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Chapter One


“He’ll walk.” Burke Basile extended the fingers of his right hand, then formed a tight fist. This flexing motion had recently become an involuntary habit. “There’s not a chance in hell they’ll convict.”


Captain Douglas Patout, commander of Narcotics and Vice of the New Orleans Police Department, sighed discouragingly. “Maybe.”


“Not ‘maybe.’ He’ll walk,” Burke repeated with resolve.


After a moment, Patout asked, “Why did Littrell assign this particular assistant to prosecute this case? He’s a newcomer, been living down here only a few months, a transplant from up north. Wisconsin or someplace. He didn’t understand the… the nuances of this trial.”


Burke, who’d been staring out the window, turned back into the room. “Pinkie Duvall understood them well enough.”


“That golden-tongued son of a bitch. He loves nothing better than to hammer the NOPD and make us all look incompetent.”


Although it pained him to compliment the defense lawyer, Burke said, “You gotta hand it to him, Doug, his closing argument was brilliant. It was blatantly anti-cop, but just as blatantly pro-justice. All twelve jurors were creaming on every word.” He checked his wristwatch. “They’ve been out thirty minutes. I predict another ten or so ought to do it.”


“You really think it’ll be that quick?”


“Yeah, I do.” Burke took a seat in a scarred wooden armchair. “When you get right down to it, we never stood a prayer. No matter who in the D.A.’s office tried the case, or how much fancy legal footwork was done on either side, the sad fact remains that Wayne Bardo did not pull the trigger. He did not fire the bullet that killed Kev.”


“I wish I had a nickel for every time Pinkie Duvall said that during the trial,” Patout remarked sourly. “ ‘My client did not fire the fatal bullet.’ He chanted it like a monk.”


“Unfortunately, it’s the truth.”


They’d tramped this ground at least ten thousand times—ruminating, speculating, but always returning to that one irreversible, unarguable, unpalatable certainty: The accused on trial, Wayne Bardo, technically had not shot to death Detective Sergeant Kevin Stuart.


Burke Basile wearily massaged his shadowed eye sockets, pushed back his unkempt wavy hair, smoothed down his mustache, then restlessly rubbed his palms against the tops of his thighs. He flexed the fingers of his right hand. Finally, he set his elbows on his knees and stared vacantly at the floor, his shoulders dejectedly hunched forward.


Patout observed him critically. “You look like hell. Why don’t you go out and have a cigarette?”


Burke shook his head.


“Coffee? I’ll go get it for you, bring it back so you don’t have to face the media.”


“No, but thanks.”


Patout sat down in the chair next to Burke’s. “Let’s not write it off as a defeat yet. Juries are tricky. You think you’ve got some bastard nailed, he leaves the courthouse a free man. You’re practically assured an acquittal, they bring in a guilty verdict, and the judge opts for the maximum sentence. You never can tell.”


“I can tell,” Burke said with stubborn resignation. “Bardo will walk.”


For a time, neither said anything to break the heavy silence. Then Patout said, “Today’s the anniversary of the Constitution of Mexico.”


Burke looked up. “Pardon?”


“The Mexican Constitution. It was adopted on February 5. I noticed it on my desk calendar this morning.”


“Huh.”


“Didn’t say how many years ago. Couple of hundred, I guess.”


“Huh.”


That conversation exhausted, they fell silent again, each lost in his thoughts. Burke was trying to figure out how he was going to handle himself the first few seconds after the verdict was read.


From the start he’d known that there would be a trial. Pinkie Duvall wasn’t about to plea-bargain what he considered to be a shoo-in acquittal for his client. Burke had also known what the outcome of the trial would be. Now that the moment of truth was—if his prediction proved correct—approaching, he geared himself up to combat the rage he knew he would experience when he watched Bardo leave the courthouse unscathed.


God help him from killing the bastard with his bare hands.


A large, noisy housefly, out of season and stoned on insecticide, had somehow found its way into this small room in the Orleans Parish courthouse, where countless other prosecutors and defendants had sweated anxiously while awaiting a jury’s verdict. Desperate to escape, the fly was making suicidal little pflats against the windowpane. The poor dumb fly didn’t know when he was beaten. He didn’t realize he only looked a fool for his vain attempts, no matter how valiant they were.


Burke snuffled a self-deprecating laugh. Because he could identify with the futility of a housefly, he knew he’d hit rock bottom.


When the knock came, he and Patout glanced first at each other, then toward the door, which a bailiff opened. She poked her head inside. “They’re back.”


As they moved toward the door, Patout checked the time, murmuring, “Son of a gun. Ten minutes.” He looked at Burke. “How’d you do that?”


But Burke wasn’t listening. His concentration was focused on the open doors of the courtroom at the end of the corridor. Spectators and media streamed through the portal with the excitement of Romans at the Colosseum about to witness the spectacle of martyrs being devoured by lions.


Kevin Stuart, husband, father, damn good cop, and best friend, had been martyred. Like many martyrs throughout history, his death was the result of betrayal. Someone Kev trusted, someone who was supposed to be on his side, furthering his cause, backing him up, had turned traitor. Another cop had tipped the bad guys that the good guys were on the way.


One secret phone call from someone within the division, and Kevin Stuart’s fate had been sealed. True, he’d been killed in the line of duty, but that didn’t make him any less dead. He’d died needlessly. He’d died bloody. This trial was merely the mopping up. This trial was the costly and time-consuming exercise a civilized society went through to put a good face on letting a scumbag go free after ending the life of a fine man.


Jury selection had taken two weeks. From the outset, the prosecutor had been intimidated and outsmarted by the defense attorney, the flamboyant Pinkie Duvall, who had exercised all his preemptory challenges, handpicking a perfect jury for his client with hardly any argument from the opposition.


The trial itself had lasted only four days. But its brevity was disproportionate to the interest in its outcome. There’d been no shortage of predictions.


The morning following the fatal incident, the chief of police was quoted as saying, “Every officer on the force feels the loss and is taking it personally. Kevin Stuart was well respected and well liked among his fellow policemen. We’re using all the resources available to us to conduct a complete and thorough investigation into the shooting death of this distinguished officer.”


“It should be an open-and-shut case,” one pundit had editorialized in the Times Picayune the day the trial commenced. “An egregious mistake on the part of the NOPD has left one of its own dead. Tragic? Definitely. But justification to pin the blame on an innocent scapegoat? This writer thinks not.”


“The D.A. is squandering taxpayers’ money by forcing an innocent citizen to stand trial for a trumped-up charge, one designed to spare the New Orleans Police Department the public humiliation that it deserves over this incident. Voters would do well to take into account this farce when District Attorney Littrell comes up for reelection.” This quote was from Pinkie Duvall, whose “innocent citizen” client, Wayne Bardo, né Bardeaux, had a list of prior arrests as long as the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway.


Pinkie Duvall’s involvement in any court case guaranteed extensive media coverage. Everyone in public service, every elected official, wanted to hitch a ride on the bandwagon of free publicity and had used the Bardo trial as a forum for his or her particular platform, whatever that might be. Unsolicited opinions were as lavishly strewn about as colored beads during Mardi Gras.


By contrast, since the night of Kev Stuart’s death, Lieutenant Burke Basile had maintained a stubborn, contemptuous silence. During the pretrial hearings, through all the motions filed with the court by both sides, amid the frenzied hype created by the media, nothing quotable had been attributed to the taciturn narcotics officer whose partner and best friend had died from a gunshot wound that night when a drug bust went awry.


Now, as he tried to reenter the courtroom to hear the verdict, in response to the reporter who shoved a microphone into his face and asked if he had anything to say, Burke Basile’s succinct reply was, “Yeah. Fuck off.”


