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      Sam couldn't stop staring at the clerk's ears. The holes in the kid's lobes were big enough to accommodate corks, and indeed, they did. The laconic young man had also pushed the limits of self-expression by having himself tattooed like a road map. Sam was sure that if he looked at the kid's body art long enough he'd find an arrow and the words YOU ARE HERE.

      “Cash only,” the clerk drawled, flicking his studded tongue over his crooked lower lip.

      Sam winced. He was wondering if he had made a wrong turn on his way south to New Orleans and was still stuck in Los Angeles. After he tossed down the money for the two six-packs, he hustled out of the road stop off old Route 434. While yanking the tab off a brew, he analyzed the differences he'd discovered since he pulled into St. Tammany Parish, Louisiana, under a tarp of heat and dust.

      He had taken a detour to the old abandoned family home, but to his surprise, the house had vanished. Gone was the home where Sam had learned to piss and hit his mark, where he had hidden Willie Mays trading cards behind the baseboards, and where he had set his room on fire while distilling homemade brew at the age of ten. The place had been leveled, with nothing more than a weed headstone left in memory of his earliest years.

      Sam kicked a rock out of his pathway and wondered how Dorothy would have felt if she had returned to Kansas to discover nothing but a parking lot. Some things are just not supposed to change, he groused to himself.

      Sam plopped down on an overstuffed chair outside the road stop, slung one booted foot over its tattered arm, and chugged until he had to stop for breath. He knew it was time to push on across Lake Ponchartrain to the Big Easy, but not without dulling a few painful memories first.

      He was just popping another Dixie when he saw a police car pull off the highway onto the dirt turnaround outside the road stop. The unforgiving June sun was high in the sky, obliterating his view of the driver. But it didn't matter: a cop was a cop.

      Avoiding the cop's direct gaze, Sam pretended to adjust his pant leg while pulling a jack knife out of one stained boot. After flicking the knife open, he made a half-hearted attempt to scrape the coating of caked mud off his heel. He kept his eyes averted and his keen ears alert while the heavy footsteps approached. Sweat retreated down his neck into his chest hairs. When the tips of the officer's black shoes stopped just short of his own, he became very still, resigning himself to an unwelcome encounter. Sam Lerner was in no mood to be civil.

      “You're not drinkin' and drivin,' are ya?” the deep voice drawled at him.

      “Do I look like I'm driving?” Sam continued to work his boot as if it were a complicated physics problem. As he kept his head down, he expertly sized up the cop by the length of his shoes. Sam had learned avoidance of confrontation early in life. It was later in his mercurial life that he had learned to relish it. Today, he knew he could go either way. Get the fuck out of my face, his silent voice warned his unwelcome guest.

      “That your Shelby Cobra parked there?”

      “Yes it is. Is there a problem, officer?”

      “Only if you continue to dissect that boot without passin' me a beer. It's hotter than a whorehouse pussy out here.”

      Sam breathed in the dust and resigned himself to the fact that there was no way to avoid being pleasant. Not this time. Not this cop. He mustered up about as much congeniality as he had been able to find in recent days. “Sit your fat ass down, shitbag,” he growled, popping another brew.

      “Sam, my man, that's no way to talk to an esteemed officer of the law,” the cop laughed, “especially an old pal.”

      “Depends on who's doin' the esteemin', Duval. Figured I'd run into you sooner or later. 'Was hopin' for later. I'm not in the mood for cordiality, but I guess I've got no choice. How the hell you been all these years?” he asked offering a handshake.

      “Better than you, I take it.” Duval clutched Sam's hand in one large bear claw while he placed his other hand on Sam's shoulder.

      “Yep, 'imagine so. But it's good to be back. Congratulations, Duval, I hear you bought yourself Captain's rank, complete with matching decoder ring. No offense of course.”

      “No offense taken. And you look like shit, Sammy boy–offense intended.”

      “That's part of your charm, Duval.” Sam allowed the words to drift from his mouth like smoke rings.

      Duval shot him a cheesy grin. “Aw, you're still good-looking – a goddamn pussy magnet, you sonuvabitch. You been out knockin' around the old burg?” He dragged over an old rocker while waiting for an answer.

      As Sam waited for him to sit, he marveled at how the lug still lowered himself into a chair as if he were about to take a crap. Leon Duval was huge, even sitting. Four decades had passed since they had met as kids, and almost two since they had last seen each other; and Duval was still big, still soft, and still grinning.

      “Sorry I'm crabby, buddy. I haven't slept much the past week,” Sam offered as a way of explaining his unkempt appearance and lack of civility. He smiled back out of force of habit. “After driving from Los Angeles, I took a detour out to the old homestead, which I discovered was history. I guess nothing stays the same.”

      “Pisser, huh? There was a fire out there a while back, but the St. Tammany Fire Department just jacked-off while the old shacks burned. I think they figured there was nothing worth endangering themselves for. Prob'ly right. That place never had much to offer us, Sammy.”

      “Perhaps. So what are you doing this far out of your jurisdiction?” Sam aimed a finger gun at the New Orleans Police Department seal on Duval's car and pulled the trigger.

      “I knew you were coming, pal. I've kept track of you over the years. Everybody down here read about you being head dick in that case where that famous rapper got the death sentence. Hell, I even saw you on the tube–you're a frickin' hero!”

      “Tell that to the rapper's homeboys.”

      “Yeah, I bet they'd like a piece of you. Anyway, I've got a friend in L.A.P.D. who said you'd gone and bailed out of LaLa land and were headin' this way. I've been keeping tabs since I heard you stopped by Fred's Lounge in Mamou for a little Cajun music on the way into town. That car is easy to spot. If I'd known sooner, I would have joined you. I wanted to give you a proper welcome home, one old teammate to another.”

      “Is that right?” Sam cocked his head to study Duval.

      “Yup, I'm proud of you, buddy. I hear you were one of the Jeffersons up there in the land of fruits and nuts.”

      “Huh?”

      “Jefferson.” At Sam's blank stare, Duval tapped one toe and began to sing, “ 'Movin' on up, to the East side…”'

      “Oh,” Sam groaned, “George Jefferson. For chrissake, you watch too many re-runs.”

      Duval shrugged. “Guess so. My wife Linny left me,” he then announced in a complete non sequitur. “Not because of the TV thing, though.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, I wanted to say welcome.”

      “Thanks. Can I go now?” Sam flicked his knife closed, shoved it back into his boot, and stood up to leave.

      “Still Mr. Charming, I see.” Duval stopped Sam with one bear paw while grabbing a Dixie with the other. “Thanks, I'm sure ya don't mind if I help myself, seein' as how I'm off-duty. You gonna shack up at Maire's Gentlemen's Club when you hit the Quarter?”

      “I thought about it.”

      “Well, stay out of trouble.”

      “Yes, sir, Officer, sir,” Sam responded dutifully.

      “You okay to drive? I'm told that you and the booze wagon have a sporadic relationship.”

      “That's describes all my relationships. And tell your L.A. copper friend he talks too much.”

      “I asked him about you outta concern, you know.”

      Sam looked at Duval's contrite face and felt guilty for snarling. Then he felt pissed for feeling guilty. Duval was always getting him all jammed up. “Thanks for your concern, but I'm in a holding pattern of a few brews a day now.”

      “Yeah, I don't blame ya. I heard about your wife dying and all. Terrible thing. I'm really sorry, buddy.”

      “That makes two of us.” Sam threw the six-packs into the back of the Shelby and jumped in. Beatrice, his Golden Retriever, opened one eye long enough to make sure it was him. After she yawned, she went back to sleep. “You're a helluva security system, Beatrice,” Sam muttered.

      “Sweet pup,” Duval said, checking out the car as he leaned in the driver's window. “And the old Shelby is lookin' mighty sweet herself. Glad to see you still have her.”

      “Yeah, at least this girl won't die on me.” His words were sharper than he intended. “You know–good engine and all,” he quickly added, forcing his feelings back down into the emotional box he kept wedged in his chest.

      Duval reached out to shake Sam's hand. “Well, welcome home. And don't get into any trouble over at Maire's. I'd hate to arrest a Los Angeles cop in an escort establishment. I hear you guys are lethal.”

      “Ex-cop,” Sam corrected him as he fired up the Shelby, “but I'm still lethal.” He grabbed a beer from the back, propped it between his knees, and pulled the tab. Then Sam stepped on the gas, enjoying both the surge of power and the numbing effects of the alcohol as he screeched down the highway to New Orleans, completely unaware that he was heading into an abyss far worse than the one he had left behind.
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      Sam drove at an easy pace, allowing the lull of the Shelby engine to ease his agitation. He had purchased the car after saving enough money working summers and after school with Leon Duval at St. Tammany's mortuary, which had proven to be good preparation for their future careers. Perhaps it had been more than coincidence that both Sam and Duval had become homicide detectives, for both had long ago learned to disassociate themselves from the macabre parade of deads they administered to on a daily basis.

