
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


SOULS OF THE DEAD

Hitman with a Soul—Book 2

 


Robert J. Randisi

 


 



 


 


Copyright 2015 by Robert J. Randisi

 


Edition: January 2015

 


All rights reserved. No part of the book may be
reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means,
including information storage and retrieval systems, without
permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who
may quote brief passages in a review.

 


Down & Out Books

3959 Van Dyke Rd, Ste. 265

Lutz, FL 33558

http://DownAndOutBooks.com

 


The characters and events in this book are
fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is
coincidental and not intended by the author.

 


Cover design by J.T. Lindroos

Cover photo by Glen Edelson

 


 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite
ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author/these authors.

 


 



 


 


[image: tmp_1527e2f3e49497be63a3d1a5902e8c8e_LU6wNh_html_m2b1cb4e0.jpg]

 


 


Visit the Down & Out
Books website to sign up for our monthly newsletter and
we'll deliver the latest news on our upcoming titles, sale books,
Down & Out authors on the net, and more!

 


 






 


TABLE OF CONTENTS

 


Souls of the Dead

 


About the Author

Mysteries by Robert J. Randisi

Other Titles from Down & Out Books

A preview of Matt Hilton’s
No Going Back

A preview of Jack Getze’s
Big Mojo

A preview of Rob Brunet’s
Stinking Rich

 


 



 


 


To Marthayn.

Not only my heart,

But my soul, as well.

 


 



 


 


“Burn it, with the souls of the
dead

Souls of the Dead

bring forth their
reincarnation”

 


—Souls of the Dead, Kalodin

 


 





Prologue

Monday night …

 


Ex-Sheriff Ken Burke entered Pirates alley
from the Jackson Square end. All the businesses and activities that
attracted tourists to the Square had closed by 8 p.m. Now, at 11
p.m., it was deserted, except for some homeless people looking to
sleep on benches, or in doorways.

Burke walked along the side of the St. Louis
Cathedral. His meet was set for behind the building, across from
the Faulkner House.

The ex-Orleans Parish Sheriff moved as
carefully and quietly as he could. In his belt he had his old .45.
The gun had retired with him, never having given way to the S&W
and Beretta double-action, semi-automatic pistols that were also
eventually eclipsed by the appearance of the Glock. These were the
guns law enforcement officials began to carry during what Burke
referred to as the “new age” of law enforcement. He was still “old
age” in his thinking, though he recognized the irony and didn’t
like the first impression the phrase presented.

But as alert as he was, the old reflexes were
not what they used to be. He heard a sound behind him. Before he
could turn toward it something struck him on the back of the head
and he went down.

Goddamn, but getting old was a
bitch!

 


 



 


 


ONE

 


When Sangster’s phone rang it came as a
surprise.

Not only because it was the middle of the
night, but because Sangster’s phone never rang. Not ever, except
for an occasional wrong number. He only kept the land line because
he didn’t own a cell phone. When he had need of one, he always
bought the disposable kind.

He groped in the dark for the receiver,
wanting nothing more than for the ringing to stop.

“Yes, what?” he said.

“Mr. Stark?”

Richard Stark was a name he used when he
didn’t want to use Sangster.

“Who’s calling?”

“Sir, this is the Urgent Care center in
University Hospital? Are you Mr. Richard Stark?”

“That’s right.”

“You’ve been listed as the person to be
notified—”

“What?” he asked, sitting up. “Listed by who?
What are you talking about?”

“Um, a man named Kenneth Burke? He’s been
injured and gave your name and number—”

“Is he all right?” Sangster asked. “Is he
alive?”

“He’s alive, sir,” the woman said, “but you’ll
need to come down—”

“I’ll be there,” Sangster said. “I’m—it’ll
take me a while—I’m coming from Algiers, but I’ll be there as soon
as I can.”

“All right, sir.”

“Take care of him,” Sangster said, “take good
care of him. I’ll pay, understand? Money’s no object.”

“We’re taking care of him, sir,” she said.
“That’s our job.”

“Okay, okay.” He almost hung up, then put the
phone back to his ear. “Who are you? I mean, what’s your
name?”

“I’m Nurse Claire O’Malley, sir,” she said.
“I’ll be on duty when you get here.”

“Okay,” he said, “I’ll be there.”

“Yes, all right, si—”

He hung up, got out of bed and grabbed some
clothes …

 


 


Outside of Sangster’s house the man called
Quinlan was watching from across the street, trying to get the lay
of the land. He had only arrived in New Orleans that afternoon, got
himself situated in a small B&B before heading out to find
Algiers Point. He got directions from the woman who ran the
B&B, an attractive middle-aged brunette who was obviously
flirting. Maybe, if he was there long enough, he could look into
that.

