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	An Avid Fan: The Hunt for “Dr. Fell” by Ali Karim

	 

	 

	“There must be something else,” said the perplexed gentleman. “There is something more, if I could find a name for it. God bless me, the man seems hardly human! Something troglodytic, shall we say? Or can it be the old story of Dr. Fell?”

	Chapter 2 [aka The Search for Mr. Hyde]

	Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson

	 

	 

	I was asked to pen a few words for the Blood on the Bayou: Case Closed, Bouchercon Anthology 2025. This year’s convention is hosted in the city of New Orleans, where mystery and horror co-exist with the legends of Hoodoo and Catholicism, mixed into Santeria. It is also a place where it is difficult to separate the stories of the past from the fictional myths that spread along the Mississippi River and into the bayous and swamps of Louisiana.

	Like New Orleans, there is a linkage within mystery fiction to the edges of the horror genre, and if we plotted a Venn diagram, there would be authors who would be placed where the circles overlapped and where the literary work is both horror as well as mystery/crime fiction.

	Two of the best-known authors who mix horror with mystery/crime fiction are Thomas Harris and Robert Bloch, and where they interacted [in the aforementioned Venn diagram] was in the name Dr. Fell.

	Let’s go back in time.

	Dr. Hannibal Lecter fled from the authorities in America at the conclusion of Thomas Harris’ novel The Silence of the Lambs [1988] when he escaped his locked cell in Baltimore State Hospital for the Criminally Insane. He would reappear over a decade later in the follow-up novel Hannibal [1999], disguised as Dr. Fell, the curator of the Capponi Library in Florence, Italy. Thomas Harris did not select the “Dr. Fell” pen name for his insane psychiatrist at random.

	Hannibal was a mystery/crime novel that was written in a gothic literary style. The locations and characters striated within this bizarre narrative transformed it into a novel of horror. The name Thomas Harris chose as the disguise for Lecter, namely Dr. Fell, was intriguing, referencing dark literature.

	John Dickson Carr’s character of Dr. Gideon Fell was featured in 23 novels and many short stories from 1933 to 1976. In Carr’s The Three Coffins, Dr. Fell details a “locked room” lecture illustrating how apparent ‘locked-room or impossible-crime’ murders might be committed. It must be remembered that Dr. Lecter escaped his incarceration in Baltimore State’s Hospital for the Criminally Insane at the bloody climax of The Silence of the Lambs committing murder from his locked cell and ending up in Florence as Dr. Fell.

	Robert Louis Stevenson in his Jekyll and Hyde novel references Dr. Fell as something monstrous, perhaps related to the childhood nursery rhyme later referenced infamously by poet Robert Graves in 1926.

	 

	I do not like thee, Doctor Fell,

	The reason why—I cannot tell;

	But this I know, and know full well,

	I do not like thee, Doctor Fell

	 

	Which in turn is derived from the English satirical Poet Thomas [Tom] Brown who was a student at Christ Church, Oxford, when he was caught doing mischief. The Dean of Christ Church, Dr. John Fell (1625—1686), who later became the Bishop of Oxford, expelled Brown, hence Tom Brown’s mischievous ditty above.

	Either of those facts above could explain why Thomas Harris chose the name “Dr. Fell” as disguises for the fleeing Dr. Hannibal Lecter, but being the obsessive mystery/crime and horror fiction reader—I felt there had to be something more.

	Despite the ubiquity and voluminous information of the Internet, there was no other explanation as to why Dr. Lecter became Dr. Fell.

	So, as I sat in my library, looking at my vast array of books, I pondered upon what I should write for the Anthology. I chuckled at my collection of books, amassed over the decades and I thought to myself “what makes a reader of crime, mystery, thriller fiction become an enthusiastic and ‘avid fan’”?

	An obsessive and inquisitive nature.

	My eyes rested on a shelf that contained all my Robert Bloch novels and collections, of which his seminal work Psycho [1959] is the most renowned due to the adaptation by Alfred Hitchcock in 1960. On the adjacent shelf were my various editions of the Thomas Harris novels [Cari Mora, Black Sunday, Hannibal Rising, Red Dragon, The Silence of the Lambs and Hannibal].

	I knew why these two authors were shelved next to each other in my library. It was due to literary speculation that posited that, without Robert Bloch’s novel Psycho, there would not have been The Silence of the Lambs from Thomas Harris. It is widely conjectured that Robert Bloch based the Norman Bates character from Psycho on the real-life serial killer Ed Gein, as did Thomas Harris when he created Buffalo Bill in The Silence of the Lambs. Both writers have been characterised as writers of mystery/crime fiction that is also horror fiction, thus situated in the Venn diagram’s centre.

	I also thought of Dr. Fell.

	One of the benefits of having a vast library of crime, mystery and horror fiction is it allows one to research. In the collection Robert Bloch: Appreciations of the Master edited by Richard Matheson and Ricia Mainhardt [1995], I discovered the Robert Bloch story “I Do Not Love Thee, Dr. Fell”. It eponymously references the Tom Brown poem/nursery rhyme, but more eerily, its theme foreshadows the authors’ most renowned work, Psycho. The narrative revolves around the character of public relations man Clyde Bromley, who has professional appointments with the psychiatrist Dr. Fell. It soon becomes apparent that there is no Dr. Fell, as the psychiatrist is actually part of the subconscious mind within the patient Bromley, who has a dissociative personality disorder (pre-dating Bloch’s 1959 novel Psycho by several years). Bromley’s Dr. Fell personality is emerging from his subconscious, not unlike the manner Mother would emerge from Norman Bates’ subconscious mind several years later.

	Curiously, the story “I Do Not Love Thee, Dr. Fell” was Robert Bloch’s first story to be published in “The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction” in 1955, by its editor at the time Anthony Boucher, and who coincidently gave his name to the world crime and mystery convention Bouchercon. It is even more eerie that the first Guest of Honor at the inaugural was Robert Bloch (Santa Monica, California, May 29-31, 1970)

	Thomas Harris’ The Silence of the Lambs would be awarded the Anthony Award (also named after Anthony Boucher) in 1989 at Bouchercon XX Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (Oct 6-8, 1989).