      After college, Duval made a somewhat dubious name for himself in the New Orleans Police Department while Sam headed for Los Angeles with dreams of fishing, surfing, and sun-tanned blondes. Instead Sam encountered race riots, quakes, and graft. Nonetheless he made it to the top of the detective pile, gathering a fistful of commendations along the way. Sam was one of the best L.A.P.D. had to offer, and he put his job ahead of all else in his life, until he met Kira.

      Sam instinctively shoved his wife's image from his memory. It was still too painful to imagine her smile. After nine years of a great marriage, she was now gone. Just like that–gone forever. Now California was dead to him, too.

      Only one week had passed since he had finally decided to bail out of L.A. and not look back…not that he could see too straight these days anyway. Since Kira's death, he had discovered that inebriation was quite underrated as a form of therapy.

      Sam gave the Shelby a bit more gas just to feel her respond–an assurance to himself that something still could. Over the years he had brought the car back to cherry condition. He knew it was time to do the same for himself.

      Maybe tomorrow, he silently thought as he watched Beatrice muster up the energy to climb into the front seat to beg for a sip of Dixie. “Easy girl,” Sam cautioned, “I'll need to see some I.D.”

      He was never sure if his conversations with his dog were for her benefit or his. Either way, his own voice helped fill the void Kira's death had left in his life.

      Beatrice licked his hand, belched, then hung her head out the window. “Couldn't have said it better myself, girl,” Sam grinned.

      As Sam appraised the scenery, he recalled how St. Tammany had been another ending. And he was tired of endings. The house he had once lived in had been nothing more than a four room clapboard bungalow, but he and his father and Mammy Jem had lived there until he was a teen. It was home, as much as any place had ever been. Now the house was a memory, just like the old man, whose gin-marinated corpse lay in a crypt somewhere near the French Quarter. Jem had not written to him for two years, her old eyes a bit too thick with cataracts to relish correspondence.

      Ah, Jem…she was someone Sam could smell if he put his mind to it–sweat mixed with exotic spices, rum, and wood smoke. Her strong Creole hands had consoled him as a boy, stroking his head until he could allow himself to fall asleep.

      Sleep had never come easily for Sam, not since the hurricane had roared through town with its high winds hurling debris like exploding railroad cars. He mostly remembered the noise and the echo of his father's screams as he pulled Sam's mother out from beneath the heavy religious triptych that had hung over their bed.

      Sam soon came to understand the bitter irony of that night. In his young mind, his mother had been murdered by Jesus. Yep, Jesus was the perp, he had told himself, and the heavy crucifix was the weapon. Now Sam cocked a brow as he recalled his first great detective work.

      Jem had stayed on as his mammy; and she was truly the only mother he remembered. Sam took another swig as he tried to recall Jem's real name. He couldn't. He had nicknamed her Jemima when he was four years old, enthralled by her resemblance to the mammy on the pancake box with the same name. Now he shook his head at his youthful lack of political correctness, but Jem had always professed to love the name. That's because she loved Sam.

      The memories of Jem allowed him to ease back into his seat even more. Perhaps he would see her tomorrow. Tonight, however, he was going to enjoy the comfort of a different kind of woman. Sam smiled as he goosed the Shelby. At last he was returning to the city he loved. And to the one other person in his life that was still there for him.
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        * * *

      

      Sam's heart was racing faster than the Shelby as he crossed Lake Ponchartrain into New Orleans. He grinned unconsciously as he sucked in the familiar scent of lake water mingled with the dense fragrance of the Mississippi River. In the distance, the wail of a river boat horn seeped out from under the oppressive humidity.

      He took in the lights of the beckoning town and studied her undulating skyline. The old city still excited him. Even Beatrice was alert, somehow sensing the change in his mood. The sun was creeping down over the smoldering town as the night began to come to life.

      Sam headed straight for the French Quarter, already teaming with revelers despite the lingering summer heat. As he settled into the familiarity of his surroundings, he switched on the radio and heard the vibrant sounds of Chubby Carrier's Zydeco Junkie. He had missed the Creole music reminiscent of his childhood. The Cajun dialect and fast tempo always infused him with an excitement he had never been able to describe to his friends back in Los Angeles who had grown up with surfing and the Beach Boys.

      A grin spread across his tan face he passed a sidewalk sandwich board that advertised “Beer So Cold You Will Slap Your Mama.” Weaving through the Quarter, he passed rows of gable-sided Creole cottages, his focus lingering on a colorful pink cottage sporting lime shutters and displaying a For Sale sign in the courtyard. The rider on the sign proudly announced, 'Haunted.' Jem had always said New Orleans was a town that did everything with a flourish and a wink. The ol' girl was right.

      When he arrived at the corner of St. Claude and Ursulines, Sam parked on the street and stared at a stately guest house known as Maire's Gentlemen's Club. A soft pink glow backlit the windows, and the sound of Fats Waller clung to the thick air like the smell of sex. “Christ,” he whispered, “I'm back.” He briefly looked away, knowing if he took it all in at once he'd have to deal with emotions better left undisturbed.

      After letting Beatrice sniff around long enough to make her mark in the Quarter, he left her in the Shelby and tentatively approached the door of the guest house. He had to ring several times before someone finally answered.

      The carved door opened so quietly it hardly displaced the fragrant air that covered Sam like a familiar old sweater. His senses were so weighted with anticipation it seemed the world had gone into slow motion.

      Suddenly she was there, all six feet of her, as elegant as she had always been, and draped in pink silk. Maire Girod was a unique combination of green eyes, tawny skin and close-cropped blond hair that was nappy and coarse–a result of her African, French and Canadian heritage. She was as beautiful to him now as she was the first moment they had met when he was only sixteen. “Maire,” he whispered.

      Maire stared for a moment, and then she wrapped herself around him, enveloping him in a warm cloud of jasmine. He held her tightly while his breath slowly found an escape.

      “Chere,” she whispered in soft Cajun tones, “we've been waiting for you. It's been a long time.”

      “It has been a long time,” he smiled as he kissed her cheek. Sam then pulled back to stare at her angular face and creamy skin which was nearly flawless, except for the light lines etched by time at the corners of her eyes. “And you're still breathtaking.”

      “And you are still my handsome cowboy,” she smiled as she led him by the hand into the parlor, which was full of fresh flowers from the courtyard garden.

      Sam noticed with pleasure that all of the furniture was the same. The antique rose brocade chaises and sofas and the silk lamp shades were barely faded. Gold framed mirrors reflected the soft parlor light. He had long ago committed the details to memory.

      As Maire sat on the sofa and pulled him down next to her, he was overwhelmed once more. He cleared his throat while she reached for the bottle of cognac on the coffee table. “Drink this, love,” she said as she poured the amber liquid into a glass. “This is indeed a moment worth toasting.”

      “Thanks, Maire. So how did you know I was coming?”

      Her sly grin revealed a perfect set of teeth. “Someone who runs an honorable establishment like mine always knows when a man is 'coming.' It's simply good business.”

      Sam laughed and sipped his drink. As he leaned back into the couch, he was aware that it had been too long since he had felt safe enough to let down his guard.

      Maire studied his face like a painting as she answered his question. “Leon Duval was here last night.”

      “I should have known. I ran into him over near the old place in St Tammany on my way here. He's still annoying, and I suspect he's still as crooked as they come.”

      “I can't deny that. But he means well, chere. He's just a bit overbearing. He still looks up to you like he did back in school.”

      “Well now I feel guilty as hell.”

      Maire laughed and intertwined her long fingers in his. “Don't feel guilty. Leon Duval is annoying. He told me what happened back in Los Angeles–to Kira I mean. I'm truly sorry, chere. I'm glad you decided to come back home awhile though. Oh, Antoine wants you to drop by Tujagues while you're in town. He has been expecting you.”

      “Antoine's expecting me, too? Christ, did Duval take up skywriting or something?”

      “Never mind about Duval. Are you okay, Sam?”

      “Not really. But I'm feeling better by the second.”

      “You need some sleep,” she soothed as she reached out to rub his temples. When she rang a bell on the coffee table, a young blonde in her late twenties with a full, sensuous body stepped into the room. After she eyed Sam, she flashed a seductive smile.

      Maire held up a hand in warning. “Sorry, Celeste, but this one is off-limits. Please offer hors d'oeuvres to the gentlemen in the garden, and then send in Madsen.”

      Celeste shot them a look of disappointment. As she dutifully opened the door to the courtyard and stepped out, Sam got a glimpse of several male callers laughing near the fountain. Celeste eyed Sam hungrily before she closed the door and disappeared into the warm evening.

      “We seldom have guests as ruggedly appealing as you are, Sam,” Maire smiled, explaining Celeste's disappointment.

      “You still know how to make a man feel special. No wonder business is good.”