Once he got directions to Algiers he grabbed a
cab to the ferry and took the ride across. He used most of the rest
of the day to check the area out, look for cops and, finally,
locate Sangster’s house.

He was there long enough for the last ferry to
have left, so he decided to spend the night outside of Sangster’s
house. He wasn’t ready to go in. He was good at his job, and that
meant learning all he could about his target, and the target’s
environment.

That’s why he was there when the front door
opened and Sangster came rushing out. The man got into an old Ford
and drove off fast. The ferry still wasn’t running, but Quinlan had
been told there was a bridge you could take back and forth. He
didn’t have a car, though, so there was no way to follow Sangster.
But that was okay. He needed to learn the set-up of the house,
anyway. And he could do that while Sangster was gone.

 


 


Upon arrival at University Hospital on Perdido
Street, Sangster parked the car he’d borrowed from in front of
Burke’s house and sought out and found Nurse O’Malley, a pretty
woman in her thirties with freckles and a mass of red curls that
she’d tried to pin up under her nurse’s cap.

“Oh, yes, Mr. Stark,” she said. “Uh, your
friend is still being treated. I’ll take you to talk to the
doctor.”

“Thank you.”

“The police are here, as well.”

“The police?” Sangster asked.
“Why?”

“Well, apparently your friend had been
attacked,” she said, “and he had some sort of badge on
him?”

“He’s a retired Sheriff,” Sangster
said.

“I see.” She led Sangster deeper into the
emergency room. Around him were people with all different sorts of
injuries, a couple of which seemed to be pretty bloody.

“You’re busy,” he observed.

“Yes, sir,” she said. “Since Katrina caused
Charity Hospital to close down, we pick up a lot of extra cases. We
pretty much split them with Tulane Hospital.”

The ex-hitman followed the nurse, hoping the
police officers wouldn’t be too interested in who he was and he’d
be able to get away with saying he was “a friend.”

As it turned out, he needn’t have worried. He
saw two men talking to a tall, very skinny white-coated doctor,
recognized them, immediately, and knew they would recognize him.
The doctor was wearing a name tag that read, DR. JUDD,
M.D.

“Doctor?” she said. “This is Mr. Burke’s
emergency contact.”

The doctor and both detectives turned to face
Sangster.

“Well, look who it is,” Detective Williams
said. “Stark, right?”

“Mr. Stark,” Detective Aaron Telemaco said. “I
should have realized—”

“How is Burke?” Sangster demanded.

The doctor looked at Telemaco for guidance,
and the older detective nodded and said, “You can go ahead and
answer, Doc.”

“Mr. Burke was attacked on the street,” the
doctor said. His watery eyes studied Sangster from behind rimless
wire-frame glasses. “He has a nasty lump on the back of his head,
but no other obvious injuries.”

“What do you mean, ‘obvious injuries’?”
Sangster asked.

“Well, just that,” the doctor said. “He’s in
and out of consciousness.”

“Is that unusual with a head injury?” Sangster
asked.

“Well, no …”

“But?”

“But this seems odd,” the doctor said. “I was
just telling the detectives, we’ve taken x-rays and a cat scan, and
we can’t see any reason for his condition.”

“He was hit on the head,” Sangster
said.

“As I said,” the doctor went on, “he has a
lump, but no concussion. He should be back on his feet by
now.”

“Well …” Sangster said. “… he is an older
man.”

“Even taking that into account,” the doctor
said, “he should be up.”

“Have you tried to get him on his
feet?”

“He can’t stand,” the man said. “He seems to
be suffering from extreme vertigo.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“We were waiting for you to arrive,” the
doctor said. “You’re his emergency contact. Are you
family?”

“Mr. Stark is Sheriff Burke’s neighbor,”
Telemaco said, “and good friend.”

“Then you’ll have to make the decision as to
how we proceed from here.”

“What would you like to do?” Sangster
asked.

“Well… I’d admit him so we can run some more
tests,” Doctor Judd said, “see if we can’t track down just what the
problem is.”

“Then do that.”

“Um,” Dr. Judd said, “I assume Mr. Burke has
Medicare? Or some kind of insurance?”

“I’ll take care of that,” Sangster said. “You
just find what’s wrong with him.”

“Okay, then.”

“Can I see him?”

“It’ll be a while before we can move him into
a room,” Judd said. “The nurse will show you where he
is.”

That was the first time Sangster noticed that
the nurse was still there.