Captain Patout, recognized by reporters as someone in authority, was detained as he tried to follow Burke into the courtroom. Patout’s statements were considerably more diplomatic than those of his subordinate, but he stated unequivocally that Wayne Bardo was responsible for Stuart’s death and that justice would be served only if the jury returned a guilty verdict.


Burke was already seated when Patout rejoined him. “This can’t be easy for Nanci,” he remarked as he sat down.


Kev Stuart’s widow was seated in the same row as they, but across the center aisle. She was flanked by her parents. Leaning forward slightly, Burke caught her eye and gave her a nod of encouragement. Her return smile was weak, suggesting no more optimism than he felt.


Patout waved to her in greeting. “On the other hand, she’s a trouper.”


“Yeah, when her husband’s gunned down in cold blood, you can count on Nanci to rise to the occasion.”


Patout frowned at Basile’s sarcasm. “That was an unnecessary crack. You know what I meant.” Burke said nothing. After a moment, with forced casualness, Patout asked, “Will Barbara be here?”


“No.”


“I thought she might come to lend you moral support if this doesn’t go our way.”


Burke didn’t wish to expound on why his wife chose not to attend the proceedings. He said simply, “She told me to call her soon as I know.”


Vastly different moods emanated from the camps of the opposing sides. Burke shared Patout’s estimation that the assistant D.A. had done a poor job of prosecuting the case. After lamely limping through it, he now was seated at his table, bouncing the eraser end of a pencil off a blank legal tablet on which was jotted not a single notation. He was nervously jiggling his left leg, and looking like he’d rather be doing just about anything else, including having a root canal.


While at the defense table, Bardo and Duvall seemed to be sharing a whispered joke. Both were chuckling behind their hands. Burke would be hard pressed to say which he loathed more—the career criminal or his equally criminal attorney.


When Duvall was distracted by an assistant from his office and turned away to scan a sheaf of legal documents, Bardo leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers beneath his chin, and gazed ceilingward. Burke seriously doubted the son of a bitch was praying.


As though he’d been beckoned by Burke’s hard stare, Bardo turned his head. Connecting with Burke’s gaze were flinty dark eyes, which he doubted had ever flickered with a twinge of conscience. Lizard-thin lips parted to form a chilling smile.


Then Bardo dropped one eyelid in a wink.


Burke would have come out of his chair and lunged toward Bardo if Patout, who’d witnessed the insolent gesture, hadn’t grabbed Burke by the arm and restrained him.


“For chrissake, don’t do something stupid.” In a tense undertone he said, “Fly off the handle, and you’ll be playing right into the hands of those bastards. You’ll lend truth to every negative allegation they made about you during this trial. Now if that’s what you want, go ahead.”


Refusing to honor the reprimand even with a comeback, Burke yanked his arm free of his superior’s grasp. Smug grin still in place, Bardo faced forward again. Seconds later, the court was called to order and the judge resumed the bench. In a voice as syrupy as the sap that dripped from summer honeysuckle, he admonished everyone to conduct himself in an orderly “maunnah” when the verdict was handed down, then he asked an aide to summon the jury.


Seven men and five women filed into the jury box. Seven men and five women had voted unanimously that Wayne Bardo was not guilty of the shooting death of Detective Sergeant Kevin Stuart.


It was what Burke Basile had expected, but it was harder to accept than he’d imagined, and he had imagined that it would be impossible.


Despite the judge’s instructions, spectators failed to restrain or conceal their reactions. Nanci Stuart uttered a sharp cry, then crumpled. Her parents shielded her from the lights of the video cameras and the rapacious reporters who swarmed her.


The judge thanked the jury and dismissed them; then, as soon as court was loudly and formally adjourned, the ineffectual prosecutor quickly stuffed his blank legal pad into his new-looking attaché case and walked up the center aisle as though it had just been announced that the building was on fire. He avoided making eye contact with Burke and Patout.


Burke mentally captioned the expression on his face: It’s not my fault. You win some, you lose some. No matter what, the paycheck comes on Friday, so get over it.


“Asshole,” Burke muttered.


Predictably, there was jubilation at the defense table and the judge had given up trying to control it. Pinkie Duvall was waxing eloquent into the media microphones. Wayne Bardo was shifting from one Bally loafer to the other, looking complacently bored as he shot his cuffs. His stone-studded cuff links glittered in the TV lights. Burke noted that his olive-complexioned forehead wasn’t even damp. The son of a bitch had known he had this rap licked, just as he’d beaten all the others.


Patout, acting as spokesman for the NOPD since the incident involved his division, was busy fending off reporters and their questions. Burke kept Bardo and Duvall in his sights as they triumphantly worked their way through the crowd of reporters toward the exit. They dodged no microphones or cameras. Indeed, Duvall cultivated and relished publicity, so he basked in the spotlight. Unlike the prosecutor, they were in no hurry to leave and in fact loitered to receive the accolades of supporters.


Nor did they avoid making eye contact with Burke Basile.


On the contrary, each slowed down when he reached the end of the row where Burke stood, right hand flexing and releasing at his side. Each made a point of looking Burke straight in the eye.


Wayne Bardo even went so far as to lean forward and whisper a hateful, but indefensible fact. “I didn’t shoot that cop, Basile. You did.”




Chapter Two


“Remy?”


She turned and pushed a strand of hair from her forehead with the back of her gloved hand. “Hi. I wasn’t expecting you.”


Pinkie Duvall strode down the aisle of the greenhouse and took her in his arms, kissing her hard. “I won.”


She returned his smile. “So I gathered.”


“Another acquittal.”


“Congratulations.”


“Thank you, but this one was hardly a challenge.” His expansive grin belied his humility.


“A less brilliant lawyer would have been challenged.”


Pleased by her praise, his grin widened. “I’m going to the office to make a few calls, but when I come back I’ll be bringing the party with me. Roman had everyone on standby. In fact, I noticed the catering vans arriving when I came in.”


Their butler, Roman, and the entire household staff had been on alert since the trial began. The parties Pinkie hosted to celebrate his legal victories contributed to his notoriety as much as the flashy diamond ring he wore on the small finger of his right hand, from which he’d derived his nickname.


His post-trial bashes were as much anticipated as the trials themselves and were well documented in the media. Sometimes Remy suspected jurors of voting for an acquittal just so they could experience firsthand one of Pinkie Duvall’s famous fetes.


“Is there anything I can do?” Of course there wasn’t, and she knew that before asking.


“Just show up looking as gorgeous as always,” he told her, sliding his hands down her back and giving her another kiss. After releasing her, he wiped at the smear of dirt on her forehead. “What are you doing out here, anyway? You know I don’t like a lot of traffic in here.”


“There hasn’t been a lot of traffic. Only me. I brought a fern from the house because it didn’t look healthy and I thought it could use some TLC. Don’t worry, I didn’t touch anything I shouldn’t.”


The greenhouse was Pinkie’s domain. Horticulture was his hobby, but he took it seriously and was as much a stickler for neatness and precision in the greenhouse as in his law practice and in every other area of his life.


He took a moment now to survey proudly the rows of plants he had cultivated. Few of his friends, and even fewer of his enemies, knew that among Pinkie Duvall’s other passions were his orchids, in which he specialized.


Extreme measures were taken to maintain the delicate balance of the environment inside the greenhouse. There was even a special enclosure within the greenhouse to house the equipment that monitored and controlled the climate. He’d done an exhaustive study of the topic and attended the World Orchid Congress every three years. He knew the precise light, humidity, and temperature conditions in which each particular group flourished. Cattleyas, laelias, cymbidiums, oncidiums—Pinkie nurtured them with the attention of a neonatal ICU nurse, providing each with proper potting, drainage, and aeration. In return, he expected his plants to be exemplary and extraordinary.


As though they didn’t want to disappoint their master, they were.