      “You are special. I want you to take the room in the back. Coffee and beignets at sun-up. We'll catch up then.”

      “Are you coming up with me?”

      “You know a hostess never leaves the party. But, darlin,' you sure make a girl think twice.”

      “I've been waiting since I was sixteen,” he teased.

      “That's back when I was an old lady of twenty-one. I'm ancient now, so I'm only being merciful. I'll send in Madsen. I told her to expect you.”

      “Apparently everybody has been awaiting my arrival. I get more press than the Pope.”

      “You're more important, so no charge for you. He'd have to pay.”

      “That's why you're a successful businesswoman. Speaking of charge, Maire. I have another girl in my charge. She's in the car. May I bring her in?”

      “You getting kinky in your old age?”

      “I'm not getting anything in my old age.”

      She shook her head as she traced his square jaw with a delicate finger. “Such a loss. Show her in, chere.”

      When Sam opened the door and whistled, Beatrice sat up, jumped out the car window, and ran for the veranda. Maire let out a sultry chuckle before leading Sam and Beatrice up the curved staircase to the one place where he could still find comfort.
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        * * *

      

      Sam stepped out of the shower off Madsen's room, grateful to be somewhere familiar. Beatrice, who had crawled under an altar set with religious offerings, was eyeing a voodoo rattle-doll somewhat suspiciously. Sam remembered only enough of Mammy Jem's teachings to recognize a veve symbol that was painted on the wall, and a small table with divination cards that was set up in one corner. As accustomed as he was to Jem's voodoo practices while growing up, Sam still found the various objects and idols very foreign. But tonight he was too exhausted to give them a second glance.

      The full length shuttered windows were open, allowing bits of conversation, blues rifts and laughter to drift his way from the garden below. On the ceiling above his head, a fan turned slowly, folding the sounds and fragrances into the night air.

      When Sam peered down into the courtyard below, one patron, obscured by fingers of shade from a large magnolia tree, looked up at him and nodded. Blonde Celeste, who was now outstretched seductively on a wrought iron lounge, followed the man's gaze. When she spotted Sam, she languorously adjusted her pose then stroked her pale legs, pausing to circle the fleur de lis tattoo on her calf with a red long fingernail. The patron cordially lifted a glass to Sam before continuing his social call with Celeste.

      Sam closed the shutters and glanced around. He was already forming a profile of the young woman who inhabited the comfortable room. After years of detective work, he was the master of the fifteen-second profile. This Madsen was a loner he figured–no family photos or memorabilia. On her vanity there were several scarves, various ropes of plastic carnival beads, and a plastic baby Jesus from a Mardi Gras King Cake.

      She also owned several hair brushes, including a brush with a bone handle that had been repaired with glue. Next to the brush was a bottle of fragrance–Dolce & Gabbana Velvet Desire, which he recognized as an expensive designer brand. A wooden fruit bowl with a lone fruit fly feasting on a bruised peach completed the arrangement.

      It was the tiny stuffed canaries in the room, however, that held Sam's eye. Madsen had strategically placed lifelike pairs of yellow canaries everywhere. The birds stared at Sam curiously as he walked about. One pair was perched next to a little plate of sesame seeds, and several were nestled in plants. Sam figured the girl was either superstitious, or perhaps very lonely. However, his experiences in homicide had revealed more peculiar interests than a collection of stuffed canaries.

      Reminding himself that he was no longer a detective, Sam finally crawled between the sheets and reached for the chime. A few moments later he heard the knock.

      “Come in, chere,” he said, unconsciously slipping back into the Cajun dialect he had worked so long to lose.

      Madsen stepped into the room. She was young–twenty-two at most he'd guess. Her skin reminded him of buttered toast, and her eyes tilted upward in a small face accented by full lips. A fuchsia and yellow colored chiffon scarf was tied at the waistline of her strapless black dress; and she had chosen lipstick to match the pink of the scarf. Sam smiled with pleasure. He loved to look at beautiful things; and to him, all women were beautiful.

      “Sam Lerner?” she said softly. As he nodded his head, her tentative smile grew larger. “Would you like to talk for a while. Maybe about California?” The expectant look on her face was almost childlike.

      “I don't think so, thank you. I'm exhausted–I've been on the road a long while.”

      “You've had plenty to eat?”

      “No appetite.”

      “Would you enjoy a libation?” she offered.

      “I've had a libation, thank you, Madsen.” Sam smiled at the word, which she had mispronounced. She was delightful, and very small town–just the way he had been on his first solo trip into New Orleans as a sixteen-year-old looking to become a man. In some respects, he figured, he was still trying to become one.

      “Would you like me to join you for a libation, Madsen?” he asked, remembering his manners.

      “No, thank you, I don't drink. Is your dog friendly?”

      “If she were any sweeter she'd need insulin.”

      Madsen giggled before she methodically began to undress, humming unconsciously as she hung each garment. The only thing Madsen did not remove was an oblong silver pendant, which was hanging from a long chain around her neck. She slipped into a chenille robe and tied it at her waist, still humming.

      Sam closed his eyes and listened. Her voice was so damn sweet it made him ache. When she moved closer, he noticed that her scent was sweet also, like wet flowers.

      “Maire told me what you need,” she whispered as she crawled into bed, keeping her robe wrapped around her. “You're sure this is all you want, Mr. Lerner?”

      “I'm sure, darling.” Sam's breathing grew deep and steady. The notes of Louis Armstrong's version of La Vie En Rose drifted up from the garden, slowing forcing his pain to loosen its tenacious grip from his chest.

      Madsen lifted her hand to stroke Sam's forehead. “You have pretty blue eyes.”

      “Thank you, Madsen.”

      “I like blue eyes with black hair. I wish I had that.”

      “You're perfect just the way you are,” he assured her.

      “That's very kind of you.”

      Sam made an unsuccessful attempt to continue the conversation, but his exhaustion was pressing him deeper into the soft down pillow.

      “Shhh.” Madsen traced her fingers down his face and caressed his lips with the back of her hand. Using her finger tips, she gently applied pressure above Sam's brow, pausing occasionally to smooth the hair back from his forehead. Her hands were soft and nurturing, allowing him to drift to some safe place from long ago.

      As his body sunk into a long-forgotten state of calm, he felt her fingertips brush away the moisture from his cheek. He had allowed his long-suppressed sadness to surface, but he was too tired to give a damn. He just wanted someone near him so he could finally sleep.

      Unfortunately, it would be the last good sleep Sam Lerner would have for a long time.
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      Sam slept at Maire's place for two days. He had awakened the first morning to find Madsen feeding Beatrice a beef bone, then he had drifted back to sleep. Not once did he have the persistent nightmare which often awakened him in the night, soaked in sweat, still lingering in a dream world where he was struggling in vain to close the wounds on Kira's mangled face.

      He awakened again later, this time to the smell of smoke and hot wax. Through his sleep-induced stupor he could see Madsen in front of an altar aglow with candles. After Sam mumbled something about a smoke detector, Madsen crawled back into bed next to him then pulled the sheet up over his chest and waited until he drifted off again.

      When he finally crawled out of his half-coma the second morning, he stumbled to the kitchen to find Maire. There they drank a pot of steaming chicory coffee as the late morning sun glinted off her long, silky legs. Sam quietly listened as she filled him in on her life since they had last seen each other. He knew she would wait patiently until he felt he could do the same.

      “Convince me again why it was a good idea that we never slept together,” Sam teased her.

      “You know you were underage when we met. Then you got pinned to that uptight sorority girl at Tulane, and that's when I became persona non grata.”

      “Never persona non grata to me. But maybe to uptight Simone.”

      “After you and Simone headed to Pepperdine Law School, I thought that was the last I'd hear from you except for the occasional scraps of information from Duval. I must admit I was pleased when you occasionally stayed in touch. So why is it you never practiced law after passing the bar, Sam?”

      “I found law to be about as exciting as a Tabasco colonic. If I had given it enough time, I might have found a branch of law I liked, but joining the Marines felt right at the time. Maybe I was just trying to get away from Simone,” he grinned.

      “Well, that's the one thing that does make sense!”

      “Before I met Kira, I did come back to see you. That's when I heard you had married and moved to Martinique. I was jealous and envious.”

      “It was nice until my reprobate husband gambled away most of our money. I left him there and came back here to the only other place I had known as home. By then, you were gone forever. At least that's what I thought. It seemed as though timing was never on our side, chere. But here you are, and for once we are both free.”

      “You know I'm still dealing with endings, right?”

      “Yes. And I am here first and foremost as a friend.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I don't know what I want either. I know what I don't want is complications. Let's take it slow and see where it goes.”

      “That would be interesting. And very nice.”

      “You're the only man who has never judged me for my profession, Sam.”

      “I hope that's a quid pro quo. We cops aren't exactly moralistic.”

      “Ah, I know you were never a dirty cop. And believe it or not, I had my standards also.”