	It takes a deeply obsessive and inquisitive mind in the crime, mystery and horror fiction genre to be able to track the linkages between Robert Bloch, Thomas Harris and Anthony Boucher to the annual celebration of Crime, Mystery Fiction—Bouchercon.

	I’ll leave you with an assertion from the incarcerated Dr. Hannibal Lecter to Detective Will Graham, which is useful in contextualising how my own interest in reading Crime, Mystery, and Horror Fiction became something more, transforming me to an ‘Avid Fan’.

	 

	“We don’t invent our natures, Will: They’re issued to us along with our lungs

	and pancreas and everything else. Why fight it?”

	—Thomas Harris, Red Dragon [1981]

	 

	Enjoy the stories contained in this volume.

	 

	Ali Karim

	Fan Guest of Honor Bouchercon 2025 New Orleans

	 

	Back to TOC

	 

	 


 

	Six Cylinder Totem by Eric Beckstrom

	 

	 

	God is a bullet.

	—Concrete Blonde

	 

	 

	He had left her what he could. Her eighteen years of life. Three months’ rent paid ahead. A 2012 something or other with a good engine and its title paid in full. The vintage wooden cigar box. The things inside it.

	And he left behind the question he’d often asked her:

	“What does the universe breathe?”

	Alexis would answer the question differently each time.

	Each time, he would tell her, “You have a poignant imagination.”

	When she was five, and briefly Minnesotan, it was, “The universe breathes snow drifts and mittens.” When she was eight, her Indiana eyes beamed. “It breathes cicada rattles and tree frog songs.” At ten, the year her mom died in red water off New Smyrna Beach, something swimming away with bits of her in its mouth, the universe breathed “teeth and tears.” When she was twelve, with Maine crushes, it was, “The universe breathes cute boys and mean girls.”

	To some answers, her dad had given her especially long hugs, like he knew some truths she didn’t.

	Today, Alexis did know: The universe breathes some things when you’re a kid and other things when you grow up. It breathes some things when your parents are alive and other things after they’re gone. Killed in water blooming slow motion blood, or drowned in the brackish, troubled waters of Pontchartrain.

	In the cigar box, Thoreau Gustave, her dead father, had placed an old tennis ball, an ink pen with Loretta’s Authentic Pralines stamped on the barrel, and a small sheet of paper. On it, written in ink from the pen, was a bulleted list.

	Covered by the list, like a game of Rock Paper Scissors, was something else. In her hand, it was heavy with weight, heavy in other ways. It constricted the nerves below her heart, like one of those giant balls of mating pythons they sometimes find in Florida swamps.

	Her dad must have seen something coming. Before today, the box always sat empty on the wide sill of the picture window next to two things that were important to him, as ballast is important to a ship at sea. Shark tooth fossils. A dud firecracker with no fuse, holding a childhood tale he’d never shared with her. The tennis ball.

	But no dust on that sill. He dusted every week (used to dust). A rented house is still a home, he always said (used to say). Every -ed was a bullet to her heart. From now on, she wouldn’t dust the sill. It would be a reminder of his absence. An homage.

	This silly poignancy marked a difference between them. Alexis clung to certain pasts. She’d learned that death comes from nowhere, a dark, swirling thing with teeth, judging and tearing. She’d become desperately nostalgic. Agoraphobic with grief and memories, she couldn’t leave for weeks.

	Whereas her dad siloed the past.

	“Learn from the past if you can,” he said, “But forget the ‘Back Thens,’” as if bygone days were a rented textbook.

	He tempered that advice for her sake. “We’re the same, but we’re different. Keep your imagination and your nostalgia. In you, those things are strengths if you live them and don’t let them live you.”

	The items on the sill were exceptions to his rule.

	“I keep those things because some lessons are hard to learn and easy to forget. I’m not a slow learner, but I am a fast forgetter.”

	His tennis ball was a rare ‘Back Then’ he’d shared with her just this week.

	The boy is ten years old. His dog, Chinook, sprints around the field chasing his beloved tennis ball, the boy not far behind. Like the boy, he’s ten, but that’s seventy in dog years. Chinook twists his ankle. It kinda-sorta heals, but the dog never runs like that again. The boy doesn’t know that day in the field, one of hundreds, will be the last of its kind. But his older brother knows, and he keeps the ball.

	When they bury Chinook in the same field a year later, he presents the ragged tennis ball to his little brother. “Keep it in on your windowsill, as an homage.”

	Thoreau doesn’t know what an homage is, but it’s the kindest thing his brother, Landry, has ever done for him.

	Alexis hadn’t known why her dad told her the story about him and Uncle Landry, but today, bracing herself for tomorrow’s graveside service—there would be no funeral mass—she thought he’d been preparing her for certain possibilities.

	 

	 

	At the gravesite on Shrove Monday—“confession Monday,” and wasn’t that perfect?—Alexis clutched the bulleted list in her pocket. On it, written in her dad’s calligraphic hand, were the names of the five people standing across from her on the other side of his casket.

	“Cousin Camille”

	“Cousin Beno”

	“Cousin Augie”

	“Cousin Raphi”

	And: “Uncle Landry”

	It was a kill list.

	In front of each name, her dad had drawn an almost photorealistic .357 round.

	“Bullet points. Get it?” Dad jokes from beyond the grave, his voice on the wind.

	The moment she’d read the list, things had made sense. Her dad’s unusually frequent visits to Landry’s. His breezing home last week like Sinatra at the Sands.

	“Things are about to change, Lex. We’ll own, not rent, and that 2012 is gonna be a ‘26.”

	But then, Landry and his brood happened, two-faced as Picasso’s Tête de Femme. That’s what her dad was saying through the list, and she had faith in him, was sure he’d never lied to her and that this couldn’t be a misjudgment on his part. A conspiracy, not only to gain control of the family wealth—which incidentally, included the field where the brothers had buried their dog—but also to hoard the gains from a deal Landry Gustave, his kids, and her dad had brokered. Landry’s weight, her dad’s plan, and this one even above board. For a year now, her dad had been an honest broker, gone legit like Michael Corleone never could. All for Alexis’ sake. Thoreau Jacques Gustave, betrayed and drowned in Pontchartrain on the family land, now Landry’s.