Ordinarily. But now he frowned as he moved toward a grouping of plants labeled Oncidium varicosum. The stalks were heavy with blossoms, although they weren’t as profuse as some of their neighbors’. “I’ve been pampering these nonas for weeks. What’s the matter with them? This is a very poor showing.”


“Maybe they haven’t had time to—”


“They’ve had plenty of time.”


“Sometimes when—”


“They’re inferior plants. That’s all there is to it.” Pinkie calmly picked up one of the pots and dropped it to the floor. It broke upon impact with the stone tiles, creating a mess of fern root, shattered crockery, and bent pedicels. Another soon joined the first.


“Pinkie, don’t!” Remy crouched down and cradled one of the tender plants in her hand.


“Leave it alone,” he said with detachment, even as he sent another of the plants to its doom. He didn’t spare a single one. Soon the entire group lay in shambles on the tiles. He stepped on one of the stalks and ground the blossoms beneath his heel. “They were ruining the appearance of the greenhouse.”


Remy, upset over the waste, began scooping up the plants. Pinkie said, “Don’t bother with that. I’ll send one of the gardeners in to clean up.”


He left with her promise that she would leave soon and start getting dressed for the party, but she didn’t leave immediately. Instead, she stayed to sweep up the debris herself, being careful to put away everything she had used and leaving the greenhouse in pristine condition.


The pavestone path leading to the house meandered through the lawn. Carefully tended flower beds were sheltered by a canopy of moss-draped live oaks. The trees had been there for centuries before the house was built; the original building dated back to the early nineteenth century.


Remy entered through one of the back doors and took the rear stairs, avoiding the kitchen, butler’s pantry, and dining room, where she could hear the caterer issuing terse orders to her corps of assistants. By the time Pinkie and his guests began arriving, everything would be ready, and the food and beverage service would be seamless.


Remy barely had allowed herself enough time to dress, but preparations had been made to speed up the process. A maid had already drawn her bath and was there awaiting further instructions. Together they discussed what Remy would wear and, after having laid everything out, the maid left her alone to bathe, which she did quickly, knowing that she would need extra time with her hair and makeup. Pinkie expected her to look her best for his parties.


Fifty minutes later, she was putting on the finishing touches at her vanity table when she heard him enter the master suite. “Is that you?”


“It sure as hell better not be anyone else.”


Leaving her dressing room, she joined him in the bedroom and thanked him when he whistled appreciatively. “Can I fix you a drink?”


“Please.” He began removing his clothes.


By the time she’d poured him a scotch, he was down to his skin. At fifty-five, Pinkie was impressively fit. He kept his body hard and compact with rigorous daily workouts and deep muscle massages by a masseur he kept on retainer. He was proud of the physique he’d maintained despite his fondness for exceptional wines and New Orleans’ notable cuisine, including its famous desserts like bread pudding with whiskey sauce and creamy pralines chock-full of pecans.


Kissing Remy’s cheek, he took the highball glass she offered and sipped the expensive scotch. “I brought you a present, and you’ve exercised enormous restraint by not mentioning it, although I know you saw it.”


“I thought you should choose the time to give it to me,” she said demurely. “Besides, how was I to know it was for me?”


Chuckling, he handed her the gift-wrapped box.


“What’s the occasion?”


“I don’t need an occasion to give my beautiful wife a gift.”


She untied the black satin bow and carefully removed the gold foil paper. Again Pinkie laughed softly. “What?” she asked.


“Most women tear into packages with unbridled greed.”


“I like to savor a gift.”


He stroked her cheek. “Because you didn’t receive many when you were a little girl.”


“Not until you came along.”


Inside the gift wrap was a black velvet jewelry box, and inside that, lying on white satin, was a platinum chain on which was suspended an emerald-cut aquamarine, surrounded by baguette diamonds.


“It’s beautiful,” Remy whispered.


“It caught my fancy because the stone is the same color as your eyes.” Setting his drink on the nightstand, he lifted the pendant from the box and turned her around. “I think you can dispense with this for one night,” he said as he unfastened the cross she always wore. He replaced it with the new pendant, then propelled her toward the eighteenth-century cheval glass that had once dominated the Parisian boudoir of a doomed French noblewoman.


Critically, he assessed her reflection from over her shoulder. “Nice, but not yet perfect. This dress looks wrong now. Black would be much better. Something low-cut, so the stone lies directly against your skin.”


He unzipped her dress and pushed it off her shoulders. Then he unhooked her brassiere, and pulled it away. With the stone now nestling in her cleavage, Remy averted her eyes from the mirror and crossed her arms over her chest.


Pinkie turned her to face him and pushed her arms aside. As he gazed at her, his eyes turned dark. His breath rushed over her skin. “I knew it,” he said in a rough voice. “That’s the perfect setting for that stone.”


He pulled her toward the bed, ignoring her mild protests. “Pinkie, I’m already dressed.”


“That’s what bidets are for.” He pushed her back onto the pillows, then followed her down.


Always potent, Pinkie’s sex drive was never as strong as following a successful trial. This evening he was particularly urgent. It was over in a matter of minutes. Remy still had on her shoes and stockings, but her hair and makeup had suffered his aggressive lovemaking. He rolled off her and reached for his drink, finishing it as he left the bed. Whistling softly, he crossed the bedroom and went into his separate dressing area.


Remy turned onto her side and stacked her hands beneath her cheek. She dreaded beginning the dressing procedure all over again. In fact, given a choice, she would go to sleep where she lay and skip the party altogether. She had started out the day feeling tired, and the lethargy was still weighing her down. However, the last thing she wanted was for Pinkie to notice her lack of energy, which she’d been hiding from him for weeks.


She forced herself to get up. She was filling her tub with another bath when he emerged from his dressing room, freshly showered and shaved, dressed in an impeccably tailored black suit. He looked at her with surprise. “I thought you’d be ready.”


She raised her hands helplessly. “It’s easier to start over than try and repair. Besides, I don’t like using a bidet.”


He pulled her close and gave her a teasing kiss. “Maybe I left you in that convent school a semester too long. You developed some awfully prissy habits.”


“You don’t mind if I’m a little late making an appearance, do you?”


He gave her fanny a pat, then released her. “You’ll be ravishing and well worth the wait.” At the door, he added, “Remember to wear something sexy, black, and low-cut.”


Remy lingered in her second bath. Downstairs, she could hear the musicians tuning their instruments. Before long, the guests would start to arrive. Until the wee hours, they would gorge themselves on rich food and strong drink. There would be music, laughter, dancing, flirtation, and talk, talk, talk.


Just the thought of it made her sigh wearily. Would anyone notice if the mistress of the house decided to stay in her room and skip the party?


Pinkie would.


To commemorate his courtroom victory, he’d bought her another beautiful piece of jewelry to add to a collection that was embarrassingly considerable. He would be offended to know how much she dreaded attending his celebration or how little value she placed on his gift. But deriving any real joy from his generosity was impossible, because his lovely and expensive gifts were poor substitutes for all that he denied her.


With her head still resting on the rim of her tub, she turned to look toward the dressing table, where the new treasure lay in its satin-lined box. The beauty of this particular stone escaped her. It radiated no warmth and, indeed, looked cold to the touch. Rather than shooting off sparks of fire, the facets glittered with an icy light. It called to mind winter, not summer. It didn’t make her feel happy and fulfilled, but hollow and empty.


Silently, Pinkie Duvall’s wife began to cry.




Chapter Three


Pinkie made much ado over Remy when she came downstairs. Possessively taking her arm, he announced that the party could officially begin now that she had joined it. He guided her through the crowd, introducing her to the guests she didn’t know, including the bedazzled Bardo trial jurors.