      “That's probably the real reason you never slept with me.”

      “Ha, I certainly should have! Throughout my life I've only slept with men I cared about, and never for money. I bought this business at an early age to support myself, and I never saw it as anything but business. Nevertheless, I am not exactly held in high esteem by the Junior League.”

      Sam smiled, “Well I am sure the Junior Cadets adore you.”
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, as Sam reclined on the veranda swing, the heat closed in like a wet blanket. Celeste, flaunting all her blond hair and ripe sensuality, stepped out to greet him with a frosty margarita, which Sam gratefully accepted.

      “Why don't you stick around awhile now that you've caught up on your sleep?” Celeste suggested as she leaned against the wooden door frame. “I could show you what New Orleans has to offer.” When she shifted her legs under her wrap skirt, it was apparent she was wearing nothing under the clinging fabric. She spread her legs and fanned the hem of her skirt with one hand to cool her thighs while she tossed her blond hair away from her neck and licked the sweat off her lip.

      “It's hot enough already, Celeste,” Sam grinned appreciatively. He knew when he was being worked. “I think I'll go inside before I suffer a meltdown.”

      “You can't be celibate forever, handsome,” Celeste said to his back as he walked away. “I know a primed pump when I see one.”

      Sam paused–was he that obvious? Didn't matter, he reminded himself as he shoved the door open, unless he and Maire still had something, he wasn't going to go that route. He had let Madsen comfort him like a drug fix to kill the pain, but with most people, he preferred distance.

      When Sam finally entered the parlor, he spotted Madsen. She was sitting primly upright on the divan as though she had been waiting awhile. “Mr. Lerner, do you think we could talk sometime? It's kind of important.”

      Sam wasn't too sure how to read Madsen's agitation, but it was barely disguised by her polite demeanor as she yanked her silver pendant back and forth along its long chain. He had been known to rattle the nerves of a lot of people in his better days, but they had usually been suspects.

      “Call me Sam,” he said gently, “and of course, we can talk now, Madsen. I'm in no hurry to leave.”

      “No, Maire says I'm to let you be for now. Until you adjust, she said. So I wanted to know if maybe when you come back we can talk?” Madsen smiled tentatively then tugged her pendant again.

      “Sure. I'll be back around soon to visit,” he assured her before pulling out his wallet. Sam was quite surprised when Madsen refused to accept his money.

      “No, Mr., um I mean, Sam. It was so nice. It's like being friends.”

      Sam gently reached out to still her hand as she continued to pull at her pendant. “Yes, it is, Madsen. Friends.”
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        * * *

      

      That had been five days earlier. Standing now in the kitchen of the old family home, he was feeling hang-dog guilty about hiding in his self-imposed seclusion. He really preferred to avoid human interaction, except on his own terms, but he couldn't get Madsen's sincere face out of his mind. He just didn't want to be anybody's friend right now–that's how he needed it. However, Sam had promised her they would talk, and he was a man of his word. Perhaps he'd drop by Maire's place later.

      The battered farm house in St. Bernard Parish was just outside Chalmette. He and his father had moved there after his mother died and they left St. Tammany. He had inherited the property, and he knew there would be some sales potential in it if he cleaned it up and cleared the land. Besides, he was still too spent to go anywhere else too soon, even if he could find a direction.

      Sam had substantial savings, and there was money from Kira's life insurance policy. Ironic, he often thought, how Kira's death provided money to keep him alive when he would have preferred to die with her.

      Sam sighed. It was only 9:00 A.M. and the air was already thick with heat. He haphazardly began to unpack a few boxes with no clue as to how to organize things. He yanked open a kitchen drawer where he had already stashed away his S & W snub nose .38 and a can opener. How convenient, he observed wryly–if the can opener were to break, he could just blow the top off the can with his piece. That was as good a place as any for his socks, too, he figured. Why over-think it?

      Just as he was unloading a few dishes, he heard a car pull up the dirt road alongside the house. Beatrice opened one eye but made no effort to move. “You're supposed to discourage guests, girl,” Sam admonished on his way to the screen door. “I'm surprised you're not firing up the barbecue!”

      He saw a huge shadow as it fell across the porch and absorbed the morning light. Sam knew who it was even before Leon Duval lumbered into his own silhouette and came to a standstill.

      “'Morning, Duval,” San drawled. “Am I wanted for becoming a Lakers fan, or are you just dropping by to look over our old high school year book?” Sam knew his remark landed with a bit more bite than he intended. Although Duval liked to relive the past, Sam was in no mood to explain how he was having a hard enough time just trying to hold on to the present.

      “Not exactly either,” Duval answered matter-of-factly. He pushed through the door with a case of beer in hand. “I'm here on business. Jesus it's hard to breathe. The air's like one big steamin' cow paddy!”

      Sam followed him to the kitchen where Duval unloaded the beer on the counter. “Business, eh? You opening up a speakeasy?”

      “No, I'm opening up a new case. And I need your cooperation.”

      “What in the hell do you need my cooperation for?”

      Duval shifted on his large feet as he looked around the room. “Well, Sammy, I got kind of a nuisance case I've got to tie up. I got me a citizen who went missin' just over a week ago, and I'm already up to my ass in a turd stew. I'm clean outta steam. I've been workin' overtime on another case–some runaway girl who disappeared a short while back, and then there's that priest molestation scandal, too.”

      “Interesting. But who'd molest a priest?”

      “No, the priest did the porkin'!” After a beat, he shook his head and laughed. “Oh, hell, you're just yankin' my wang, ain't ya? 'Father Fornication' we dubbed him.”

      “That does have a certain ring to it.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, these cases hang on like stink on shit,” he groused as he yanked two beers out of the case.

      “Duval, are you always this scatological before breakfast?”

      “Well I already ate,” Duval shrugged as he held out a beer.

      “No thanks, I'm trying to ease off.”

      Duval ignored him and tossed it Sam's way. When Sam caught the can, he noticed it was icy cold. He set the beer on the counter and decided to think about how badly he really wanted a drink. Pretty badly, as far as he could tell, but he knew he had been overdoing it, and he wasn't sure how long a guy could live if his liver crapped out. He wouldn't mind dying, it's the lingering that was unappealing. Sam restrained himself as his guest opened a can and chugged thirstily.

      Beatrice wandered into the kitchen at the sound of the pop top. Sam took Duval's beer out of his hand, gave Beatrice a swig, and handed it back. Duval shrugged then took another drink. “I want to come back as a dog,” he grinned. “It's true dogs look like their owners. You both could use a shave.”

      “Neither of us expected company or I would have polished the silver. So about this missing persons case of yours–what's the scoop? Can you cut to the chase, please?”

      “It's routine, probably a runaway,” Duval said dismissively. “But I was staring into a plate of ham 'n eggs 'n grits when I got the idea that you might start pokin' around a bit when you heard the news.”

      “Why in God's name would you think that? Do you see some private dick sign hanging on my door?” Sam yanked the back door open for emphasis, pulling off the knob in the process. He grunted in disgust and then tossed the knob into the drawer with his weapon and his socks. “Rest assured, I'm out of the crime business for good.”

      “I hear ya. But I was afraid you might work up an interest in local matters. And you're always Mr. Nice Guy, so I thought you might find yourself being lured back into our business down here as a way of helping folks. And if you did, you could unintentionally step on my toes.”

      Duval shuffled his feet self-consciously as he chose his next words with care. “See, I'm vying for another promo, Sammy, so I need to be a superstar on this. And I need to keep this under my complete control. But I'd be happy to hear any input from you,” he quickly added. “We all know you're the guy with the brains. I'm just the little engine that could.”

      “There's nothing little about you, pal. And stuff the flattery. It's me–Sam. I know your act. So if I read between the lines here, I'm to butt out, but because you think I'll be motivated to do a bit of investigation on my own out of habit, I'm also to report to you immediately if I have any ideas or information that might help you solve the case and earn that promotion you're jonesing for.”

      “Sounds a bit harsh when you put it like that, but that'll do. In the meantime, I got the pussy posse combing the streets, and I'm calling in a few favors. And I'll throw a few your way, of course.”

      “I thought you only accepted favors.”

      “True. But I promised Maire I'd help.”

      “Maire? What's she got to do with this?”

      Duval immediately lifted a hand in warning. “Now remember, you promised me you'd stay out of it, and I'm holding you to it. The missing person was one of Maire's girls.”

      “Why in the hell didn't you say that up front?”

      “Because I knew how you'd react.”

      “Well of course you did, you prick! Anything pertaining to Maire is of interest to me. What's the girl's name?” Sam demanded.

      “Madsen.”

      “MADSEN?”

      “Are you gonna repeat everything I say?” Duval complained. “Yes, Madsen Cassaise. And I understand you met her. 'Seems right after that is when she went missing. But you are not to get involved unless it's at my discretion, you understand, old friend?” There was an unmistakably menacing tone beneath the warning. “Oh, and I should probably add that based on what happened to the last hooker who went missing, the poor girl is most likely dead.”