	And all the while, Alexis, fresh from high school, considered too young to be looped in, probably protected by that, but hating herself for not seeing her cousins’ duplicity. She wondered now if Landry had killed her grandpa, too. In telling her the story of the dog and the brothers, had her dad been telling her that losing her mother to the ocean was the second great loss of his life? Had losing his brother to betrayal been the first? He seemed to have concluded this just days ago, years too late.

	After the service, they all offered Alexis condolences, eleven-year-old Raphi in tears.

	“Are you going to the parades tomorrow?” Alexis asked.

	“Tourists,” Landry scoffed. “Never go. You know that.”

	Even greedy with words. And yes, she knew, but things needed double-checking.

	Camille said, “You shouldn’t be alone on Mardi Gras, not after this. Please, come over.”

	Perfect. An invitation.

	After they left, Alexis felt their words hovering around her like malarial mosquitos.

	Before the reception at Landry’s place on Pontchartrain, she stopped at The Happy Crab all-in-one and paid cash for what she’d need tomorrow night if all went well. A filet knife, a hammer, an ice cream scoop, which, for her purposes, would never cool to less than 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit. She thought about evenings on the apartment roof, Dad scooping Rocky Road while the sun, too, melted below the horizon. For what she had planned for her cousins, she would not use the scoop from home. Like the thing coiled in the bottom of the cigar box, it was holy.

	 

	 

	The scent of the secret city sun and of Pontchartrain’s nearby, algaeic slime, wafted with breezes through the open French doors of the veranda. Alexis, Augie, and Camille sat near the threshold in simple wooden chairs. Beno was getting beer.

	Her cousins’ repeated condolences made Alexis sick with their sincerity, as if rather than conspiring to drown her dad, they’d spilled drinks on her and felt truly sorry for the mess. Such good actors. Appalling that, until she’d read her dad’s list, these people had been friends, not just cousins.

	The expensive spring water Alexis was drinking came in an actual glass bottle. If not for the more appropriate ending she had planned for them, she might have smashed it over Camille’s head and slashed Augie and Beno’s throats with the jagged edge. The others sipped cans of Reasonably Corrupt, which Alexis knew was the only beer they and Landry drank. The lager must be a sweet, dark inside joke between them.

	How had she never seen the awfulness in this house? What a difference a death makes.

	From the direction of the kitchen, roughly six or seven miles deeper into the house, came Beno, who sat down between Augie and Camille.

	“What took so long?” Camille asked.

	“Didn’t you hear that? A six-foot catering cart fell over. My ears are still ringing. Plates crashing, head caterer yelling at his lackeys.”

	No one on the veranda had heard a thing. So, even the loudest sounds couldn’t be heard from across the vast house. Good to know.

	Awkward sips of beer followed, and occasional intakes of breath as someone—never Alexis—began a sentence, decided against it. She figured they must be wondering how you talk to the cousin whose dad you helped kill.

	Augie filled his lungs like someone diving into a sinkhole brimming with bull sharks. “Your dad used to play Monster Chase with us when we were little and we were all hanging out,” he said to everyone, but speaking to Alexis. “Remember that?”

	Beno said, “We’d all run around screaming, and he’d stalk after us saying, ‘They’re coming to get you, Barbara,’ in that creepy voice.”

	“When I was little, I’d sit on his ankle, and he’d bounce me like I was on a horse.” Were Camille’s eyes glistening?

	Good actors, indeed.

	A breeze entered the veranda, mingled with clinking bottles, jangling ice, reminiscing voices.

	“He liked each of you,” said Alexis, knowing they’d misinterpret her low voice as mournfulness, not outrage.

	Beno said, “He knew our dad didn’t want kids, so your dad was especially good to us.”

	“You’re wrong,” Alexis said.

	From across the room came violent gagging. A glass shattered. Ice cubes skittered across wooden planks.

	“Daddy’s choking!” Raphi cried out. “Someone help!”

	The year before, Alexis and her dad had completed a first aid course. Another of his principles was “Have faith, be kind, be ruthless.” Learning first aid was preparing to be kind.

	And he liked oxymorons. Open secret. Jumbo shrimp.

	Kind but ruthless.

	Alexis knew the Heimlich maneuver, could have saved Landry by standing behind him, positioning her fist and thumb below his ribs, pulling back and up.

	Instead, she stood back, looking helpless with everyone else while Camille pounded Landry’s back, the opposite of what you’re supposed to do. It made the little orb lodge more deeply in his windpipe.

	Alexis believed her dad would have thought what she’d done was imaginative, but unlikely to succeed. She admitted the chances were practically nil. Maybe magic had made it work. The shark tooth tucked in her shoe. The power of the ink on the list in her pocket. Maybe Mardi Gras luck. A fava bean in a piece of king cake.

	“Daddy, breathe!” Camile screamed, each palm to his back a killer exclamation point.

	Uncle Landry’s eyes were hazel. His right one bulged in its socket.

	His left eye wasn’t in its socket. It had been in his drink. Now, it blocked his throat.

	It was a glass eye, landed during a long-ago night of drunken fishing. Bourbon and fish hooks. Bad combo.

	During past visits, Alexis had observed how the hazel of Landry’s glass eye matched the hue of his devil’s cut bourbon and the glimmer of ice cubes. He never took his bourbon neat. And he loved his eye patch, the pirate look, so almost always kept the false eye in a shot glass which sat next to his chair on a prominent mahogany bookcase, next to first-edition novels he had never read. Would never read.

	Tonight, when Alexis had held out the glass of bourbon to him, the camouflaged glass eye clinking around with the ice, he’d raised the brow of his real eye.

	“Because you gave the tennis ball to my dad.”

	He smiled a little. A bit sad? A bit mistrustful? Yes, certainly that last.

	“I don’t know why Dad brought us back here. He didn’t like seafood or beignets. He didn’t believe in saints, marching in or otherwise. He didn’t even like jazz, which I told him was insane. He didn’t believe in ghosts, but here we are in the most haunted city on earth, where people—him included—stay above ground even after they die. There’s even a street named after the booze he hated. But you love it, don’t you Landry? Your bourbon?”