Many of the guests were infamous for their association with scandal, crime, or combinations thereof. Some were rumored to belong to the Metropolitan Crime Commission, but since the membership of that by-invitation-only group of blue bloods was secret, no one could be sure. The group’s unlimited funds were exceeded only by their unlimited power.


Some of the guests were politicos who wielded self-serving influence over voters. There were movers and shakers among the nouveaux riches, while others hailed from established, old-monied families who exercised despotic control over local society. A few had connections with organized crime. All were Pinkie’s friends, associates, and former clients. All had come to pay him homage.


Remy endured the fawning of her husband’s guests for the same reason they fawned over her—to remain in his good graces. The new pendant was admired and envied, and, to Remy’s embarrassment, so was the chest on which it reposed. She was reluctant to be the center of so much attention, and hated being ogled by sly men whose sly wives scrutinized her with barely concealed disdain and jealousy.


Seemingly unaware of their insincerity, Pinkie put her on display like a living trophy. Remy sensed that behind their phony smiles, his friends were inspecting her for the first signs of tarnishing and asking themselves, Who would have thought such an unlikely pairing would have lasted this long?


Eventually the conversation turned to the trial and she was asked her opinion of the verdict. “Pinkie gives one hundred percent to every trial,” she replied. “I wasn’t in the least surprised that his client was acquitted.”


“But you must admit, my dear, that this one was easy to predict.” The remark was tinged with condescension and came from a society maven whose turkey-wattle neck dripped diamonds.


Pinkie spoke for Remy, countering the woman’s comment. “The outcome of a trial is never predictable. This one could just as easily have gone the other way. Anytime you get a policeman on the witness stand, you’d better be on your toes.”


“Please, Pinkie,” one of the men in the group scoffed. “A policeman’s credibility in the courtroom was destroyed forever when Mark Fuhrman testified at the O. J. Simpson trial.”


Pinkie shook his head in disagreement. “Granted, Fuhrman did that prosecution more harm than good. But Burke Basile is a different animal altogether. We searched his past for something that would discredit him. His record was impeccable.”


“Until the night he shot his own man,” one of the guests chortled. He whacked Pinkie on the shoulder. “You really raked him over the coals on the witness stand.”


“Too bad the judge refused to let the trial be televised,” another guest remarked. “The public would have seen live coverage of cop meltdown.”


Another said, “It wouldn’t have surprised me if the jury had stopped the trial during Basile’s testimony and asked if they couldn’t close up shop and go home right then.”


“We’re talking about a man’s death,” Remy blurted. She considered their joking and laughter obscene. “Regardless of the outcome of the trial, Mr. Stuart would not have been shot if Bardo hadn’t used him as a human shield. Isn’t that right?”


The laughter died a sudden death and all eyes turned to her.


“Technically, my dear, that’s precisely right,” Pinkie replied. “We acknowledged in court that Mr. Bardo was holding the wounded officer against him when he was shot, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say that Stuart was being used as a shield. What happened was a tragic accident, but that doesn’t warrant sending an innocent man to prison.”


Remy had never been invited to attend a trial and see Pinkie in action, but she was well acquainted with the facts of this case because she’d followed the media coverage. Narcotics officers Stuart and Basile had been the first of their unit to arrive at a warehouse where it was suspected that drugs were being manufactured and distributed.


Those inside the warehouse had been alerted that a raid was imminent. When Stuart and Basile approached the building, they were fired upon. Without waiting for backup, Stuart had charged into the warehouse, exchanging gunfire with and killing a man named Toot Jenkins.


Toot Jenkins lay dead; Stuart was badly wounded. His bullet-proof vest had deflected potentially fatal shots, but he’d been hit in the thigh, the bullet narrowly missing his femoral artery. Another bullet had shattered his ulna.


“The doctor testified at trial that Stuart was probably in shock, but that he would have recovered from those wounds,” Remy said. “They were serious, but not life threatening.”


“But your husband destroyed the doctor’s credibility.”


Pinkie held up a hand as though to say that he didn’t need anyone to come to his rescue, particularly since the one challenging him was his own wife. “Put yourself in Mr. Bardo’s place, darling,” he said. “One man lay dead, another was wounded and bleeding. Mr. Bardo reasoned—correctly—that he had inadvertently walked into a very dangerous situation.


“He thought that perhaps the men outside weren’t police officers as they claimed, but were in fact Mr. Jenkins’s business rivals impersonating officers. Toot Jenkins had been dealing with an Asian gang. These gang members can be extremely clever, you know.”


“Officer Stuart was red-haired and freckled. He could hardly be mistaken for an Asian.”


One of the guests chuckled and said, “Touché, Pinkie. Too bad for the D.A. Remy wasn’t arguing his case.”


Pinkie laughed along with the others at the mild put-down, but perhaps only Remy noticed that his laughter was forced. His eyes moved over her. “Remy in a court of law? I hardly think so. Her talents lie elsewhere.” As he said that, he ran his fingertip across her low neckline.


Everyone else laughed, but a hot flush of humiliation and anger surged through her. “Excuse me. I haven’t eaten anything yet.” She turned away from the group.


She had an opinion on what had happened the night Stuart died, but it wouldn’t be prudent to air it in front of Pinkie and his friends. They were celebrating his client’s acquittal, not his innocence, which weren’t necessarily one and the same.


She didn’t believe for a moment that Wayne Bardo had been confused when gunfire erupted. He had known exactly what he was doing when he lifted the wounded policeman off the floor of the warehouse and used him as a shield when he went through the dark, open doorway, drawing fire from any other law enforcement agents who might have taken cover outside the building.


Unfortunately, Burke Basile had excellent reflexes, and he was an expert marksman. Believing he was firing at an assailant, he’d gone for a head shot, and his aim had been true. The jury’s verdict had laid all the blame for Stuart’s death at his feet.


Making good her lie about being hungry, she went into the formal dining room, where, as she had expected, the buffet was a gourmand’s delight. Sterling silver chafing dishes were brimming with steaming crawfish étouffée, red beans and rice, and barbecued shrimp steeping in a sauce so fiery that the aroma alone caused her eyes to tear.


Raw oysters on the half shell lay upon trays of ice. A chef was carving slices of ham and roast beef off enormous slabs of meat. There were deviled eggs and deviled crab, along with salads and side dishes and sausages, breads and desserts to suit every palate. The sight and smell of so much rich food didn’t pique Remy’s appetite, but rather made her slightly queasy.


Glancing around, she saw that Pinkie was now conversing with some of the recently dismissed jurors. They appeared to be enthralled by whatever he was saying, and he loved having an audience, so he wouldn’t miss her for a while.


Unnoticed, she slipped through a French door into the relative quiet and seclusion of the backyard. The air was cold enough to make vapor of her breath, but the chill actually felt good against her exposed skin. She moved along the pathway that led to the gazebo. The lacy wrought-iron structure with the onion-shaped dome roof was located in a far corner of the property. It was one of her favorite spots. Whenever she desperately needed seclusion, or a semblance of it, she retreated to the gazebo.


Stepping into the circular structure, she leaned into one of the support posts, practically hugging it while resting her cheek against the cold metal. She was still embarrassed over what Pinkie had insinuated in front of his guests. Comments like that underscored what everyone already believed about her, that she was a pampered trophy wife, with limited intelligence and trivial opinions, whose only purpose in life was to accessorize her flamboyant husband in public and satisfy him in bed.


It also appeared they thought she had no feelings, that their subtle insults bounced off her without leaving a mark. They thought she was happy with the sheltered life she led and had everything her heart desired.


They were wrong.


* * *


Wild horses couldn’t have kept him away.


Burke Basile acknowledged that being here was inadvisable. Inadvisable, my ass, he thought. It was downright stupid that he was lurking in the shadows of a hedge of tall, dense azalea bushes, glaring malevolently at Pinkie Duvall’s Garden District mansion.