      Sam mechanically reached for the beer, popped the top, and chugged it down. He couldn't shake the image of Madsen's trusting gaze, and he knew there was not enough alcohol in New Orleans to wash down the lump in his throat.
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      Louis Santos was sweating profusely as he scaled the levee. Although it was now dark, he wanted to avoid the tourists on the nearby walkway to the river. As he scuttled along the rise of the levee, he slipped several times on the grass, which was laden with humidity. He finally came to an old barge that was docked at the foot of the levee away from the more populated river boat landing.

      Louis pulled out a cigar, bit off the end, and struck a match, waving the match slowly back and forth before lighting his cigar. He then took a long pull off the Havana and waited.

      As he straightened his tie and smoothed his wet shirt, he thought about how much he hated New Orleans. It was too damn hot, too French, and the light was all wrong. He missed Baton Rouge, and he had no intention of hanging around much longer. He'd be here just long enough to finish business, collect his share and split.

      Louis removed a handkerchief and wiped his brow. When he noticed a flashlight illuminate one area of the barge, he approached cautiously, keeping his face turned from the light.

      “You 'ere on biznez?” the voice from the barge asked in heavy Cajun dialect as Louis got closer. The voice strained to be heard, as if leaking out through the pores in the man's throat.

      “It's me, you crazy old fuck,” Louis snapped. “Point that light the other way!”

      “I thought it was you, but I can't see much in the dark. Co'mon 'board.” The disfigured barge captain struggled to time his words with each out-breath.

      Louis knew that despite the old Cajun's cordiality, he was as scared as a rodent in a buzzard's claws. And Louis enjoyed that immensely. “No, I'll stay on shore,” Louis growled, “I'm just here to make the delivery, Faustin.”

      Louis pulled an envelope from his pocket and waved it at the man. He observed how Faustin kept his distance, his feet frozen to the deck of the barge. When he saw a shudder crawl down the old duffer's body, Louis smiled with satisfaction.

      “You kin pass the money to me from dere,” Faustin responded as he reached for the envelope. He kept his eyes fixed on Louis in the dim light, focusing on the heavy pouches beneath his visitor's dead eyes. He had long ago memorized Louis's meaty neck and short arms with those savage, cinder block hands.

      Louis purposely let Faustin get a look at his strong frame and grinned as the barge captain struggled to suppress his trembling. After a moment, Louis abruptly pulled back out of the light and took a puff off his cigar. While he waited for Faustin to count the money, he glanced toward the river boat landing and the voices that were wafting their way.

      When Faustin finished counting, he suddenly came to his senses. “Din't need ta count. 'Wasn't thinkin.' Of course I trust you. No insult intended.” He shoved the envelope into his pocket and clumsily lit a long brown cigarette to ease his nerves.

      In the glimmer of the lighter, Louis could see the left half of the barge captain's head. Faustin's face was covered with gnarled scar tissue so tight to the bone that the side of his face looked like a death mask. A hole marked his throat like a sunken bulls eye.

      “Fuckin' gargoyle,” Louis mumbled. Louis believed people deserved what they got. And he figured that was why he himself had it so good, because he deserved it. He took another long puff off his Havana and then stepped a bit closer to Faustin just to get a reaction.

      “Ya shur dere's no chance of dogs detectin'?” Faustin asked as he backed further away. He squeezed out the sounds, each word fraught with tension.

      “No way. And no more questions. Lookin' at you makes me wanna puke. You're getting top dollar for this business arrangement, and you're not backing out now, hear me? The rest of the money will be on the delivery end. So shut your ugly face.”

      “But the last attempt whar aborted. You din't say nothin' about no girls dyin' on us.”

      “Unfortunate accident,” Louis shrugged.

      “Cops gonna be checkin' on dis one, too?” Faustin prodded.

      “Of course they'll come sniffin' and doing a bunch of procedural bullshit. But it's all been taken care of, so shut the fuck up about it.”

      “Sorry. Jus' watchin' out for m'self.”

      “You just watch out for me,” Louis warned menacingly. “I'm the one delivering your future. In the meantime, keep out of sight.” When Louis saw another river boat coming in close to the barge, he turned around and started to scale back up the levee.

      Faustin's hand automatically went to the hole in his throat. In a self-protective urge to make sure things were smooth between him and Louis, he hustled to the edge of the barge. “No need ta rush off,” he barked to Louis, “I got some whiskey here on da barge.”

      Louis paused to look back at the old Cajun. In the moonlight, he could see the two mismatched sides of the captain's head. “No, I can't stand your face,” Louis snarled. Just don't fuck anything up, or you'll lose whatever face you've got left. Do you remember how that felt, Faustin?" Louis stamped a foot toward the old captain as if he were about to come back after him.

      Faustin backed away so fast he had to grab onto an oil barrel for support. He could feel the wet seep down his pant leg as he waited for Louis to disappear over the levee. Then he abruptly unzipped his fly and relieved what was left in his bladder over the side of the barge. His face twitched, and his hands shook uncontrollably as he struggled to tuck himself back into his pants.
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      Madsen could smell the vomit in the strands of hair that lay across her face. When she tried to brush the hair away, she discovered she couldn't move her arms. Gradually she became aware of a weight that was crushing her, but she was too tired to push against it. Every effort to move made her dizzy; and the strong odor of urine and defecation around her was overpowering. She heaved again, and the remains of her stomach retreated into her throat. Finally she began to sob until the exhaustion from the effort forced her back to sleep.

      Hours later Madsen awakened once more, still dizzy and confused. When she cried out into the darkness, her own voice answered back. She blinked several times in an attempt to orient herself in the room. She knew it had to be very late because she could hear no voices or music coming from the parlor or the garden. And the degree of darkness was very strange.

      She longed to hear the throbbing music that drifted up into her room each night as she entertained callers at Maire's Gentlemen's Club. She always enjoyed their company, for they kept her from feeling so lonely. And Maire's establishment had become home. It was the only real home she had ever known.

      As Madsen lay still, she tried to imagine the face of her mother. Their last visit was motivated by a “message” from her divination cards that her mother needed her. Madsen had located her in a Shreveport jail where her mother had been incarcerated on charges of theft and prostitution. The swelling in her chest increased as Madsen pictured her mother. “Mama,” she tried to call out, but the only sound she heard was a muffled sob.

      She desperately wanted a drink of water. As Madsen struggled to lift her head, her breath was labored. Her panic mounted as the thought of suffocation overcame her. She commanded her hand to reach for the lamp.

      Suddenly Madsen froze. She could not feel her body below her neck. She tried again to lift her hands, but all she could feel was her muffled screams ricocheting throughout her chest like heavy hail stones.

      She cried out again, her voice growing smaller against the mocking echo. “Help! Maire? Can you help me? Oh please, somebody please help me!” she pleaded to the abyss. A dull ringing in her ears increased her dizziness. Perhaps she was drunk, she thought. But she didn't drink, she disliked liquor. Had she gone back to her room after the dinner? Had she ended up somewhere else–in someone else's bed perhaps? Madsen couldn't remember where she was, or how she got there. “Maire,” she called again, “please help me!”

      As the relentless vacuum pushed in, she feared she had gone blind during the night. When Madsen tried to raise her head to call for help again, it was too heavy to move. Oh, God, I can't breathe! I have to get up. She could no longer control the panic.

      She knew she must have been very bad to be punished like this. She tried to remember all the things in her life she had done that were bad. She had always believed that ladies of the night were no different than those girls who slept around for no money at all. Her mother had told her the only difference was that professionals were good businesswomen. And her mother was a professional.

      When the men her mother brought home had started having their way with Madsen, she had run away. After that she had given herself to men for money, too, which is all she knew how to do. Some said that was sinful, but Madsen remembered the many men who had come to her with sad eyes and broken hearts. Of course, some had just wanted a good time. Perhaps they were the bad ones, and she was bad for servicing them. But she couldn't understand what she had done that was evil enough to deserve this torture.

      Please don't leave me here, God, she silently begged. Finally Madsen willed herself to lift her head, forcing her neck to stretch so far the strain made her head shake. She hit her head on a hard and rough surface located just inches above her face. The air around her evaporated and closed in.

      Madsen was suddenly seized with overwhelming horror. She realized she was locked in a box of some sort, blanketed with nothing but endless blackness. In a moment of living death, a monstrous terror overtook her senses, and she knew she had been buried alive.
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      Sam had spent most of the past two days driving around with Beatrice and catching up with his past, while Leon Duval's case was never far from his mind. All he had been able to think of late into the night was Madsen's few pathetic possessions and her last words to him. “Like friends,” she had said, as though she had no one else.