“Hold on, Stark,” Williams said, “we wanna
talk—”

“Let Mr. Stark see the Sheriff, Ben,” Telemaco
said. “We can talk later.”

Williams gave his partner a sour look and
said, “Yeah, okay.”

“This way, Mr. Stark,” Nurse O’Malley
said.

“Thanks,” Sangster said to Telemaco, then
said, “Thank you,” to the doctor.

The detective nodded, and the doctor said,
“Yes, of course.”

Sangster turned and followed the
nurse.

 


 



 


 


TWO

 


The nurse swept back a curtain to reveal Ken
Burke lying on a gurney, a sheet pulled up to his neck. It was the
first time Sangster could remember seeing Burke look his age. He
was pale and drawn, the wrinkles were more deeply etched into his
face than normal. They added age now, rather than
character.

His breathing seemed normal to Sangster,
nothing labored about it.

“Just a few minutes, please,” Nurse O’Malley
said.

“Sure.”

She nodded and withdrew.

Sangster stepped closer to his friend and
neighbor.

“Burke? Hey, Burke. Can you hear
me?”

For a moment there was no reaction, but then
the old man’s eyes fluttered open.

“Sangster?”

The ex-hitman leaned in closer and said,
“Stark.”

“Right, right,” Burke said, his eyes closing
again.

“Hey, old man!” Sangster snapped. “Stay with
me!”

Burke’s eyes opened, again.

“What happened?”

“M-made a f-fool of myself,” Burke said. “Got
c-caught.”

“What are you talking about, Burke?” Sangster
asked,

“T-talk to Polly.”

“Polly? Polly who—wait. You mean the woman who
cleans your house? That Polly?”

“Talk—talk to P-Polly …” Burke said again, and
then drifted off.

“What the hell—”

Nurse O’Malley came in, brushed past Sangster,
checked Burke’s pulse, then looked at the visitor.

“That’s enough, I’m afraid,” she said, firmly.
“We’re going to move him to a room. You’ll have to speak with
Billing.”

“Yeah, sure,” Sangster said, “but I think I
have to talk to the cops, first.”

“They’re still waiting in the hall for
you.”

“Okay.” He cast one last look at
Burke.

“We’ll take care of him,” she
promised.

“But will you find out what’s wrong with
him?”

“I’m sure the doctors will do their
best.”

Sangster nodded, then went out to talk to the
detectives.

 


 


He found Telemaco standing alone.

“Let’s go to the cafeteria and get some
coffee,” the detective said.

“Where’s your partner?”

“I sent him to Pirates Alley with some
uniforms.”

“Pirates Alley?”

“That’s where the sheriff was
found.”

Sangster knew that Telemaco referring to Burke
as “the sheriff” was a sign of respect for the old lawman, and he
appreciated it.

“Sure,” he said, “coffee sounds
fine.”

 


 


They each got a coffee in real cups rather
than Styrofoam and took them to a table.

“What was the sheriff up to, Sangster?”
Telemaco said, purposely not using “Stark.” He had found out
Sangster’s name last year, when they were both in Las Vegas.
Apparently, he hadn’t bothered to fill his partner in.

“I don’t know,” Sangster said. “He didn’t tell
me he was up to anything.”

“So ya’ll don’t know what he was doing in
Pirates Alley close to midnight?”

“No idea.”

“And if ya’ll did, you’d tell me,
right?”

“Why wouldn’t I? I’d like to find out what
happened to him.”

“You mean you’d like me to find out
what happened to him, right?” Telemaco said.

“That’s what I mean.”

“Did he say anything to you just
now?”

“Nothing that made any sense,” Sangster said,
without hesitation. Maybe he didn’t kill people for a living
anymore, but he was still a pretty damn good liar.

“Like what?”

“He was mumbling,” Sangster said. “Said he
made a fool of himself, got caught. Not much else.”

Telemaco sat back and rubbed his
gray-and-black stubble thoughtfully.

“What the hell was he doin’, working a case of
some kind?” he leaned forward. “Was he doing any P.I.
work?”

“No,” Sangster said, “not that he told
me.”

“You guys are tight, right?” Telemaco asked.
“He’d tell you a thing like that?”

“Yes, he would.”

“Well, we didn’t get much out of him, either,”
the detective admitted. “I’ll have to try and talk to him again
when they get him into a room. Meanwhile, maybe Williams is finding
something helpful.”

“Yeah,” Sangster said, “maybe.”

“I need something from you,
Sangster.”

“What’s that?”

“I need your word you’re not gonna get in my
way on this.”

“Why would I?”