The house was as fancy and white as a wedding cake, gaudy as hell in Basile’s estimation. Golden light from the tall windows spilled onto the lawn, which was as perfectly tailored as a green carpet. Music and laughter wafted from the shimmering rooms.


Burke hugged his elbows to ward off the cool evening air. He hadn’t even thought to wear a jacket. Autumn had come and gone. The holidays had passed virtually unnoticed. New Orleans’ mild winter was on the wane, but the changing seasons and encroaching spring were the last things on Burke’s mind.


Kev Stuart’s death eight months ago had consumed him, immobilized him, and anesthetized him to his environment.


Barbara had been the first to notice his preoccupation, but then she would because she lived with him. When his grief evolved into obsession, she had lodged a legitimate complaint. And then another. And another, until she exhausted herself with nagging. Her attitude of late had been indifference.


As Wayne Bardo’s trial date approached, it became obvious to everyone within his division that Burke’s heart was no longer in his work. He couldn’t concentrate on present cases because he was still hung up on the case that had taken him and Kev to that warehouse.


For more than a year prior to that night, they’d been shrinking the size of that particular operation, chipping away at it bit by bit by taking out key dealers one by one. But the really big players had continued to elude them, and were probably laughing their asses off at the bungling and self-defeating efforts of the authorities, local and federal.


To frustrate the division further, their success rate dwindled into nonexistence. Each time a raid was organized, it was foiled. No matter how tight the security, how secret the bust, the criminals were always tipped off beforehand. Drug labs were deserted with the chemicals still cooking. Huge inventories were abandoned moments before the squad arrived for the take-down. These were sacrifices the dealers could afford to make; they simply factored in the loss as a cost of doing business. The next day, they relocated to a new place of operation.


The sons of bitches scattered quicker than roaches when the lights went on. Cops were made to look like fools. After each failed raid, the division was forced back to square one, and the painstaking procedure of rooting out the suppliers started all over again.


Having worked Narcotics for years, Burke knew the drill. He knew to expect setbacks and delays. He knew it took months to build a case. He knew the undercover guys had to cultivate relationships and that these matters took time and patience. He knew the odds against success were overwhelming, and that even when they did succeed, the rewards were few. But knowing all that and accepting it were miles apart.


Patience wasn’t one of Burke’s virtues. Frankly, he didn’t even look upon patience as a virtue. In his opinion, time equated failure. Because for every day it took to do his job right and to collect enough solid evidence for the D.A. to build a case around, kids by the dozens were yielding to the allure of neighborhood dealers. Or a yuppie stoned on a designer drug plowed the hood of his BMW into a van-load of senior citizens on an excursion. Another few crack babies were born. A teenager’s heart burst from overuse. Someone else OD’d and died a wretched death.


But because the only alternative was complete surrender, he and the officers in his division kept at it. Painstakingly they built their cases. But each time they thought they were there, each time they thought that the next bust would be the mother of all busts, each time they thought they’d catch the bastards red-handed and nail their asses good, something got fucked up.


There was a traitor within the Narcotics Division of the NOPD.


Had to be. There was no other explanation for why the dealers were always a step ahead of them. It had happened too many times to be attributed to coincidence or karma or bad breaks or rotten luck or the devil’s handiwork. Someone in the department was working on the side of the bad guys.


God help the bastard when Burke Basile discovered his identity, because it was that cop’s betrayal that had turned Nanci Stuart into a widow and had left her two young boys fatherless.


Burke had begged Kev not to go barging in before the van got there with the rest of the squad, equipped with rams, gas masks, and automatic weapons. The two of them had arrived a few minutes ahead of it, the arrest warrants in Basile’s pocket. But Kev, frustrated over yet another failed raid, had lost his Irish temper. He had charged the building through the open overhead door. Burke had heard a hail of gunfire, seen the flashes, smelled the gunpowder.


Then screams.


For damn sure, someone was down.


Frantic, Burke had called out to Kev.


Silence.


The longer he waited for Kev to answer, the more anxious he became. “Jesus, Jesus, no, no,” he prayed. “Kev, answer me, you goddamn mick!”


Then a man came lurching through the open, black maw of the warehouse door. It was dark; Burke couldn’t see why he was walking with such an awkward gait, but his gun was drawn and aimed at Burke. Burke shouted for him to drop the weapon, but he kept coming. Again, Burke shouted for him to drop the weapon and put his hands on his head.


The man fired the pistol twice.


Burke fired only once.


But once was enough. Kev was dead before Bardo dropped his body to the ground.


As Burke raced toward the friend he’d mistakenly killed, he heard Bardo’s laugh echoing off the metal walls of the warehouse. He hadn’t learned it was Bardo until he was captured by the backup unit arriving in time to see him running through an alley behind the warehouse. There were flecks of Kev’s blood and flesh and brains and bone on the face of the repeat offender, but his three-piece Armani suit hadn’t even been spattered. He’d walked away clean, literally and figuratively.


The weapon he’d fired was never produced. In those few intervening minutes, Bardo had successfully disposed of it, refuting Basile’s claim that Bardo had fired a weapon.


Nor was it ever explained to the court what business Bardo was conducting in the drug lab with Toot Jenkins. Pinkie Duvall argued that Bardo’s presence in the lab was irrelevant to what had transpired, and that it might only serve to prejudice the jury against his client.


No shit, Einstein, Burke remembered thinking. It was supposed to prejudice the jury against Bardo.


On that question, the judge had ruled in the defendant’s favor. No mystery there. Duvall contributed heavily to the elections of judges. The candidates with the most money backing their campaigns usually won, and then went soft on the lawyers who helped put them on the bench. Duvall had most of them in his pocket.


And that wasn’t the only dirty pool Pinkie Duvall played. Wayne Bardo had been in that warehouse that night conducting business for his boss, Pinkie Duvall.


It was an accepted fact throughout the division, although never proved, that Duvall was the primo operator they’d been after for years. He had more connections to drug trafficking than whores did to herpes. Every trail led to him, but ended just short of contact. There was no solid proof against him, but Burke knew the son of a bitch was a player. A big-time player.


Yet, here he was, living it up in his fancy house, celebrating Kevin Stuart’s death with a big, blow-out party.


Movement at one of the rear doors interrupted Burke’s bitter reflections. He shrank farther back into the foliage so as not to be seen by the woman who made her way along a path to a gazebo.


She was alone. For a time, she leaned into one of the support columns, then she made a slow circuit around the gazebo, trailing her hand along the ivy-covered railing. When she returned to her original spot, she leaned against the support column again, this time placing her back to it.


Burke saw her face for the first time and, although he didn’t speak it out loud, he thought, Wow.


Her black hair looked iridescent in the cool, bluish light, while that same moonlight made her skin appear as pale and translucent as alabaster. The short black cocktail dress showed off a lot of leg. Her breasts swelled above the scooped neckline.


Burke immediately pegged her as one of the expensive whores who worked the classy hotel bars where conventioneers from out of town were eager to spend huge sums of money for an hour or two of carnality with what they were promised was a genuine, hot-blooded Creole gal.


Burke smiled grimly. He bet this one was higher priced than most. She had a look about her that said I’m expensive and worth every penny. She was the kind who could hold out for clients with Duvall’s flash and finances.


Not that she would have to hold out. A man with a bankroll like Pinkie Duvall’s didn’t have to surround himself with ugly women. Maybe this one had been hired only for the night as a party decoration. Or maybe she was the girlfriend of one of the guests. Or she could be a permanent hanger-on who put out routinely for Duvall and his friends in exchange for designer clothes and good drugs.


The keeping of mistresses had been an accepted practice in New Orleans since the city was first settled. Flesh peddling was a major industry in any convention town; New Orleans was certainly no exception. Every cab driver in the city knew the address of Ruby Bouchereaux’s place. Her girls were top-notch. Ruby herself was one of the richest women in the state.