      Sam didn't want to admit how much he had been drawn to Madsen because of their mutual isolation. He hoped she had just decided to move on to a new life, but he planned to drop by Maire's just to ask a few questions to satisfy himself. But first, he had to eat.

      As he cruised down Decatur in Jackson Square, he sucked in the essence of earthy river water mingled with the fragrance of strong coffee from the Cafe du Monde across the street. Beatrice sat up long enough to check out the action as a Dixieland band sauntered by. Sam liked the city on summer evenings. The air was sultry enough to keep the fish jumping and the tourist population under control.

      Sam pulled over and stopped in front of Tujagues, one of his favorite restaurants in the French Quarter. He had been craving Southern home cooking and spicy ribs since his fast exodus out of Los Angeles, but earlier that morning he had resolved to forgo any alcohol chasers. After polishing off a good portion of Duval's locally-brewed housewarming gift, he was sure he had also polished off his last living brain cell.

      Sam took Beatrice around the back and left her with one of the waiters who had been there since Sam was a kid. “Thanks for looking after her, James,” he said as he turned toward the main dining room.

      As soon as the maitre d' spotted Sam, he rushed over, wrapped his arms around him, and kissed Sam on both cheeks. “So good to see you, boy,” he smiled, “I've been waiting for you to drop by. You sure are looking good–hardly aged a bit.”

      “Still given to hyperbole, I see. It's great to see you, too, Antoine. How have you been?”

      “Aw, the arthritis still gets to me, but forget all that. Sit down and eat, Sammy. Anything you want is on the house.”

      “That's not necessary, but thanks for the offer. Is Duval watching out for you well enough?” Sam inquired.

      “Sure. He told me you wrote to him and asked him to come by my house to help out.”

      “That's the least I can do for one of Jem's best pals.”

      “He watches over the place, and gives me a hand with my car from time to time. That's real nice of you both, son. So what'll it be–the usual for you?”

      “Bring it on, Antoine.” Sam pulled out a chair and looked around the old place as Antoine moved about giving orders. Tujagues was one of New Orleans' oldest restaurants, established in 1856 in a Spanish armory near the river. Over the years the restaurant had remained virtually unchanged, from the ornate Parisian mirror to the old cypress bar itself. The familiarity of the place made Sam feel grounded.

      While Sam was studying the other diners pouring over their six-course meals, he noticed that his server had opened a bottle of wine and was offering him a taste for his approval. “A special gift from Antoine,” the waiter told him.

      Sam hesitated, but the bouquet of the Corton-Charlemagne persuaded him to renege on his pledge of abstinence. “Wow – how generous! Tell Antoine it's wonderful and that I said thank you,” he said as he allowed the waiter to fill his glass. Sam slowly sipped, welcoming the wine as a congenial table companion.

      As he savored the wine, Sam observed a well-dressed man at a nearby table who was watching him. When Sam looked directly at the gentleman and nodded, the man looked away. Unfriendly bastard, Sam thought as he tried to place where he had seen the guy before.

      Sam subconsciously catalogued the man's expensive suit with its hand stitched lapel. Canale suit, silk, size forty-four short, with alterations, Sam determined. He suspected the man had eaten there before, as he was ordering another course without referring to the menu. When the stranger noticed Sam appraising him, he pulled a brochure from his pocket and pretended to study it.

      Sam turned away and dug into the Coquilles St. Jacques the waiter had set in front of him. He had been coming to Tujagues since college when he and a frat brother named Roland had suffered from huge appetites and minimal income. They could always count on a huge meal at Tujagues, because Antoine was not only Jem's old crony, but also Roland's father.

      Although Sam could hardly visualize Roland after two decades, he would never forget the night his friend was killed in a foolish incident in the Quarter. While still fresh-mouth punks, Sam and Roland had gotten into a brawl after a football game. The fight came to a halt when Roland was thrown through the window of a bar on Basin Street, severing his jugular vein. Sam remembered little more than lying in the street looking up at a horse's belly while a towering cop climbed down from the saddle. In the years that followed, Sam had stayed in touch with Antoine, helping him out whenever he could.

      Sam looked up as Antoine pulled out a chair. “Leon Duval tells me you're going to fix up your father's old place. Do you have enough money?”

      “Duval talks too much, especially for a cop. And yes, I get a pension. I left L.A.P.D. after twenty years to the day. Thanks for asking, Antoine.”

      “Don't mention it. Just remember I'm here for you. I tried to write to you when your wife died, but I couldn't do it, Sam. I couldn't put the words down. I knew the pain would rip you to pieces no matter what I said. But take it from me, it does get easier.”

      “It can't get much worse.”

      “I know, Sammy. I'm glad you got yourself a dog for company.”

      “Is there anything Duval forgot to mention in his report?”

      “Duval didn't mention a dog. I saw your pooch when Charles was playing with her back in the kitchen. I'm glad you brought her. But if the Department of Health drops by, we'll say she's an assist dog.”

      “She assists me more than anyone I know.”

      “Golden Retriever, huh?”

      “The only thing she retrieves is her feeding dish.”

      “Yeah, she's in the back working on one of our beef bones right now,” he grinned. “Have you seen Maire yet?”

      “I dropped by there my first night back. Incidentally, I'm doing some unofficial investigating on a girl of hers who may be missing. Could be the girl just left town. She's biracial, early twenties–named Madsen. She has real big eyes, shoulder-length curly dark hair, small mole on her left cheek. Can you ask around and keep alert? And don't tell Duval I was asking. She probably moved on, but she could be in trouble.”

      “I'll do that. Now eat,” Antoine said before limping off after a waiter.

      As Sam speared a scallop, he noticed the stranger watching him again. The guy seemed less like a tourist and more like a frequent or long-term visitor. Sam sized up what remained of a fresh trout on the man's plate before he caught the title of the pamphlet the guy was reading–a brochure from the New Orleans aquarium. The burly guy apparently liked fish, but not so much that he wouldn't consume them. The man paid his bill with cash, checked his gold Rolex, and then threw a wad of bills down for the waiter. New money, Sam figured, admonishing himself for not leaving his propensity for professional assessment in a file cabinet back in L.A.

      Sam was poking at another scallop when a fork suddenly loomed over his plate. “Do you mind?” Duval asked with a grin. He stabbed a scallop without waiting for an answer.

      “Duval, where in the hell did you come from?”

      “The kitchen. I saw the Shelby, and Charles just stepped outside with your pup, so I was hopin' I'd find you.”

      “I'm eating. Can it wait?” Sam sighed when Duval pulled out a chair and sat down without invitation. “I guess I should take that as a 'no,' ” he muttered.

      While Sam was flagging his waiter to request a plate for Duval, the sullen stranger at the nearby table stood to leave, dropping his napkin on the floor in the process. He smoothed the creases in his pants, kicked the napkin under the table, and then pulled out a cigar. Sam noted that although the man was so precise about his clothes, he had mud on his heels.

      When the stranger lit his cigar, Sam recognized the aroma of Havana Esplendido. Not a cheap smoke. It was the same brand one of his collars, a professional hit man back in L.A., had smoked. The hit man, in an odd salute to Sam's savvy in solving the case, had sent Sam his personal stash before being incarcerated for life at Terminal Island Penitentiary.

      “Hey, you wanna take that stinkin' thing outside, sir?” Duval barked close to Sam's ear. “Ya can't smoke in a restaurant!” The man stared down Duval while he took his time leaving.

      Sam studied the man's gait, still trying to figure out where he had seen him before. The shape of the head looked familiar. Had he seen him at Maire's, he wondered. Or at Stanley Restaurant on Saint Ann Street that morning? It was uncharacteristic of him to forget a face. He was getting rusty.

      “She's dead,” Duval said matter-of-factly interrupting Sam's thoughts.

      Sam was completely thrown off-guard. “Who?” he asked.

      “Madsen Cassaise.” Duval took a swallow of Sam's wine, swished it around his mouth and swallowed. “She's dead.”

      Sam felt as if he were standing on sand at high tide. He heard the words fall out of Duval's mouth like anvils, clattering onto the table as they landed helter-skelter. He reached for his wine and tried to stay tuned in to what Duval was saying.

      “She had gone unidentified in the morgue awhile before I got wind of it. I had a hunch, so I sent Maire down to ID her. The victim supposedly had no family. Maire didn't want the girl to be a charity burial at potter's field out at Rest Haven, so I arranged for the body be released to Maire, who was generous enough to pay for a simple casket. Apparently she drowned in the river. The water in her lungs indicated she was still alive when she went in. The coroner said she showed signs of intoxication and drug overdose. No one knows where she went in.”

      “Intoxication? She told me she didn't drink.”

      “Hell, Sam, I'm surprised she didn't tell you she was still a damn virgin.”

      “So Maire was sure it was Madsen?