	He should have been suspicious, but it was just Little Lexi, right?

	As she had walked away to join her cousins on the veranda, he’d been lifting the drink to his lips.

	Camille wasn’t pounding anymore. No point.

	Sometimes a glass eye is as good as a bullet.

	Paramedics, cops, the coroner came and went. Alexis made noises of comfort and condolence.

	Good actor. LOL. And she almost did.

	In the car, she took out the list and the Loretta’s Authentic Pralines pen.

	She crossed off “Uncle Landry” and drove home.

	 

	 

	What kind of father gives his eighteen-year-old daughter a list of people to kill? A list of her own people?

	Back in the apartment, Alexis opened the cigar box and looked at the thing that had swelled her throat when she first saw it, like she was part of that ball of writhing swamp pythons, swallowing something better left to a bigger snake.

	It was made of blue steel, black walnut, the scent of oil, family history, family lore. She lifted it from the box, gripped it, ran fingers over wood, metal, inherited memories, sacred family stories.

	Huh. Yesterday, reading about swamp pythons. Today, holding the heirloom revolver, a 1955 Colt Python .357, her dad’s, his dad’s before him, now hers.

	She could feel the experiences of grandfather and father spin in the Python’s cylinder. Could see those stories shine in its steel. Their hands had polished the walnut grip, oil from their palms sealing in lore from streets, alleys, rooftops, lakeshores. Their sweat, and, in the end, her grandpa’s blood, infused the wood with their essence, lent a patina to the gold medallions inset on either side of the grip, one rearing Colt for each of her forebears. The revolver was not an oxymoron breaking her dad’s rules about the past being the past. Lore isn’t the past. Lore is the past being in the present. The Python had saved her dad’s life before he went straight, and saved her grandfather’s life before that. Alexis knew that one of those times for her dad had been before she was born, and that one of those times for her grandfather had been before her father was born.

	So, without those six cylinders, there would be no present. No her.

	What kind of father gives his daughter a kill list?

	Alexis thought all of that might hold the answer. And maybe the father knew the daughter would exact retribution anyway. Maybe he was the kind of father who’d taught his daughter she was capable of anything she set her imagination to.

	 

	 

	Late the next afternoon, Alexis texted her cousins she’d be there around 8. They could all be together to support each other through this horrible time while everyone else celebrated Mardi Gras. Three thumbs-up emojis appeared.

	She left the apartment wearing a nondescript purple, green, and gold t-shirt, with a generic knapsack slung over her shoulder. In it was a harlequin mask, a dark wig from Mardi Gras past, a generic Saints t-shirt, the hammer and the ice cream scoop, rubber cleaning gloves, a flask of lighter fluid. And the Python, wrapped in protective cloth.

	In her jeans pocket was the kill list, the pen, a lighter.

	Geographically, entering the sacred heart of Mardi Gras and its thirty parades was as simple as donning the harlequin mask and crossing from one street to the next. Charon himself couldn’t have made the crossing easier, or the change in atmosphere more dramatic and literal. The music, echoing, cavorting, swelling, swooning from all directions; trumpets, trombones, cymbals, millions of clattering beads; the swirled scent of food, booze, pot, sweat, perfume. Voices singing, laughing, lilting, careening, sneaking, but never whispering, except a soft jazz ballad hushing through a mic inside a café. The groaning, fluttering, rocking, floats. Dancers, standers, stumblers. All of it did something to and through the heat and the humidity. The atmosphere is supposed to be someplace up there in the sky, but on Mardi Gras it’s in New Orleans. It descends to earth, pulled into the NOLA vortex, and clings to everything. Becomes everything.

	Walls of people pulled Alexis into the crazy Carnival synthesis of Catholicism, voodoo, paganism, souls of saints, spirits of the enslaved, eternal pharaohs and their hybrid gods and demons, a holy distillation of purple and green and gold, the Zoroastrian priest of ancient Persia, the gifts of the magi, all carried through a maze of people and streets on floats devised by new and ancient krewes with names like Rex, Endymion, and Bacchus, Cleopatra and Osiris, and Sobek the crocodile god, thought by ancient Egyptian sects to have brought order or chaos to the universe. No one knew for sure what to believe, except Alexis, who believed her dad.

	At some point, Alexis realized she was not seeking or fleeing the Minotaur at the center of this labyrinth, whatever that Minotaur was. Grief, love, memory, faith, retribution. She neither sought nor fled those things because she had become those things. She was the Minotaur.

	And sometimes the Minotaur must leave the labyrinth.

	Strong wind tightened beads around fleshy necks, severed the cords of paper lanterns, freeing them to roam the crowds. That reminded her of something that’d been on her mind since the graveside service. Sometimes you have to cut the cords connecting you to your religion. Those threads, already frayed from generations of family tossing the fabric of religious belief into unvisited corners: you might need to cut those threads once and for all. Become pagan.

	Because God is a bullet, and so you must become God.

	Changed, Alexis departed the labyrinth. Instead of the horns of a bull, she had the Python, handed down across generations to restore order.

	She traded mask for wig at the 6 p.m. prohibition, fake hair covering brows, lips, cheeks. By foot and by stealth, in less than three hours, she was at Landry’s, near Lakeshore Drive. If you’re around NOLA long enough, in Landry’s orbit, her dad’s, you can learn where ATM, counter, and crime cameras are, where private cameras are likely to be, and get around without being tracked in ways that stitch together handy timelines for cops. Add masks, wigs, crowds, Mardi Gras beads and boobs, and you can practically teleport from one parish to another.

	Nightbirds and moths swam through the dense humidity. In the black distance, the Causeway glided its way across Pontchartrain, carrying imaginary people leading imaginary lives, coming and going between imaginary places. The only real things were in her knapsack.

	Alexis stowed the wig. No surveillance on this property. Landry, ever self-assured. She walked around back to the open veranda, where they’d be expecting her. Around the veranda’s chandelier, moths fluttered, confusing artificial light with the moon. Like people confusing what’s important with what’s ephemeral. Things like wealth and power. Things like life.

	They were there, drinking Landry’s devil’s cut.

	“An homage?” Alexis asked. She sat down, opened the glass bottle of fancy water waiting for her, sweating in the humidity, dead center on a coaster.