But there were also the street hookers who worked the dark corners of the Quarter. They would give blow jobs in an alley for a hit of crack. They were no more selective than the crib girls who had made Storyville one of the most notorious red-light districts in the world. Regardless of the price tag, there was no shortage of work in the Big Easy for a hard-core whore.


But even as the thought crossed his mind, Burke realized that this one didn’t look hard-core. Since drug dealing and prostitution often crossed lines with each other, he’d learned a lot from watching these girls. He could size one up and know immediately if she was going to succumb to the life or if she possessed the killer instincts to survive.


He wouldn’t put his money on this one to make it. She was classy, all right. But she didn’t look rapacious and calculating. She looked… sad.


Still unaware that she was being watched, she relaxed her head against the ornate ironwork and closed her eyes. Then she slid her hands down her body until they met at the center of her lower abdomen.


Burke’s mouth went dry. His gut clenched.


The guys working Vice routinely circulated pornographic videos, films, or magazines that had been confiscated for evidence. It wasn’t Burke’s habit to watch them, but he was as normal as the next guy, and what man, cop or otherwise, could turn away from this scene without waiting to see what was going to happen next.


Actually, nothing did. She didn’t remove her clothing. She didn’t actually fondle that erogenous zone. She didn’t moan or groan or gyrate or breathe heavily through partially opened lips.


Nevertheless, her pose was arresting. Arousing, even.


And apparently he wasn’t the only one who thought so.


Burke had been so transfixed by her that he saw the approaching man only seconds before she herself became aware of Wayne Bardo.




Chapter Four


Bardo, Basile thought, contempt causing his mustache to curl downward.


He’d mistaken her for a classy chick, when she’d been waiting on Bardo, lord of the lowlives, a career criminal who always beat the rap with the able assistance of Pinkie Duvall.


Did she know that Bardo had killed a prostitute when he was only sixteen? They’d been playing tie-me-up-and-hurt-me when he’d gotten her neck confused with her wrist and strangled her with her own stocking. He’d been tried as a juvenile for involuntary manslaughter and served only a year of his sentence before being placed on probation. If that’s the kind of creep this high-ticket whore pandered to, she deserved no better than she got.


Bardo was all over her now, and she was squirming against him. Turning away in disgust, Burke thrashed through the hedge and returned to his Toyota, parked among the Beemers and Jags belonging to Duvall’s guests.


* * *


“Taking the evening air?”


Remy’s heart jumped when she opened her eyes and saw Wayne Bardo standing poised in the entrance of the gazebo. He had been intentionally stealthy, wanting to startle her. His dark features were heavily shadowed and indiscernible, like a figure in a nightmare.


Instantly she lowered her hands, but she knew he’d seen her pressing them against her body because his grin was even more suggestive than usual. He was blocking her exit. Short of vaulting the railing, there was nowhere for her to run.


Without bothering to conceal her dislike, she asked, “What are you doing out here?”


“I missed you at the party. Came looking for you.” He stepped forward. Although it took an act of will not to recoil from him, Remy stood her ground. When he was only inches from her, he gave her an insulting once-over, his eyes lingering on her chest. Lowering his voice to a confidential level, he said, “And here you are.”


Bardo was handsome in the way of a silent-movie idol. His black hair was combed straight back from a wide forehead and steep widow’s peak. He had a smooth, olive complexion. He was trim and lean, and flashily dressed. But from the day Remy met him, she had mistrusted his suave manner and was put off by the smoldering intensity he affected.


Even before Pinkie was retained to represent him in the Stuart case, they had been associates, so Bardo was a frequent visitor to the house. Remy treated him with cool politeness, but avoided having any close contact. His smoky stares gave her the creeps.


On those rare occasions when she was caught alone with him, usually by his cagey design, he never failed to say something suggestive, his smirk loaded with innuendo. He always acted as though he and she shared a naughty secret.


“Pinkie will be looking for me.”


She tried to move past him, but instead of giving way, he boldly splayed his hand over her lower body and stroked her with his fingers. “Why don’t you let me take over for you here.”


He had never dared to touch her, and for a moment she was paralyzed by repugnance and fear. She had overheard enough of his boasts to know that he enjoyed all forms of violence, a penchant that logically would extend to his relationships with women. No less importantly, she feared what Pinkie would do if he were to learn that another man had laid a hand on her.


Bardo’s boldness tonight was probably due to his delusions of invincibility following his acquittal, and possibly to the alcohol she smelled on his breath. His excitement would only be fanned if she showed any fear. Instead, in a harsh and distinct voice, she told him to remove his hand.


Stretching wider his reptilian grin, he ground his palm more firmly against her. “Or what, Mrs. Duvall?”


Pushing the words between clenched teeth, she said, “If you don’t take your hand off me—”


“He was fucking you, wasn’t he?”


Unable to stand his touch another second, she shoved his hand away. “Leave me alone.” This time when she made to go past him, he roughly took her by the shoulders and backed her against the support column.


“That’s why you were late for the party, right? Pinkie was screwing his brains out. If you belonged to me, that’s what I’d do. Day and night. All the time, I’d be at you. One way or another.”


Lewdly, he rubbed his pelvis against her. “You think Pinkie is good? Until you’ve had me, you don’t know from good, Mrs. Duvall.” He stuck out his tongue and wagged it obscenely, then dragged it across her neck. “It’s only a matter of time, you know. I’m gonna have you.”


She swallowed her nausea and pushed against him with all her strength. She couldn’t have physically overpowered him; he allowed her to push him away. When he stepped back, he was laughing at her attempts to stave him off.


“If you come near me again—”


“You’ll what? Well, speak up, Mrs. Duvall: What’ll you do?”


He placed his hand above her head on the column and leaned into her. His voice was taunting. “You’ll what? Tattletale to Pinkie?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so. If you told your husband I’d come on to you, he might blame you instead of me. He trusts me, see. And you do have a way of advertising the merchandise.”


He reached for her breast, but she slapped his hand aside. “I won’t bother telling Pinkie. I’ll handle you myself.”


“Handle me?” he mocked. “I like the sound of that.”


Her voice calm, eyes glittering as coldly as the gem around her neck, she said, “Mr. Bardo, are you under the misconception that you’re the only killer-for-hire on my husband’s payroll?”


For a fleeting moment, his arrogant grin faltered and his dark eyes lost some of their gleam. Using that momentary lapse in his self-confidence, Remy pushed him aside, and this time successfully escaped him.


She walked quickly and purposefully up the pathway back to the house, hoping that Wayne Bardo couldn’t see how unstable her knees were. Because, despite her boast, in a toss-up situation between her and Bardo, she wasn’t sure whom Pinkie would believe.


* * *


Barbara was already asleep when Burke got home. He undressed in the dark, not wanting to awaken her. But when he got into bed beside her, she rolled toward him. “Where have you been?”


“Sorry I woke you up.”


“It’s late, isn’t it?”


“A little after midnight.”


“Where’ve you been?” she repeated.


“Working.”


“You told me Doug had given you the rest of the week off.”


“He did.” He wished she would leave it there, but he sensed her unspoken demand for an explanation. “I had to put some closure on it, Barbara. Isn’t that the catchphrase these days? Closure?”


She gave a little huff of disapproval. “For God’s sake, Burke, Kev Stuart’s been dead for months. The verdict is in on Bardo’s trial.”


“I know all that.”


“So get over it,” she snapped.


“It’s not that easy.”


“It’s not easy, but you’re making it harder than it has to be.”


A dozen sharp retorts sprang to mind, but he held them back. He and Barbara had plowed this row countless times. He didn’t want to plow it again tonight. Their arguments always left him feeling like he’d been wrung out and hung up to dry. He couldn’t take another defeat today.