“Because you have a history of takin’ things
into your own hands. You’re not gonna try to deny that, are you?
Not after Vegas.”

“That was my own business,” Sangster said.
“This is Burke’s business.”

“And now it’s mine,” Telemaco said. “I don’t
want you in my business.”

“Don’t worry,” Sangster said. “I can safely
say the last thing I want to do is get into your
business.”

Telemaco stared at Sangster intently, as if he
was trying to read between the lines.

 


 



 


 


THREE

 


Sangster waited around for them to get Burke
into a room.

While he was waiting he went and talked to the
billing department. He told them he’d get Burke’s Medicare
information and that the bills for anything not covered should be
sent to Burke’s address. That was because he didn’t want to give
out his own.

That done he found out what room Burke was in,
took the elevator to the right floor and found him out cold in a
bed. There were tubes attached to machines that were beeping, and
would keep beeping as long as Burke was breathing.

“Excuse me,” a middle-aged nurse said,
slipping past him.

“Oh, sorry.” He stepped aside.

“Are you family?”

“His friend,” Sangster said, “and
neighbor.”

“You shouldn’t be here, then.” She went to the
machine, checked the connections, and then turned to face
him.

“Where’s Nurse O’Malley?” he asked.

“She’s an emergency room nurse,” she answered,
“so she’s in the emergency room. She’s through with this
case.”

“How is he?”

“Resting,” she said. “That’s the best thing he
can do.” She pointed her finger at him. “Five more minutes.
Understand?”

“I understand,” he said. “Thank
you.”

She left the room and he walked to the bed.
Burke was breathing evenly, the machine beeping
rhythmically.

Talk to Polly was all he had. “I need
more, old man. Come on, wake up.”

He didn’t.

“How’s he doin’?”

He turned, saw Telemaco standing in the
doorway.

“Resting,” Sangster said. “They tell me that’s
the best thing he can do.”

“Has he said anything?”

“No,” Sangster said. “He hasn’t come
around.”

“And downstairs?”

“I told you what he said when you bought me
that great cup of coffee.”

“I know,” Telemaco said. “I just thought maybe
ya’ll might have something to add.”

“No,” Sangster said, “I’ve got nothing.” He
turned and looked at Burke. “I was hoping he’d wake up and talk to
me.”

“Well,” the detective said, “I’m gonna leave a
man on the door in case he does wake up and say
something.”

“Or in case somebody wants to hit him on the
head, again?”

“Yeah,” Telemaco said, “that, too.”

“Mind if I keep in touch with you?” Sangster
asked. “In case he asks for me?”

“I’d actually prefer that,” Telemaco
said.

“Fine.”

Telemaco started to leave, then
stopped.

“You comin’?”

“Yeah,” Sangster said, with a last look back
at the man in the bed, “I was just leaving.”

 


 


Telemaco walked with Sangster to the front
door, and out.

“Can I drop you anywhere?” he
asked.

“I’ve got a car,” Sangster said.

“Okay, then.”

“Where’s your partner?”

Telemaco jerked his head toward the curb.
There was a Crown Victoria there with Williams behind the
wheel.

“Oh,” Sangster said, “glad I didn’t need that
ride.”

“I’ll see you … Stark.”

As the detective started away Sangster asked,
“Your partner find anything in Pirates Alley?”

Telemaco just waved and kept going.

When he was sure the cops were gone Sangster
turned around and went back inside.

 


 


He found Nurse Claire O’Malley in the
emergency room, standing at the front desk talking to the nurse
behind it.

“Mr… .” she said, as he approached.

“Stark,” he said. “Can we talk?”

“Sure,” she said, “I have a few
minutes.”

They walked off to one side and stood against
a wall. There was plenty of activity going on around them, and no
one was paying much attention to them.

Sangster noticed that while she might be
called a plain woman, there was still something very attractive
about her. Maybe it was the white nurse’s uniform. He’d never
understood the appeal of the Catholic school girl look, but a nurse
… well, that was different.

“Can I assume that you’re the one who spent
the most time with Burke?” he asked.

“Well … maybe other than the doctor who
actually worked on him.”

“Can you tell me if he had any other
bruises?”

“Bruises?”

“Yes,” Sangster said, “maybe around his ribs,
or torso—”

“Are you thinking he might have been
beaten?”

“Or kicked, while he was down.”

She thought a moment, then said, “No, there
was no indication of that. Are you … a policeman?”

“Just his friend and neighbor.”

“A rather good friend, I’d say, for him to ask
for you.”

“That’s another question,” he said. “You told
me I was his emergency contact. Did he have something on him, in
writing, I mean, to that effect?”