      “Well, the girl was pretty beat up by the current, but yeah. Anyway, the victim was released from the funeral home this morning and they laid her to rest out at Lafayette Cemetery out on Washington. I tried to reach you, but seein' as how ya' don't have a phone yet and you were nowhere to be found, I had to track you down. Don't know your cell number,” he shrugged.

      Sam shook his head. He had gone to see Mammy Jem, and he had spoken to her about Madsen. But he was in no mood to discuss it with Duval right now. He felt like hitting something. “Well it seems you've got it all under control, Duval,” Sam said as he pushed his plate away.

      “Not so fast. It gets complicated from here. The mother showed up this morning.”

      “Her mother? You just said she had no family.”

      “I said “supposedly.' Madsen must've lied to Maire about not havin' a family, Sam. We tried our damnedest to track down any kin just to be sure, but we turned up nothing. It seems Madsen changed her name, ID's, and all after leaving home without a trace years ago. We assumed she had told the truth about being alone, and then out of nowhere I get this girl's mother crawling up my ass like a bubblin' fart.”

      “How'd the mother find out?”

      “Coincidence, I guess. The mama came to town from outside Picayune, Mississippi to see her daughter. Only once she gets here, her girl turns up freshly buried. I wonder if Madsen knew her mama was coming.”

      “Only if she heard if from you on your Midnight Ride, Revere.”

      “Huh?”

      “Skip it.”

      “Look, Sam, the woman tracked her daughter to Maire's place.”

      “Oh, so Maire's place is in Frommer's Travel Guide now?”

      “Hell, I'd give her a five star,” Duval grinned. “The mama, unfortunately, is threatening to make things tough for Maire and her business. I guess she thinks Maire, as Madsen's employer, was somehow responsible for not looking out for her daughter better. Maire could find herself in some trouble that even I can't keep a lid on.”

      “And just where do I come in?”

      “Someone uninvolved needs to calm the mother down. You could talk to Madsen's mama for me. She already knows you were one of the last persons to see her daughter. In fact, if I didn't know you better, I'd even consider you a suspect.”

      “Seriously, Duval?”

      “Yes. It don't look good, Sammy. At the very least it makes you a person of interest. But I'm willing to overlook a few things if you can help me out.”

      “How convenient. So I help you out and you lay off my ass as a possible suspect.”

      “Hell, I'm just askin' ya to tell that Oleyant woman Maire is good to her girls, and that you were a friend to her kid.”

      Sam winced at Duval's choice of words. He rubbed his eyes and then placed his napkin on the table. “Jesus Christ, Duval, yesterday you wanted me to stay a mile away from this, which I was content to do, and now you're talking out of the other side of your mouth.” He paused then sighed in frustration. “Okay, I'll talk the woman down from her tree – but only for Maire's sake. Where's she staying?”

      “At Maire's.”

      “What the hell?”

      Leon shrugged. “Shit, buddy, the mama is no duchess. She was a former 'hostess' like Maire, so Maire told the woman she could stay a night or two while she packs up the victim's belongings. She thought it could help smooth things over. Just common courtesy.”

      “Damn I've missed all this Southern hospitality.”

      Duval winked lasciviously, “I hear it hasn't missed you,”

      “You hear too well. And you don't see enough.”

      “I see enough to know you went to visit Maire. And Jem, too. How is your ol' mammy?” Duval inquired.

      “Great. And stay off my tail. I've outgrown the kind of Southern comfort we grew up with back in St. Tammany. I keep to myself these days.”

      “You got it, buddy. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to get in your space. I just was trying to make you feel welcome 'n all. And I like to look out for my friends. If you could just handle Madsen's mother, I'd be real grateful. You're a great diplomat, Sammy. Well, when you wanna be, that is. You're better than I'll ever be.”

      As Duval stood up to leave, Sam felt ashamed for being so curt. He watched the big man exit, knowing he should apologize. It seemed like Duval was trying to reassemble the college team. Duval had been the formidable lineman, while Sam had gotten all the glory as the hotshot quarterback. Duval had never seemed to mind as long as they won the game and he could tag along to parties with the guys. Duval had always annoyed Sam, but they had a history.

      He wanted to go after Duval to smooth things over, but as the door closed, Sam remained in his seat. He decided he would talk to Duval tomorrow, and maybe work on being a bit more civil.

      He lingered a moment longer before a movement on the street caught his attention. Through the window he could see the stranger from the restaurant stepping out from the shadow of the balcony that lined the adjacent building. Streaks of light marred the man's face, giving it the appearance of broken crockery.

      The man hesitated before looking over his shoulder. When the silhouette of a larger figure turned the corner just ahead of him, the stranger stepped off the curb and followed in the same direction. He was following Leon Duval.
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        * * *

      

      After throwing money down on the table, Sam quickly exited Tujagues on foot, leaving Beatrice behind in the safety of the kitchen. He turned east on Decatur and ran through the dark night keeping eyes and ears alert for the sounds of a scuffle. He could no longer see Duval or the stranger.

      After several blocks, Sam stopped to catch his breath. His head was pounding from the wine, and he was breathing rapidly. He was suddenly alert to the rustling sounds of someone struggling nearby. “Duval?” Sam waited several seconds for a response. The street around him was dark and deserted, which set his nerves further on edge.

      While turning into a small alley near the old mint to follow the sounds, he automatically reached for a weapon that was no longer there, leaving him feeling naked and vulnerable.

      Sam jumped over a fence next to the alley and found himself in a small courtyard full of roses and oleander. He ducked down behind the fountain and waited. There was no indication of disturbance in the courtyard, and no signs of life.

      The footsteps started up again on the other side of the wall. Sam scaled it with little effort, his upper body still strong and muscular in spite of his shortness of breath. When he paused to listen, he realized the footsteps were not Duval's.

      Sam could identify people by gait, gesture, and movement from a long distance, even when he couldn't distinctly see them. And he knew the steps he had heard were those of the man in the restaurant. But how had Duval disappeared so quickly, he wondered. Was he unconscious in an alley somewhere?

      The stranger was only about twenty yards ahead in the alley behind Barracks Avenue, so Sam began running again. He followed the footsteps several more blocks, all the while fighting his urge to regurgitate his rich dinner. Suddenly the footsteps made a sharp turn towards the river. Sam felt a stab of dismay as he remembered the mud on the stranger's shoes. The guy was probably a helluva lot more familiar with the deserted river area than he was. At least they were both equally handicapped by large meals, but Sam's pounding temples were an additional liability.

      When the men were far enough beyond the French Quarter to be in the vicinity of the Mandeville Street Wharf, Sam ducked behind a shack and took a moment to adjust his eyes to the blackness. There was very little moonlight, and a thick fog was rolling in. As he paused for his chest to stop heaving, he listened closely until the sound of an approaching river boat drowned out the footsteps. Sam waited patiently in hopes that the boat would provide some necessary assistance.

      Just as the river boat passed, Sam scanned the top of the levee. He could barely make out a shadow moving along the rise of the levee, now slightly illuminated by the lights from the passing boat. He ran full speed after the shadow.

      When he reached the top of the levee and realized he was now completely out in the open, it suddenly occurred to him this could be a trap. Why someone would be after him, he wasn't sure. After all, he wasn't a cop anymore, and he didn't reek of enough money to entice a mugger. But an assault on him might possibly be a warning intended for his cop friend, Leon Duval.

      Although Sam could smell his own sweat, he shuddered in spite of the wet heat. Suddenly he yelled at the passing river boat; if he was going down, he wanted someone to witness it. Unfortunately, the grinding of the boat's engines drowned out his voice. He stayed low to the ground, listening. As the boat passed, he heard nothing but its fog horn melding into the night air. At that point Sam decided to leave the heroics to the New Orleans boys in blue.

      He dropped back on the side of the levee opposite the river and slid back down the embankment until he was stopped short by what felt like a low wall of wood. When he ran his hands along the wall, he realized that what he had thought was some sort of barrier was actually a wooden packing box about six feet in length and three feet wide. Along the side of the box were a number of holes the size of his fingertips.

      Crawling around the crate, he noted that there was something peculiar about the cheap, casket-like box sitting out in the open. He smelled gardenia. The scent was weak but detectable. His mind raced to locate some strong association in his mental file. He was forming a mental picture just as the fragrance became mingled with stale scent of a Havana cigar.

      He heard a cracking sound. His brain registered the sound of the blow an instant before he felt it. His body became a ball of dough. When Sam reached up to feel his head, it was damp and sticky. He smelled something sweet as his face fell forward into the grass next to the crate. The footsteps grew fainter, and a low moan registered in his brain just before he blacked out.
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      Adrift in a state somewhere between unconsciousness and lucidity, Sam focused on Jemima, who was languishing in an old rocker, her yellow-flecked eyes trying to capture his wandering gaze. In his dream-state, he had entered her home, a brightly blue painted cottage with red shutters and gingerbread trim. Its front door was one step up from the street and next to a noisy gay bar at Dauphine and Dumaine.

