave her away.


From her throat, his eyes moved to the trinket hanging from a black silk cord around her neck. She followed his gaze down and said, “It was a gift from my friend Yasmine.”


“What’s in it?” The small vial lying against her chest contained a clear liquid. “A love potion?”


His gray eyes connected with hers with an almost audible click. Suddenly Cassidy wished that he hadn’t gone to bed last night with a semi-hard-on. He also wished that his errand here today weren’t an official one.


She removed the stopper from the vial. At the end of the short wand was a minuscule spool. She raised it to her lips and blew through it. Dozens of tiny, iridescent bubbles burst from it and drifted up and around her face.


He laughed, partly because the bubbles surprised him and partly to release some of the energy building inside him.


“A whimsical distraction for when work gets me down,” she said. “Yasmine frequently gives me gadgets like this because she says I take myself too seriously.” Smiling, she recapped the vial.


“Do you?”


She met his direct gaze. “Do I what?”


“Take yourself too seriously.”


He knew from her reaction that he’d overstepped his bounds. Her smile congealed. Still cordial, but with a hint of impatience, she asked, “Why did you come to see me, Mr. Cassidy? Is it regarding that hot check I reported to the D.A.’s office?”


“Hot check? No, I’m afraid not.”


“Then I’m at a loss.”


“Reverend Jackson Wilde.” He tossed out the name without preamble. It lay like a gauntlet between them. She didn’t pick it up but merely continued to gaze at him inquisitively. He was forced to elaborate. “I assume you’ve heard about his murder.”


“Certainly. Didn’t you see me on TV?”


That took him aback. “No. When was that?”


“The day Reverend Wilde’s body was found. The day before yesterday, wasn’t it? Reporters came here to get my statement. It must not have been as dramatic as they wanted, because I didn’t make the evening news.”


“Were you relieved or disappointed that you were cut?”


“What do you think?” Her smile had disappeared.


Cassidy took another tack. “What do you know about the murder?”


“Know?” she repeated with a shrug. “Only what I read in the newspapers and see on television. Why?”


“Were you acquainted with Reverend Wilde?”


“Do you mean had I ever met him? No.”


“Never?”


“No.”


“But he knew you.” She remained silent, although she didn’t look quite as calm, cool, and collected as she had a few moments ago. “Didn’t he, Ms. Laurent? Well enough that your opinion was sought by the media when he was found dead.”
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