“No,” she said, “he told me specifically to
call you, and gave me your phone number.”

“Was he able to say anything else?”

“Like what?”

“Well, anything that might be helpful in
figuring out who did this to him.”

“No,” she said, “nothing … but isn’t that the
job of the police?”

“Yes, of course,” Sangster said, “I’m just
trying to be … helpful.”

“Really?” she asked. “You seem to know what
kind of questions to ask.”

“I read a lot of mysteries.”

She looked at the tiny watch on her
wrist.

“I have to go back to work.”

“Of course,” he said, “thank you for talking
to me.”

“No problem.” She stood there a moment more,
then said, “Call me …”

“What?”

“… if you think of anything else
you, uh, want to ask me,” she finished.

“Oh,” he said. “Yes, okay … thanks,
again.”

She nodded. As she walked away he suddenly had
the urge to see what she looked like with all those red curls
down.

 


 



 


 


FOUR

 


He made sure the hospital had his phone
number, in case anything went wrong, and left to drive back home to
his house in Algiers. He’d return later in the day, during visiting
hours, hopefully he’d find something out by then.

When he got home there wasn’t much to do
except catch a few winks. He removed his shoes, laid down on the
bed fully dressed and fell asleep.

 


 


He woke several hours later, ravenously
hungry. He made himself an egg sandwich, washed it down with two
cups of strong coffee. Finishing the last cup, he looked out the
window at Burke’s house, next door.

Polly was a middle-aged woman who cleaned
Burke’s house for him. As for his own house, Sangster cleaned it
himself, not wanting anyone inside at any time, even though Burke
had recommended Polly several times.

He sometimes saw Polly arrive in the morning
between eight and nine a.m., other times saw her leave about three
or four in the afternoon. However, he didn’t know her, or what her
exact schedule was. So he wasn’t sure if she’d be cleaning Burke’s
house on this day, but that was the only place he had to
start.

He rinsed his empty cup out, grabbed the extra
key Burke had given him some time ago, and went next
door.

 


 


In the almost four years he had been renting
his house on Algiers Point, across Lake Ponchartrain from the
French Quarter, he had played chess with Burke at least three times
a week. They alternated porches for their games, turning their
matches into a home and away series.

The two houses were similar: two story
wood-frame structures that had survived both the fire of 1895 and
Hurricane Katrina. Sangster rented his, but Burke owned.

Before using the key he knocked, in case Polly
was inside cleaning. When there was no answer he used the key to
let himself in.

Burke also had an extra key to Sangster’s
house, but it had taken the two men a long time to trust each other
that much. Sangster, the ex-hitman, had been shocked to find that
Burke, the ex-lawman, was a kindred spirit, and the two had formed
a bond—the kind of bond Sangster had never experienced, and never
could have experienced, before that morning when he woke to find
that he suddenly had a soul.

It took only seconds to ascertain that Polly
was not around. However, the house was clean, so he assumed she had
been there in the past day or so.

There wasn’t much he could do for his friend
until he spoke with Polly. That meant finding her. Burke had a
small office, with a desk and one file cabinet. Sangster went
through the cabinet. In the first drawer he discovered Sheriff’s
Department files, all of them unsolved cases. But he wasn’t
interested in those at the moment. In the second drawer he found
what he wanted: copies of paid—and unpaid—bills. He had to go
through gas, electric, mortgage and other monthly bills before
finding some canceled checks that had been written to Polly. He
pulled the folder out, leafed through it, and finally found Polly’s
address. He didn’t recognize the street, but it was also an Algiers
address. He kept the piece of paper it was written on and returned
the file to the cabinet. Then he left Burke’s house, locking the
door behind him.

He went back to his house, using his landline
to call the hospital and check on Burke’s condition. A woman at the
nurse’s station told him Mr. Burke’s condition had not change—no
better, no worse.

“Can you tell me if there is still a policeman
outside his door?” he asked.

“Yes, sir, there is.”

“Thank you.”

He hung up. There was no reason for him to
rush to the hospital right away. So, he decided to go find Polly,
and then see Burke during the evening visiting hours.

After locking up his house, Sangster set off
on foot to find Polly.

 


 


Algiers was home to many pubs and
restaurants—no fast food places allowed—many of which, like the Old
Point Bar, had live music. Some of the Mardi-Gras troupes had
warehouses there. In addition, there were many Catholic and Baptist
churches in the area. The population was about 2,200.