	“En mémoire de,” said Augie.

	She offered no condolences.

	Beno said, “Lexi, something’s been bothering me. Last night, I was saying that Uncle Thoreau was good to Camille, Augie, and Raphi and me, because he knew our dad never wanted kids. Why did you say I was wrong?”

	“You were wrong thinking Landry didn’t want kids.”

	Her cold tone made them recoil.

	“Landry did want kids, but not because he wanted a family. He was planning decades ahead. He was forming a fucking gang. Don’t pretend you don’t know that’s all you were to him. He knew a day would come when he’d need a group of absolute loyalists to serve him and to take over later. For Landry Gustave, wealth was thicker than blood. Ask your mom, if you can find her. Hell, for him bourbon was thicker than blood.”

	Her cousins set down their glasses, sloshing with shock. This wasn’t Little Cousin Lexi.

	She unzipped the knapsack, reached in, left her hand there, coiled around the Python.

	The others were glass-eyed.

	“Alexis, what—”

	“You were lackeys. Beno, scurrying after Landry, filling his glass, wiping up the circles on his eight-thousand dollar coffee table because he was above using coasters. Augie, cleaning up God knows what behind his old, dying dog. Camille, pounding his back every time he choked because he wouldn’t chew his food like any two-year-old. The pounding killed him, by the way.”

	Camille’s face crumbled. “Lex, please—”

	Augie pleaded, “Lex, we didn’t m—”

	“And together, like a committee, you and your dad decided my dad had to go. Dad’s idea, but Landry wanted it for himself and y’all helped him with that, too. Did you hold him under the water or just help Landry sell it as another Pontchartrain drowning?”

	Alexis’ voice was all levee and high water now. She stood and let the knapsack fall away from the revolver, pointed the barrel at the bunch of them, now standing clustered together.

	Beno: “God damn you, Alexis.”

	“I do not believe in God. Unless God is a bullet.”

	Raising the bottle of water to them, a mock toast, she said, “To blood and bourbon.”

	She dropped the bottle, gripped the Python with both hands like Dad had taught her, and began firing.

	She felt the generations of sacrifices offered up to the Python. The grip was hot, like three pairs of hands, not one, gripped it. Like the barrel was a pyre. Like it was fired by overheated Gulf currents feeding impossible masses swirling up from the climate change apocalypse and the dark South magic of the Caribbean, to be gripped tightly by Grandpa and Dad and herself and wielded against her profane cousins.

	Alexis pulled the trigger three times, no pauses, so fast the three hit the floor as one.

	Blood always wants to escape, to flee veins and arteries. It yearns for unobstructed openings. It coagulates against its will. But better to be a congealed pool on the outside than to flow constrained on the inside.

	“To paraphrase Milton’s Lucifer,” said Alexis.

	She snapped open the cylinder, removed the spent shells, flicked it shut. She dropped the shells into the knapsack’s outer pocket, and, as blood mixed and pooled nearby, wrapped the revolver and stowed it.

	Then she took the bulleted list and the pen from her pocket and crossed off three more names.

	Only Cousin Raphi, now.

	He had made no appearance. Hadn’t heard a thing. The crashing catering cart had proved that likely. Raphi’s older siblings would have put him to bed early, maybe even Benadrylled him to move him into sleep while they conspired on the veranda. He would find the bodies, he would be traumatized, but he would live.

	Alexis took out the filet knife, the ice cream scoop, and the gloves. She put on the gloves, picked up her bottle of water, put it in the knapsack.

	Then, she pulled the bodies away from the deeper blood. Quick and sure, she used the knife to widen the wounds enough to insert the ice cream scoop. Rotating the scoop in each wound until she heard the dull click of metal on metal, she spooned out the slugs. Good ammo. No fragmentation, just three intact little lead flowers, which she dropped in with the spent shells.

	She changed into the Saints t-shirt, wrapped the knife, gloves, and scoop in the other one, and returned everything to the knapsack.

	A breeze lifted Camille’s bangs from her forehead, discarded them, moved onto the blood and began drawing out moisture, turning it sticky, filling the air with the sweet, coppery scent of retribution.

	“What does the universe breathe?” her dad asked, or maybe the breeze.

	“It breathes grief, love, memory, and faith. It breathes retribution,” she answered.

	“They’re just four rounds in the same revolver.”

	“His whole family’s dead, except me. Sparing Raphi wasn’t kind.”

	“Have faith, be kind, be ruthless.”

	“Ruthlessness and kindness. Mercy, retribution. Maybe they aren’t different things,” said Alexis.

	She walked to the bookcase by Landry’s chair. His favorite shot glass was there at eye level, pretending to be innocuous. His glass eye wasn’t there. It would be buried with him. Through the distorted curve of the shot glass, she read the spine of the book behind it, and smiled at the irony of what it said.

	“Landry, I don’t know why Dad trusted you. I guess you used the desperation you created when you gained control of the family wealth and the land, even before Grandpa died. I imagine you had Grandpa killed, too, right? I think Dad suspected, but was desperate to provide for me, so he threw in with you. And I think Grandpa gave the Python to Dad and not to you all those years ago because Grandpa saw what might be coming, too. I think he wanted to pass it onto someone who understood what it is. What it contains.”

	“Lots of imagining and guessing, Little Lexi. About as reliable as the wind you’ve been talking to.”

	Alexis shook her head, clearing it or in disputation, she wasn’t sure which.

	“You shouldn’t have changed, Landry.”

	She rubbed her thumb over faded green felt. The old tennis ball, hollow but not empty, filled her hand. She wondered about the tosses, the catches and misses, the beautiful, shattered brotherhood preserved within the little sphere like it was its own world. She felt it all, like memories, though she hadn’t lived it. Hadn’t even been born.

	“You shouldn’t have changed, Landry.”

	Alexis set the ball on top of the shot glass. Now it was a pedestal.

	She turned and strode with the breeze past the bodies and the blood, out through the veranda doors. On the shoreline, she wiped down the spent shells and set them on a flat rock with the slugs she’d scooped from her cousins. She smashed everything flat with the hammer, then pitched the brass, lead, hammer, and ice cream scoop into the lake, over the sink hole she knew was there. Then she dowsed the mask, gloves, knapsack, and Mardi Gras t-shirt in lighter fluid, burned the lot of it, and ground the whole mess into the mud.