In a more conciliatory tone, she said, “What happened to Kev was terrible. But the harsh reality is that policemen get killed. The risk goes with the job.”


“But it’s pretty damn rare that a cop’s own partner is the risk.”


“It wasn’t your fault.”


“The jury must’ve thought so. In any event, they didn’t blame Bardo.” While subconsciously flexing his right hand, Burke envisioned Duvall’s house, lit up like Shangri-La, flowing with liquor, and filled with food and fancy women. “He and Duvall are having a big party tonight in celebration of killing a good cop.” He kicked off the covers and sat on the edge of the bed with his hands supporting his head.


Behind him, Barbara also sat up. “How do you know what they’re doing?”


“Because I was over there watching them.”


Even though his back was to her, Burke imagined her frowning with consternation. “Are you insane? Are you trying to get yourself fired? If Doug Patout is forced to fire you, will that make everything all right? Would losing your job make you happy?”


“It would make you happy.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


He shot her a pointed look over his shoulder. “Like you haven’t been after me for years to leave the department.”


“I don’t want you to leave it in disgrace,” she said angrily.


He snorted a caustic laugh. “Oh, I see. No wonder you didn’t come to the courthouse during the trial. You didn’t want to be associated with the disgrace of the NOPD, which, ironically, is an organization you’ve bad-mouthed for years.”


During the course of their marriage, a recurring argument had been over his work. Barbara wanted him to give up police work in favor of something less demanding and more lucrative. Discussions on the subject started out in a fractious mode and usually deteriorated into shouting matches that resolved nothing, but left in their wake disaffection and resentment on both sides.


Barbara always fell back on the argument that if he loved her, he would take her feelings into account. Burke’s argument was that if she loved him, she wouldn’t ask that he stop doing what he loved to do. What if he were to insist that she give up teaching? Would that be fair? It was an ongoing debate that neither side could win.


Tonight, Burke was too tired to engage in such a futile argument. He lay back down and stared at the ceiling.


After a long silence, she said contritely, “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. The disgrace part.” There was genuine remorse in her voice, but she didn’t touch him. He couldn’t remember when they’d last touched each other in anything more than a perfunctory way. Not since the night Kev died. Maybe even before then. No, definitely long before then.


He turned his head toward her and said softly, “Forget it, Barbara. It doesn’t matter.”


Although years of chronic discontent had etched lines into her face, she remained a very attractive woman. Teaching physical education at a public middle school had kept her figure slender and supple. In fact his co-workers often dropped envious, if lewd, comments about her figure. They all thought he was one lucky son of a bitch to have Barbara in his bed every night.


Sadly, Burke couldn’t recall the last time they’d done anything in bed except sleep. During the months leading up to the trial, his fractured emotions and heavy workload hadn’t left him with the energy even to think about sex. Responding to his moodiness, Barbara hadn’t initiated it either.


But now Bardo’s trial was over. The issue was history. Kev had died, but Burke hadn’t. It was time he began living again. Sex would be rejuvenating. It might make him appreciate that he hadn’t been entombed along with Kev.


A woman’s softness had healing properties. Her body could provide a man not only physical relief, but surcease from spiritual conflict. Suddenly, Burke yearned for that sense of peace. He was desperate for a few minutes of sweet oblivion. He craved intimacy with something besides suffocating guilt and bitter regret.


Curving his hand around the back of Barbara’s neck, he drew her head down for a kiss. She didn’t overtly resist, but he felt a tension there, and it wasn’t the good kind. He rationalized her lack of enthusiasm. It had been a long time since they’d made love, and he cautioned himself to take his time and not to rush it. Each of them needed a slow and steady warm-up, an easy adjustment, a period of familiarization. Or maybe she was simply being coy. Maybe their lengthy abstinence had damaged her ego and she wanted to be wooed.


He deepened their kiss in the hope of sparking her desire—and his. He fondled her breast through her nightgown, but her nipple didn’t respond to his stroking. He slid his knee against the seam of her thighs, but she didn’t part them. Between kisses, he whispered her name.


After another few awkward moments, she disengaged herself. “I’ve got to be at school early tomorrow morning. We begin a volleyball tournament during first period.”


He released her. “Yeah, okay.”


“I’m sorry, Burke. I—”


“It’s cool. Don’t apologize.”


“I really do have to be up early, but—”


“Barbara, it’s no big deal,” he said, more sharply than he intended. “Okay? I’m sorry I woke you up at all. Go back to sleep.”


“You’re sure you’re—”


“I’ll live, believe me. You don’t die from not getting laid.”


“Don’t blame me, Burke,” she lashed out. “You’ve done this to yourself. You’ve harbored this grief far too long. It’s unnatural. Why is it still eating at you?”


He refused to answer. He couldn’t answer.


“All right then,” she said. “Good night.”


“G’night.”


He closed his eyes, but he knew he wouldn’t go to sleep, and he didn’t. Her rejection had pissed him off, but he wasn’t as pissed off as he had a right to be, and that in itself bothered him.


When he was sure she’d fallen asleep, he got up, went into the kitchen, and fixed himself a sandwich. Then he sat down at the table and, holding his head between his hands, stared unseeingly at the sandwich he never ate.




Chapter Five


“Double or nothing? She’ll stop in front of us and give us an up-close and personal look. Do we have a bet?”


“No.” Burke rubbed his temple where a headache had taken root an hour ago and which so far had continued to outpound the drums in the jazz band and defy two analgesic tablets. Maybe he should have taken Patout up on his offer of a paid week off, but he’d rather work than stick around the house where he had too much idle time to think. “I don’t want to play anymore, Mac. Give it a rest, okay?”


Mac McCuen flashed his irrepressible grin. “I’m giving you a chance to win back some of the money you’ve lost to me.”


“No thanks.”


McCuen would bet on anything from the outcome of the World Series to which cockroach would win the race to the doughnut box. Disappointed by Burke’s lack of interest, McCuen turned his attention to the topless dancer who, by God, did stop directly in front of him. Breasts shimmying, she winked at the narcotics cop, who was young and good looking and who dressed like a GQ model even when he wasn’t pretending to be a gawking out-of-towner taking in the nightlife of Bourbon Street.


By comparison, Burke looked tired and disheveled and ill-tempered, which was exactly how he felt. He’d been up most of the previous night, alternately wallowing in self-pity and honing his anger over Barbara’s rebuff to a razor’s edge. They’d mumbled hostile good mornings and goodbyes to each other this morning, and his piss factor had been at a record high all day.


Scowling, Burke watched Mac as he watched the gyrating dancer. What was Mac’s real first name, he wondered. All he’d ever heard was Mac. McCuen had made repeated requests to be transferred into Narcotics and Vice before he was actually assigned to it a little more than a year ago. In Burke’s opinion the guy was too flashy and effusive to be a good narc.


“I’ve got a five-dollar bill says her tits are plastic,” McCuen said as the dancer strutted away. “What do you say?”


“I say I’d be stupid to lay money on that. How do you propose we determine it? By asking her?”


McCuen couldn’t be provoked. Engaging grin still in place, he lifted his glass of club soda and took a sip. “I’m just jacking with you, Basile. Trying to get a smile out of you. Besides, if I went near a chick like that, my old lady would kill me. She’s jealous as hell. I’ve never given her reason to be. I look, sure, but I’ve never cheated, and we’re going on three years together.” His record of marital faithfulness seemed to surprise him. “You ever screwed around, Basile?”


“No.”


“Not ever?”


“No.”


“Jeez, that’s impressive. All the women you meet. And you’ve been married a long time, right? How long?”


“Long enough.”


“Happily?”


“Are you a wanna-be marriage counselor, or what?”


“Don’t get pissed,” Mac said, sounding wounded. “I was only asking.”