As Sangster walked, he discovered that Evelina
Ave, where Polly lived, was also in Algiers Point, but on the other
side of the ferry landing. When he reached the address he saw it
was one of the older shotgun style houses, so-called because there
were no hallways inside. You could fire a shotgun through the front
door and the bullet would come out the back door.

He stepped up to the front door and knocked.
After a few moments the door was answered by a small boy about
eight.

“Hello,” he said, looking up at
Sangster.

“Hello,” Sangster said, “does Polly Bourque
live here?”

“Yeah,” the boy said, “she’s my ma. I’m
Hugo.”

“Hugo, is your ma home?”

“Naw,” the boy said, “she’s at
work.”

“Work?”

“She cleans.”

“Are you here alone?”

“Naw,” Hugo said. “My sister’s
here.”

“Is she older than you, or
younger?”

“She’s older.”

“Can I talk to her?”

Instead of answering, the boy turned and ran
back inside the house, yelling, “Octavia!”

Sangster waited and after a few moments a
teenage girl wearing tank top and cut offs, came to the door. She
was dark-skinned, pretty, with pointy little tits and not an ounce
of fat on her. She looked him up and down, pushing her pokies out
at him.

“Where y’at?” was the traditional New Orleans
greeting, only she said, “Where YOU at?”

“What it is,” he said, giving the standard
response.

The girl smiled and said, “You ain’t no
Algerine.”

“No, I’m not,” he said. “I’m looking for your
mother.”

“Why?”

“A friend of hers is in the hospital,”
Sangster said. “I just want to let her know.”

“I can tell ’er.”

“I’d like to tell her myself,” he responded.
“Where she is?”

“She’s workin’.”

“Your little brother told me that much. Can
you tell me where?”

“It’s Tuesday, so I think today she’s doin’
the schools.”

“The schools?”

“Yeah,” the girl said. “She cleans a couple of
the schools.”

“Which ones?”

“I think she’s on Old Aurora today,” she said.
“That’d be Alice M. Harte Elementary or Edna Karr High.”

Sangster didn’t know the schools in Algiers,
but he could find them.

“Thanks for the information,
Octavia.”

She cocked her head to one side and said, “You
wanna maybe come in, have a drink?”

“How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“Yeah, sure,” he said. “Call me in four or
five years, Sweetheart.”

As he walked away he heard her say,
“Chicken.”

 


 



 


 


FIVE

 


He tried the Elementary school first. School
was out for the summer, so he had to bang on a few doors before
somebody answered.

“Sorry,” a man in grey overalls said, “she
ain’t workin’ here today.”

“Okay, thanks.”

The schools were in the same zip code, about a
mile and a half apart. He walked to Edna Karr High and went through
the motions of banging on doors again. This time instead of a
janitor in grey, a pretty brunette of about thirty opened the door,
peered at him over the frame of her glasses. She was slender, with
creamy skin and a fresh, clean smell all over her.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Sorry to bother you,” he said. “But I’m
looking for a lady name Polly Bourque, I understand she cleans
here?”

“Polly, yes,” the woman said. “She does, but …
who are you?”

“I’m a friend—well, a friend of someone she
works for. My neighbor. He’s in the hospital and wanted me to tell
her. I went to her house and her daughter, Octavia, told me she was
here.”

He threw in Octavia’s name, just in case the
woman might know it.

“Octavia, yes, attends school here. She’s a
student of mine.”

“Well,” Sangster said, “could you take me to
Polly? Or have her come out here? Either one works for me,
whichever you’re more comfortable with.”

“Are you a policeman?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “Why would ask me
that?”

“There’s just something … authoritative about
you.”

“Really? Well, I guess I’ll take that as a
compliment.”

“Why don’t you come in,” she said. “I’ll show
you where she is.”

“Thanks.”

He hadn’t been inside a school in many, many
years, but this one brought back memories. He guessed that walking
the halls of any school would have done that. Even the smell was
familiar.

“I thought teachers were off when the schools
were out for summer,” he said.

“Oh, I will be,” she said. “I just have some
paperwork to clean up.”

“What do you teach?”

“History and Music.”

“Music,” he said. “I never had a music teacher
as pretty as you.”

“I guess I’ll take that as a compliment,” she
said. “Polly’s in here. At least, she was a little while ago. Ah,
yes, there she is.”

They were outside a pair of double doors that
opened to a cafeteria. Inside he could see a black woman cleaning
the floors with a mop.

“Shall I come in with you?” the teacher
asked.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry. My name is Andrea Karlson—Miss
Karlson.”

“My name’s Stark,” he said. “Why don’t you do
that, Miss Karlson? Come in with me so I don’t startle
her.”