	Looking over Pontchartrain, Alexis took the bulleted list from her pocket. She crumpled it tight, placed it on her tongue, and sucked the ink inscribed there by her dad and by her. She swallowed it like a communion host. She smiled.

	She put the wig back on and began the long walk home.

	Relatives are always the first suspects, especially the ones with dead fathers who’d been in business with four fresh bodies and had died so near them. Alexis’ phone back in the apartment playing downloaded episodes: tonight’s text exchange with her cousins, hundreds of happy photos of them together, stored in the cloud, the lack of physical evidence connecting her with tonight, no evidence she’d known about the business between Landry and her dad. Taken together, she figured it had legs enough to let her walk.

	She would make her way back through the dwindling Mardi Gras crowds. Cameras would record her, but people and shadows, the wig, the ubiquitous Saints t-shirt, would scrub her into anonymity. She’d be home in a few hours. The final part of her plan would unfold.

	Raphi.

	He would inherit Landry’s fortune. She was a legal adult and his only living relative. They would visibly grieve together. He would beg the authorities for her to be his guardian. Wasn’t she the only person in the world he had, after all? And she him.

	And when he was older, maybe on his eighteenth birthday, she would make him a Mardi Gras king cake. His birthday was, well, today, actually. It fell near Mardi Gras every year. Cousin Alexis would make him a king cake with sparkles on top. Gold for power. Purple for justice. Green for faith. Faith being most important, as it makes the others possible. Hadn’t she just proved it?

	She would sit him down on his eighteenth birthday, on the veranda of their house, and they would toast each other with bites of cake. Inside his piece, Raphi would find the traditional Mardi Gras fève, a little Christ figurine. Yes, respectful of tradition and history—important—but the irony was the thing. Dad would love it.

	It would also symbolize everything her dad and mom had sacrificed for her, nurtured within her. Everything the universe breathed.

	Raphi would find the fève in his cake, so would get the prize. It was tradition.

	“Here,” she would say. “Happy birthday, Cousin Raphi.”

	She would slide aside his empty plate and set the old cigar box in front of him. Something heavy inside would shift a little. Maybe it would hiss.

	“This is yours now.”
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	Shoes by Jayne Belmont

	 

	 

	Jackson stepped off the St. Charles streetcar at Carondelet and waited on the corner to cross Canal. His white t-shirt stuck to him. It wouldn’t be much better in the kitchen during the dinner rush later. Six months in Louisiana wasn’t long enough to get used to the dense humidity. Had it been that long? He’d lost track of time in the anonymity of the French Quarter.

	He avoided Bourbon Street. The drunken tourists, hustlers and lost souls crowding the street made him uncomfortable. He’d been down it once before, looking for a job. Today would be his second, and last, if he could help it. Jackson’s destination was a tiny store tucked between two noisy Bourbon Street bars. The crowds would be worse if he went after his shift.

	Head averted to avoid broken sidewalks and eye contact, Jackson moved down Bourbon as quickly as he could. He’d seen the dagger in the window of the shop that first time, ducked in to admire the workmanship of the carved wooden hilt. The manager promised to hold it for him. He finally had enough money to pick it up.

	He knew Amy would love it. She collected decorative knives, a hobby that intrigued him when they first met. Everything about Amy intrigued him. Her smile, her long black hair, her green eyes. He had no doubt she was his soul mate, would be forever.

	A man’s fingers partially wrapped around Jackson’s forearm as he hurried past. He jerked to a stop, startled from his focus by the physical contact. A leering grin framed multiple gold teeth, jagged white scar engraving the man’s right cheek. Jackson’s eyes swept down his arm, and the man released him, grin fading but not completely.

	“Hey man, bet you twenty I know where you got them shoes.” He nodded at Jackson’s feet. Jackson didn’t have twenty to spare, not even five. But an extra twenty would buy food on his days off. No, he thought, it’s a scam, no one would be dumb enough to take that bet. If it wasn’t, he lost a quick twenty bucks. Two hours of sweating over dirty dishes.

	The man’s teeth glinted off the late afternoon sun as Jackson’s mind raced. Take the bet. If he lost, walk away. But he couldn’t lose. He’d bought the shoes at an outlet store in Lake George Village over two years ago, almost fifteen hundred miles away. With Amy. She’d picked them out. Said they were cute. No way this man could know that.

	“Okay, where.” The words were out before he thought it completely through. Amy did that to him.

	“You got ‘em on your feet!” The man slapped Jackson on the arm. “You lost man.” He stuck his hand in Jackson’s face and Jackson backed off, again startled by the physical contact. He turned, blocked by a large man who wasn’t grinning.

	“You heard him, you lost.” The word ‘pay’ wasn’t uttered but Jackson heard it loud and clear, even over his shock at feeling intimidated. It was a new sensation. He reached his shaking hand inside his pocket, pulled out a twenty, thrust it at the gold teeth and turned away.

	He didn’t get far. Jackson swung around as his arm was grabbed again, ready to react in a way he knew he shouldn’t, to find a ten clutched in the hand of the big man.

	“Only twenty, man. We ain’t thieves.”

	Jackson grabbed the extra bill and ran, slowing down as he realized running away made him look like the idiot he’d been. He also realized he was twenty dollars short. Amy’s smile faded in his mind, her disappointed eyes gently mocking him for being a sucker. Bourbon Street, strike two.

	 

	 

	Jackson sank down onto an upside-down crate outside the kitchen’s back door. Even at midnight the heat was stifling, but after seven hours in a grueling hot kitchen it was a relief. The fans that moved humid air around the dish room were a joke. A busy dinner service had almost distracted Jackson from his humiliation and frustration. Two more weeks before he could pick up the dagger. If he could afford revenge, he’d do it tonight. Revenge was dangerous. He’d have to rely on karma.