“Well, don’t ask. We’re here to work, not to ogle the dancers and not to discuss our private lives. A good way to get killed is to stop thinking about the job and—”


“Our guy just came in,” Mac said, interrupting. He was still looking at Burke, still smiling. Maybe he was a better cop than Burke gave him credit for. “He’s moving this way. Ass-ugly yellow sport coat.”


Burke didn’t turn around, but he felt the familiar adrenaline rush he experienced before every arrest.


An undercover cop had been buying from this guy for months. His name was Roland Sachel. He was a nickel-bag dealer, but only quality stuff, and there appeared to be no shortage of his supply. It was believed his drug trade was more for the thrill than for the income it provided. He owned a legitimate business, a handbag factory that produced designer knockoffs that sold to discount stores.


Sachel’s turf wasn’t the streets, but the trendy clubs. He liked to rub elbows with celebrities, professional jocks, and their groupies. He enjoyed the good life and moved in a circle of acquaintances that availed themselves of it.


Narcotics was operating under the theory that if they could bring Sachel in, even on a petty charge, he might hand over Duvall. The undercover cop working the case had supplied them with information during a secret meeting that morning.


“Sachel is ambitious and greedy. He’s all the time grumbling about the ‘boss,’ and since he’s the boss at his factory, I figure he’s referring to the boss of his drug business. I think Sachel would hand the boss to us if we offered him a deal.”


“Has he given you a name?” Burke had asked.


“Never. Just ‘the boss.’ ”


“But I’d wager my left nut it’s Duvall,” Mac said.


Patout asked, “You’re sure Sachel would go for a deal?”


“He’s got a kid who plays football,” the undercover cop explained. “Sachel’s crazy about him, bragging always. He’s going to LSU next year, and naturally Sachel wants to see him play. It would be hard for him to make the games if he’s doing time, even for a chicken-shit dealing rap.”


Burke hated the whole concept of making deals with people who broke the law. It was a cop-out in the strictest meaning of the term. Sachel would come back to haunt them. As soon as he was free, he’d get right back into business.


But Burke wanted Duvall. He was willing to sacrifice a sleazoid like Sachel in exchange for Duvall.


They had concluded the meeting with the narc telling them that this club was one of Sachel’s favorite haunts, which stood to reason since the dancing girls were gorgeous and the crowd upscale. And since one of Pinkie Duvall’s dummy corporations owned it.


Out of the corner of his eye, Burke saw Sachel pause to light a cigarette while watching the featured dancer massage her crotch against a vertical brass pole. He seemed totally captivated by her act. After the dancer’s simulated orgasm, he applauded enthusiastically, then moved on, wending his way through the smoky room, glad-handing and calling out greetings, seemingly in search of someone, whom he ultimately found occupying a table in a dim corner.


His first customer of the evening was a well-dressed yuppie who was lean to the point of emaciation. His quick motions and darting eyes made him look long overdue for a snort of coke. Sachel signaled a cocktail waitress and ordered a round of drinks.


“Damn!” McCuen exclaimed, coming to his feet. “She was something else, wasn’t she? I’ve never seen anything like that. There’s something about a shaved pussy that drives me crazy. I got to go to the can.”


He left the table he’d been sharing with Burke and headed for the rest room at the rear of the club. Burke also came to his feet and pretended to review the tab the chesty cocktail waitress had handed him.


When McCuen reached the door that led to the rest room, he dropped a matchbook and bent down to pick it up.


Burke saw the yuppie pass Sachel what appeared to be a folded bill. With a cardsharp’s sleight of hand, Sachel slid his palm over the money, while reaching into the pocket of the yellow sport coat with the other.


Burke hurdled several tables and was across the room before the band’s next drumbeat. Pistol drawn, he shouted for Sachel to freeze. McCuen was already there, the barrel of his pistol resting on the patch of skin behind the yuppie’s right ear.


Two other cops from the division posing as drunken Shriners had been waiting for a signal. They burst through the door leading to the rest room and assisted in the arrest.


As he was read his rights, the anorexic yuppie was trembling and weeping and blubbering that he couldn’t go to jail, man, he’d fucking freak out in jail. As Sachel was handcuffed and relieved of the small handgun he was carrying in an ankle holster, he viciously cursed the arresting officers and asked what the fuck they thought they were doing. Obviously they didn’t know who they were fucking with. Then he demanded to speak to his lawyer, Pinkie Duvall.


“Ten to one the bastard beats us uptown,” McCuen said as he and Burke left the club.


“That’s a safe bet, Mac.”


* * *


“Lieutenant Basile, it’s good to see you again so soon.”


“You wouldn’t have the pleasure, Duvall, if you didn’t have criminal friends coming out your ass,” Burke shot back.


As Mac had guessed, the lawyer was already at the department by the time they arrived. A loyal employee of the club must have immediately notified him that Sachel had been caught red-handed in a drug transaction.


“Still carrying a chip on your shoulder over the outcome of Wayne Bardo’s trial?”


Burke would have liked nothing better than to ram his fist into Duvall’s handsome, smug face and rearrange his expensive smile. Although it was nearing midnight, when one would expect him to look a little rumpled and fresh from bed, the lawyer was wearing a three-piece suit and a stiff white shirt. He smelled of shaving cream. Not a single silver hair was out of place.


Sensing a potential for trouble, Doug Patout stepped between them. “I’ll take Mr. Duvall in to see his client. Burke, they’re waiting for you.”


He nodded toward an interrogation room where, through the glass, Burke could see the arrested yuppie puffing on a cigarette like it was the last one ever to be rolled.


“What’s his name?” Burke asked.


“Raymond…” Patout consulted the label on the file before handing it to Burke. “Hahn.”


“Priors?”


“Possession, misdemeanor. He was given probation.”


As Burke turned and moved toward the room, Duvall said, “Instead of arresting him, why didn’t you just shoot him, Basile?”


Knowing Duvall was trying to goad him into doing something he could file assault charges for, Burke kept moving and didn’t stop until he was in the relative safety of the interrogation room, with the door firmly closed and serving as a barrier between him and the lawyer.


He watched Patout escort Duvall into a similar room, where Sachel was waiting. Duvall would advise Sachel to say nothing, which he wouldn’t. But there would be a time when they had Sachel to themselves. Hopefully they could wear him down and by this time tomorrow night it would be Duvall they were locking behind bars.


Mac McCuen had already grilled Raymond Hahn. So had the cops in the Shriners fezzes. Before taking his turn, Burke poured himself a cup of tepid, rancid coffee, pulled out a chair for himself, and moved it close to the arrested man.


“Talk to me, Ray.”


Raising his cuffed hands, the undercover officer took a long drag off his rapidly shrinking cigarette. “It’s iffy.” His eyes darted about the room, briefly lighting on all the somber faces staring at him. “He didn’t have a lot on him. Right?” he asked, addressing one of the Shriners.


“Couple of ounces. They’re stripping down his car, but looks like it’s going to be clean.”


“So it won’t be any big deal,” Hahn continued. “Duvall will plead him out of a long sentence. Not much threat, so there’s not much for us to bargain with. Can you take these off now?”


One of the officers stepped forward to remove the hand restraints. “Thanks.” Raymond Hahn massaged circulation back into his wrists. “Scared me shitless when you charged across that room, gun drawn,” he said to Basile.


Hahn still looked edgy. Burke figured he was in reality a cokehead, and that’s why he was so convincing to dealers.


“Since this morning, we’ve talked to several of Sachel’s former customers who’re doing time,” Burke told him. “They’re willing to testify against him in exchange for early parole. Those raps, added to delays in trial dates, could keep Sachel out of commission for a long time. Say, long enough for his son to graduate LSU without his seeing a single game except maybe on TV.”
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