“Very well, Mr. Stark. That sounds like a good
idea.”

She opened the door and they went
in.

Polly looked up, stopped what she was doing
and leaned on her mop. She was wearing a shapeless dress and a
kerchief on her head.

“Miss Karlson,” she said. “Can I he’p
you?”

“This man is looking for you, Polly,” Andrea
Karlson said. “His name is Mr. Stark.”

“Mr. Stark?” Polly peered at him. “Do I know
you?”

“Kind of,” Sangster said. “I’m Ken Burke’s
neighbor.”

“Dat’s right,” Polly said. “I seen you there.
Why you lookin’ fer me?”

“I need to talk to you, Polly,” he said. “It’s
about Burke.”

They both looked at Andrea Karlson.

“Well,” the teacher said, “I guess I’ll leave
you to it. Polly, will you show Mr. Stark out when you’re
finished?”

“Of course, Miss Karlson.”

“Mr. Stark, nice to meet you.”

“And you.”

Andrea left the cafeteria.

“She’s a nice lady,” Polly said.

“She seems like it,” Sangster said. “Polly,
Burke’s in the hospital.”

“What? Why?”

“Someone attacked him in the French
Quarter.”

“Is he all right?”

“Can we sit down?”

All the chairs were up on top of the
tables.

“Sure,” she said, “take down two
chairs.”

He took them down and they sat.

“Is Burke all right?”

“He was hit on the head,” Sangster said. “He’s
actually okay physically, but he’s pretty much in and out of
consciousness. The doctors don’t know why.”

“What did Burke say?” she asked.

“So far he’s only said one thing to me,”
Sangster answered. “‘Talk to Polly.’”

She bit her lip.

“What’s this about, Polly?” Sangster asked.
“Was he doing something for you?”

She didn’t answer, but starred to worry her
bottom lip.

“Polly,” he said, “if Burke was helping you
with something he can’t help you now. But maybe you can help
him.”

“How?”

Sangster leaned forward, elbows on his knees,
and lowered his voice for effect.

“Tell me what he was doing, Polly.”
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“All right,” she said. “It’s about my
daughter.”

“Octavia?”

“No,” Polly said, “I got another daughter,
Isola. She’s seventeen.”

“And how old is Octavia?”

“Fourteen. Hugo, he nine.”

“Okay,” Sangster said, “what’s going on with
Isola?”

“She got herself involved in somet’in’ bad,”
Polly said.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Dat’s what Burke
was supposed ta find out.”

“Come on, Polly,” Sangster said. “You must’ve
given him something to go on.”

“Isola, she hang out with dese girls in the
Quarter,” Polly said. “Dey bad girls.”

“Bad in what way?”

“Dey don’t got no parents,” Polly said. “And
dey involved in …”

“I know,” Sangster said, “bad things. Don’t
make me drag this out of you, Polly.”

She hesitated a moment, then said,
“Gris-gris.”

Sangster heard that phrase before.

“Voodoo?” he asked.

She nodded, looking frightened

“Polly, do you believe in Voodoo?”

When she nodded it was a jerky
motion.

“And you told this to Burke?”

“Yes.”

“What did he say?”

“He say he gon’ prove to me dere ain’t no such
t’ing,” she said. “He gon’ save my Isola from it.”

“How was he going to do that?”

“I don’t know.”

Sangster paused to think for a minute. He
wanted to help Burke, but did he want to get involved in everything
that went along with this mumbo-jumbo?

“You say he don’ wake up?”

“Not much,” he said, still
thinking.

“That could be … Hoodoo,” she said, lowering
her voice.

“What?”

“Maybe he been put a spell on,” she said, “a
Hood-doo spell.”

“Is there a difference between Voodoo and
Hoo-doo?” he asked.

“Hoo-doo be part of Voodoo,” she said. “It got
to do with … with conjuration.”

“Spells.”

She nodded.

“So Burke didn’t believe in this
stuff.”

“No, but he say he gon’ help my
girl.”

“And that’s what he was doing in the
Quarter.”

“Dat where dem girls hang around,” Polly
said.

“Do they live there?”

“Yes.”

“And you believe they practice … Voodoo
there?” he asked.

She nodded.

“What makes you think Isola was involved with
it?”

“I find some jimson weed in her
room.”

“What’s that got to do with
Voodoo?”

“It used to cast spells.”

“Could she have had it for another
reason?”

“I don’t know.”

“Anything else?”

She nodded jerkily, again, her face etched
with fear.

“What?”

“A doll.”

“A Voodoo doll?”

She nodded.

“I find it in her room, after she
gone.”

“Isola’s gone?”