	Karma picked the wrong target. Two nights later, Jackson stepped on a bent kitchen grate, ripping a long gash down the side of his shoe. Amy made fun of him for owning only two pairs of shoes, one dressy and one for everything else. When he ended up in New Orleans, the everything else pair, the cute shoes Amy had picked out, became his kitchen work shoes. The dressy ones got hocked for rent. The money he’d put aside would take another hit. Amy’s birthday was two months off, but the shop wouldn’t hold the dagger forever.

	 

	 

	The bed in his one room rental sagged under Jackson’s weight. The new shoes, purchased from a second-hand store and not exactly new, sat on the floor. He reached forward and pulled the scuffed wooden chair closer, setting his old shoes carefully on the worn seat. Jackson removed the shoelaces, first from the torn shoe and then the other. He slid them slowly through his fingers. The blood stains on the shoes were long gone and the stains on the once white laces had faded, but Jackson could see them clearly, even in the dim light. As he clutched the stained laces in his fist, Amy’s face, eyes closed, flashed briefly in his vision. Damn, he missed her. The dagger would show her how much, he was sure of it. He removed the laces from his new shoes and carefully replaced them with the stained shoelaces. He pushed the shoes Amy picked out underneath his bed, then headed to work.

	“Jackson! Plates!” Elvis’s voice boomed from the line. Another busy dinner service, another beastly hot and humid night. Jackson grabbed a stack of plates and hurried them to the line, where Elvis grabbed them from his hands. There weren’t any thanks. Jackson worked under the table and at the mercy of the owner. The cash was the only thanks he cared about.

	When he got his week’s pay after shift, he stuffed it in his pocket. He didn’t need to count it to know he was still short. Rent was due tomorrow. He got change to use the old pay phone on Magazine to call the store, hoping they’d give him more time. He didn’t want to disappoint Amy, even though he knew she wasn’t expecting a present. He was relieved when they agreed. The Big Easy. So different from home.

	 

	 

	It was six weeks before he saved the money back, even while working extra shifts. Barely in time for Amy’s birthday, but Jackson allowed himself a small smile picturing Amy’s face when she opened it. The perfect present, the perfect surprise.

	Even at three p.m. the street was crowded. Jackson figured he could use that to his advantage, skirting clusters of tourists and hawkers just far enough away to keep a hand from reaching out to grab him. He didn’t mean to, couldn’t help scanning for the gold teeth and white scar, afraid of the anger threatening to explode from the humiliation of their previous encounter. Two more blocks and Amy’s birthday present.

	“Sorry, man, we sold it yesterday. We didn’t have any way to contact you.”

	Amy’s face, sad green eyes, gentle smile, disappointed but accusing, affirming he’d let her down again. It was all Jackson could see. He left the store and strode down Bourbon, mindlessly dodging people as his rage grew. He veered down a side street, his vision obscured by Amy’s face, morphing from disappointment into anger. His shoulder slammed hard against the corner of a dumpster, jerking him sideways, and he stopped, shoving the dumpster back against the wall, then again and again and again until his rage began to subside. One final shove and the tears he’d been holding in check for so long gushed down his face as he sank to the ground. A drunk tourist, Mardi gras beads swinging wildly, stumbled toward him, then veered away.

	For her, Jackson had changed. Anger management classes, yoga, boxing, whatever it took. And it worked, for two years, until the night a mugger stepped out in front of Amy and Jackson, returning to their car from the gym where they first met, where he’d just proposed. The gun, pointed straight at Amy, exploding into her chest, blood splattering the ground and his shoes. The shoes Amy picked out.

	Jackson and the mugger locked eyes. Even in his shock, he could see the mugger was just as surprised as he was. It didn’t matter. When Jackson’s rage subsided, the mugger lay in a bloody heap at his feet, Amy slumped on the ground behind him. He knelt beside her, brushing her hair back from her face, her dulling green eyes staring straight at him, wordlessly thanking him for getting the bastard who killed her. He didn’t deserve her thanks. He’d let her down in the worst way possible. He walked away, Amy’s dead face imprinted in his eyes, her blood and the blood of the man who killed her mingling together on his hands, his clothes, his shoes. He kept walking. How he ended up in the French Quarter was still a blur.

	 

	 

	The body was wedged behind a dumpster just off Bourbon. The first officer who responded to the call sighed as he pulled out his radio. This one wasn’t sleeping it off. Who knew how long the body had been there. The stench of urine mixed with the smells emanating from the bags of trash, exacerbated in the hot, humid air. Another drunken tourist doing his business behind a dumpster, most likely the victim of unfortunate timing by a garbage truck, he figured. When he rolled the dumpster away from the wall, the body fell on its back, eyes staring wide, mouth full of gold teeth, hanging open, a jagged white scar stark against a bruised and bloody dead face. The body was fully clothed except for one thing.

	The shoes were missing.
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	Saints and Sinners by Don Bruns

	 

	 

	John Crouton ran high-end poker games in New Orleans. John Crouton…Johnny Crumbs to those who loved him or hated him, ran low-end poker games in New Orleans. If you were a local, you were a regular, and if you were visiting, you had to ask for an invitation. And the stakes were very high or very low depending on what category game you played.

	Sure, there was a major casino in The Big Easy. Caesars, down by the dirty Mississippi, where gambling was illegal, but gaming wasn’t. The government allowed a twist of words to determine the legitimacy of the wagering. But Johnny C was definitely illegal. No license for gambling or gaming. He charged for entrance to the games and skimmed the winnings. Sometimes four or five games a night.

	The backrooms of vacant storefronts, seedy offices of a bar or restaurant, Johnny C found the places and catered the snacks and booze. The hoodlum brought young girls into the mix and made some good money on that business, too. Human trafficking in The Big Easy was relatively simple. And very profitable. And there was always some blow.

	The cops in New Orleans, hundreds short of their employment target number, had bigger problems to deal with. Drugs, battery, rape, robbery and murder. Johnny Crumbs was a small-time crook. Barely a ripple on the crime wave that plagued New Orleans. Until he wasn’t.

	The man pocketed hundreds of thousands of dollars every year. Two years previously he bragged to a cohort he’d pocketed a profit of almost two million. The money was never reported, so there was no way of knowing what the poker king really earned, but he owned a two-story high-end home with a manicured lawn in the Garden District. He drove a two-year-old red Ferrari and always had some brassy blond in a tight blouse and short skirt on his arm. A short, squat man of fifty years, he did well with the ladies. The ones who were attracted to wealth and power.

	And he frequented the classy restaurants. Arnaud’s, Commander’s Palace, Dicky Brennan’s, and the private, exclusive Boston Club. What happened to Johnny Crouton shouldn’t have happened to anyone. If the cops had done their job, he’d be in jail or prison, safe from a violent end. If the NOPD had the manpower, they would have stopped the criminal in his tracks. But they didn’t. Didn’t have the time or resources, even though everyone was keenly aware of his nefarious activities. Politicians, krewe kings, and bigshots in the NOPD all knew. Hell, often losing heavily, they were part of the party, playing the games sometimes weekly. Even the mayor was rumored to be a semi-regular in the weekly games.

	And then, he wasn’t.

	Johnny Crumbs didn’t have a backup. It never occurred to him that at some moment in the future, he might not be running his infamous operations. Telling friends that yes, he had his hand in the game, he brazenly tattooed Bullet Proof on his left bicep. Royal Flush was tattooed on his right. And that was the way they identified his body. His drowned body.

	Homicide detective Quentin Archer answered the call and found the body just as it had been discovered by a custodian at MO’s Bar and Restaurant, in a broom closet in the rear office of the bistro, head submerged in a mop bucket of foamy water and his chubby naked torso, rear exposed, with the fingers on his right hand cut off. Apparently, the little man no longer had his hand in the gambling enterprise.

	“We know who he is,” Archer said to partner Frank Barber. “Problem is…”

	“He had dozens of people who probably wanted him dead,” Barber answered. “What makes it doubly difficult on a case like this is we should celebrate the fact someone finally took care of the problem.”

	Archer gave him a grim smile. “Equal justice, my friend.”

	“So much bullshit, Q.”

	“Have everything dusted for prints, including the bucket and that mop hanging from the wall.” Archer nodded to the uniformed officer in the doorway. “We’ll interview whoever cleaned up last night and Frank, can you talk to Mo and see if we can get the names of any noticeable customers in the bar at the time of death?”

	“On it, Q.”

	They stepped away from the body.

	“The chance of solving this is zilch. However, we need to make an effort. Agreed?”

	Barber nodded. “Brass wants to see an effort, we’ll go through the routine, Q.”

	A department photographer was busy snapping scenes as Archer walked back and stared at the obscene pose. A nude man, head in a frothy mop bucket, stretched out on the floor. Johnny Crumbs was a despicable character. He was a NOLA lowlife. There were a hundred of them. But nobody should end up like this. He motioned to the uniformed officer protecting the crime scene.

	“Can you lift his head?”

	The man looked left, looked right, and said, “Maybe you can do that, Detective. I’m not sure I can. I am certain I don’t want to.”

	Archer reached down, grabbed the man’s neck and pulled up the head and examined the deceased’s red-veined eyes, open wide with a ghastly expression, his puffy face pasty in the bright light, but the necklace hanging from his neck impressed Archer the most. A silver St. Christopher medal. The character of an old man with a staff and a young kid holding onto his back. The words St. Christopher Protect Us ran around the outside of the silver disk.

	Well, Chris didn’t deliver, thought Archer. Or maybe he did. Maybe the kindly Saint was protecting others by signing off on Johnny Crumbs. Maybe. Archer grew up in a Detroit Catholic family, a cop family that had turned bad. A drug ring run by his two cop brothers had forced Q out of town, killed his wife, and alienated him from his home. And that was the reason he found New Orleans, with its own corrupt police force. And while Archer had never been that devout, he knew Saint Christopher’s story. Risking his own life, Christopher had taken the unknown child, on his back, across a turbulent river, never questioning who the youngster was. The fable established the boy as the Christ child. And because Chris had taken him safely to the other shore, he had become the Patron Saint of Travelers. Immortality by saving a kid’s life. Not just any kid.

	Jesus Christ. Johnny Crumbs. The two JC’s at least shared initials, and Archer hoped that was all there was to the coincidence. A simple culprit and victim would be nice. A killer and a body. Cut and dried. But in New Orleans, with its history bathed in the supernatural, its mystic vibes, its voodoo culture and spiritual influences, there never seemed to be a clear path to a solution.

	Archer let go of the skin at the back of the man’s neck and let his head splash back into the sudsy bucket. There was a lot of work to do in the next twenty-four hours. After one day, the leads dried up, the evidence got sketchy, and witnesses scattered like leaves on a crisp fall day.

	 

	 

	“We’ve got ears to the ground?” Archer asked.

	“Some,” Barber answered. “You know, Q., as a department we didn’t have the time or manpower to worry about Crumbs. Nobody was complaining, no murders, so we concentrated on the more serious side of crime. Then the fucker ups-and-dies on us. In a rather grisly fashion.”

	“And now he becomes the serious side.”

	“And,” Barber looked up from his desk, “what are the ears going to tell us, Q?” He sipped his coffee. “Big game gambling…it’s a draw. Hardly worth our time pursuing it. Offering women to sweeten the pot, postpone the pain of losing. There are a lot of prostitutes in our city, Archer. Supposedly, the guy was a low-level drug dealer too, offering blow and grass mixed with fentanyl. Our guys should have gone after him on drugs, but he is, was, a minor player.” Barber paused, keying in something on his computer.

	“That said,” Barber looked up from his computer, “we may not have been interested in this player, but there are hundreds of players who would have a vendetta…a beef with El Hefe.”

	“Who?”

	“JC. Johnny Crumbs.

	“Well, I hope they tell us who stands to pick up the slack. I think it makes sense that there’s a strong possibility whoever knocked off Johnny would be interested in taking over the business. A lot of money to be made.”

	“Yeah. And it could just be someone who was tired of losing. Or a guy who got a bad sandwich at a game. Maybe a drug overdose or someone picked up a disease from one of his hookers. Could be lots of things, or a gambler that just didn’t like Johnny Crouton.”

	Archer nodded. “Could be, but I think it goes deeper than that. This guy ran his game for what? Eleven years? Like an oiled machine. He didn’t have a habit of pissing people off. He didn’t even piss us off. We let him skate.”
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