“Yeah,” she said, “dat why I finally tol’
Burke about it. He see I upset one day, and he ast me.”

“How long has she been gone?”

“A week.”

“And when did you tell Burke?”

“Two days ago.”

So Burke had been working on this for two
days. That figured. He hadn’t been available for chess but he
wouldn’t say why.

“What about Octavia?” he asked.

“What about her?’

“Is she involved in any of this
stuff?”

“I don’t t’ink so.”

“Is she close with her sister?”

“Not close, no.”

“Polly, forgive me, but Octavia strikes me as
being kind of wild.”

Polly nodded. “She wild, but she not into
Voodoo.”

“What makes you say that?”

“She t’ink it stupid. Octavia, she may be
wild, but she a smart girl.”

“And Isola? Is she smart?”

“Not so smart,” Polly admitted. “Not like
Octavia.”

“They’re three years apart?”

She nodded. Then she asked, “She make eyes at
you?”

Sangster assumed she was asking if the girl
had flirted with him.

“Yes, she did.”

Polly shook her head. “Wild.”

“What about Hugo?”

“He a good boy,” she said. “And
smart.”

“How close is he with his sisters?”

“Close with Isola,” she said, “not so much
with ’Tavia.”

Sangster wondered if Polly was really a good
judge of how close her children were with each other.

“All right, Polly,” he said, “we’ll talk
again.”

“Whatchoo gon’ do, Mr. Stark?”

“I need to find out who did this to Burke,” he
said.

“Dat mean you gon’ help me and my
girl?”

He hesitated, then said, “I guess it
does.”

“Burke say you a good friend.”

“When did he say that?”

“All de time.”

“That’s good to know.”

“You take me to see him?” she
asked.

“Sure,” he said. “When do you want to
go?”

“Now.”

“You can leave, just like that?”

“I my own boss.”

“Okay, then.”

“I get changed,” she said, standing up. “Dese
my work clothes.”

Before she could leave the room Sangster said,
“Polly?”

“Yeah?”

“If you don’t mind me asking,” he said, “why
would Burke be willing to help you like this?”

“He a good man—” she said.

“Well—”

“—and he’s my man.”

 


 



 


 


SEVEN

 


Sangster and Polly took the ferry from Algiers
to Canal Street. That meant they traveled from the second oldest
city in New Orleans to the oldest—but only by a year, 1718 to
1719.

When Sangster got to the hospital with Polly,
Burke was still unconscious. Polly pulled a chair up to his bed and
sat.

“Has he said anything?” Sangster asked the
police officer.

“No, Mr. Stark, not a word,” the young cop
said.

Telemaco had left Stark’s name at the desk,
with orders that he was allowed to see Burke. There were no other
names on the list, but since Polly was with Sangster she was
allowed in.

“Okay, thanks.”

“The nurse said the doctor would be by in a
few,” the cop said. “That was a while ago.”

“Again, thanks.”

He went into the room, put his hand on Polly’s
shoulder.

“I been talkin’ to him,” she said, “but he
don’t hear.”

“Maybe he does.”

“What da doctor say?” she asked.

“The cop says he’s supposed to be here, soon,”
Sangster said. “We’ll ask him.”

Polly squeezed Burke’s hand.

“You an ol’ fool,” she told him.

“Polly,” Sangster warned, “he might be able to
hear you.”

“He still an ol’ fool.”

Sangster walked to the door to wait for the
doctor. After another “few” he showed up. It was the tall, skinny
Doctor Judd.

“Mr… .” he said.

“Stark,” Sangster said. “How is
he?”

“Why don’t we go inside,” the doctor
said.

Polly turned, saw the doctor and stood
up.

“Doc, this is Polly. She’s Burke’s …
friend.”

“Another friend?” the doctor said, with a
crooked grin. “He’s a lucky man.”

“Is he?” Sangster asked.

“Well … no.”

“What’s going on?” Sangster asked.

“Damned if we know,” Dr. Judd said. “According
to his vital signs he should be up and around by now.”

Polly stole a “I told you so” look toward
Sangster.

“So what are you doing about it?”

“What else can we do, Mr. Stark?” the doctor
asked. “More tests. Unless you have a suggestion?”

“Me? I’m not a doctor.”

“Then you see how puzzled we are,” Doctor Judd
said. “I’ll take a suggestion from a laymen.”

Polly gave Sangster a look, again.

“No,” Sangster said, “I don’t have any
suggestions—at least, not at the moment.”

“All right, then,” Judd said. “I just need to
check his vitals, and then I’m going to schedule him for more
tests.”
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