      The words Honne and Respe were hand-painted over a crucifix mounted near the door. Sam remembered the words from his youth–“honor” and “respect,” the traditional greeting on entering a Haitian home.

      The notes of a Blues rift pushed back against the ever-present humidity when Sam drifted into the parlor. An altar in the corner was crowded with voodoo paraphernalia and burning candles. “Is this area still a safe place for Jem?” he asked Jem's cousin Duffault, who was cooling her with a silk fan.

      Duffault laughed. “It's all gay. The most they'll do to ya around here is tie you down and style your hair!”

      Sam's laugh brought him to the edge of consciousness, but then he slipped back down. He and Jem were suddenly laughing and drinking. Sam was sitting on the floor next to her while a jasmine-scented breeze tip-toed in through the narrow windows that stretched from ceiling to floor.

      In his dream, Sam smiled broadly as Jem spoke, occasionally lapsing into Spanish or French. He felt shame that he had waited so long to visit, but his delay had been motivated by the fear of seeing for himself how much she had aged.

      He studied her hand as she reached down to pet Beatrice. The knotted fingers were partially paralyzed, a result of her first stroke. She was now blind in one eye, and a second stroke had left her unable to get around without a pronounced limp. Sam was shocked at how old she looked compared to his last visit, but she was still sassy as hell. It scared him to think of losing her. He made another effort to crawl out of his dream, but once again he gave in to it.

      “I need your help, Jemima,” Sam told her. “I have a friend, a girl named Madsen, who may be in trouble. She is a follower like you.”

      Sam recalled stories of how Jem had been a young “mambo” in Port au Prince, a voodoo priestess of great honor. In St. Tammany, she had become legendary, as much for her hand crafted voodoo charms as for her hell-raising. Sam smiled at his memories of lazy evenings spent sitting with Jem under moss-draped cypresses on the nearby bayou analyzing life as seen through the bottom of a rum bottle.

      “Can you tell me what kind of trouble Madsen is in, Jem?”

      Jem nodded toward a closet with louvered doors where tucked away was an altar covered with medicine packets, cigarettes, crucifixes, rattles, and a bottle of Barbancourt. On a separate table near the altar, Jem's divination cards were laid out. The foreign objects on the altar seemed mysterious and threatening. Sensing his discomfort, she shot him a lop-sided grin, revealing a gap where her front teeth had been. “Haitian and African traditions provide protection. That's how I keep you safe, boy.”

      Sam indicated a painting of a deity wearing a top hat and glasses with one dark lens. “That same image was above Madsen's altar at Maire's place.”

      “Gede. So she was Petwo, from same Haitian spirits as me–once slaves.”

      “Those small ceremonial pots were on her altar, too.” He indicated a govi jar which Jem had once told him held the spirit of his dead mother. As a child, he had tried to lure his mother out of the jar with her favorite dessert, bread pudding, but she hadn't come.

      Sam suddenly wanted to escape the dream again, but the spicy aroma of gumbo simmering on the stove lured him back. A saxophone in the street and a fountain splashing water caressed his ears with sonorous notes.

      The sound of water grew louder, and Jem slowly faded. Her voice drifted to a distant place as the decorative jar that held his mother's spirit changed shape.

      In his dream, Sam was now looking at a woman's back. She was dressed in a soft yellow robe, sitting at an altar. He was lying in bed, barely awake, listening as she spoke to Beatrice. “Madsen,” he called to her. His head hurt, and his neck was contorted. He tried to sit up, but he fell backwards.

      “Easy fella,” Madsen cautioned in a distorted voice. The voice came closer, now masculine and rough, reaching out to him from a tunnel. When he opened his eyes, Madsen disappeared, and his dream receded into a swirl of lights. Sam was on his back on the ground, looking up at a dawn sky.
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        * * *

      

      “Easy now, fella. Do you want to go to a hospital?” Sam tried to focus on the dark-skinned man who was kneeling over him. A ship's horn and the smell of damp grass were signs he was somewhere near the river.

      “What happened to you?” the voice asked as it slowly came together with the face. The levee, now illuminated in shades of gold, jolted Sam back into an awareness of place and time.

      “I'm not sure,” Sam moaned, “I guess I was mugged.” He reached for the back of his head, which ached each time he moved. Then he remembered the stranger he had pursued after leaving the restaurant. His eyes scanned the levee for signs of his attacker, but they were alone. When he reached into his pocket, he was surprised to discover that his wallet and keys were still there. “Did you see anyone else around here?” Sam asked.

      “No, sir. I was on my way to the dock when I thought I saw a body lying up here. I was afraid you were dead until I heard you mumbling. Do you have any idea how long you've been here?”

      Sam squinted at the dawn light. “Since last night some time, I think. Can you give me a hand getting up?” When the young man helped him stand, Sam winced at the pain in his head and fought to keep his balance.

      “You sure you're okay? That's a nasty cut on the back of your head. It's pretty much coagulated now, but I'd have it looked at if I were you.”

      “I will, son, thanks.” Sam suddenly remembered that Beatrice was still in the kitchen at Tujagues, and he knew he had to get to her. He took a few steps, but he stumbled several times before regaining his balance. The kid continued to watch him, obviously concerned about his wellbeing.

      Sam looked down at the ground to keep from stumbling again. Something odd made him pause in his tracks. He could make out a distinct depression in the dew covered grass. The indentation was the size and shape of a coffin. There were marks in the grass where the box had been dragged down the other side of the embankment to the water's edge. But there was no loading dock there. What had he stumbled upon?

      Sam shook off his confusion as he slowly pieced together the events leading up to his attack. He had finally gone to see Jem earlier in the day, and after leaving her, he had gone to Tujagues for supper. Ah, yes, he had followed the stranger from the restaurant. He was attacked and then lost consciousness. His dream of Jem had actually been a recollection of their visit earlier that day.

      As Sam tried to recall more details, he looked around the area, visually scanning every tree within proximity. He was certain he had smelled gardenia the night before when crouching near the wood crate. But there wasn't a gardenia bush anywhere in sight. The scent had disappeared along with the coffin-like box.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Sam got back to the restaurant the sun had heated the morning mist, leaving a steam in the air that was already settling in on the day. The cleaning crew opened the door of Tujagues for him, allowing him to retrieve a very excited Beatrice. After he fed her, he took her out and told her to relieve herself wherever she damn well pleased. She chose a planter that needed watering. He filled her bowl with a sprinkling can from a nearby stoop, and waited while she drank.

      “Sam, what in the hell happened to you?” a voice suddenly boomed from behind. The sound resonated through Sam's skull like buckshot. Sam turned to face Leon Duval.

      “Christ, Duval. I was afraid you were dead. Now I almost wish you were. Can you please keep it down?”

      “You been on a binge?”

      “Hell, no! I-”

      Duval cut him off. “Look at the back of your head! What the fuck?” Before Sam could anticipate Duval's next move, Duval scooped up Beatrice's water dish and threw the water at the back of Sam's head. With one meaty hand, he pulled Sam close to examine the wound.

      “What the fuck! Easy, Duval!” Sam yelled.

      “Let me have a look at that.” He welded his hands to Sam's shoulders so tightly Sam could not pull away. “It's okay, the wound is closed. Sorry about the water.”

      “Yeah, well you should be, asshole. At least I'm conscious now. What are you doing up so early?” He raised a brow at Duval's disheveled clothes.

      “Never went home. I watched TV at Charlie Biscay's then spent the night on his couch. Big mistake. More uncomfortable than a Mormon pew. Incidentally, Charlie still owns that floral shop over in the Garden District and he wants you to drop by.”

      “I plan to.”

      “He's been waiting to see you. I told him you were back in town”

      “Of course you did. Now please stop talking. I feel like I'm wearing a meat cleaver for a hat.”

      Duval looked contrite. “Well you asked why I was here. Charlie now lives upstairs in the building next to Tujagues.”

      “I know. So is that where you disappeared last night?”

      “Huh?”

      “I could confirm this with Charlie?”

      “What are you drilling me for?”

      “Forget it.”

      “Well, then tell me what happened, Sammy. I saw your car hadn't been moved, so I figured you were still partying. I knew the pooch was safe so I stayed out of your business like you asked. So what went down–bar fight? Some punk heard you was a cop and decided to feed you a shit sandwich?”

      “Duval, please, no defecation talk this morning! It's only seven-fucking-A.M. My head can't handle it. I was mugged, that's all. I'm fine, and I'm leaving. Beatrice, get in the car, girl.”

      “You need me to write up a report?”

      “No.”

      “How 'bout I take you to see Doc Fillet. Isn't that a hoot–a surgeon named Dr. Fillet?”

      “Yeah. Hilarious.”

      “Only he pronounces it 'Fillet' like 'spill it.' Better for business. How 'bout I run you and the mutt over there?”

      “No, but thanks. I want to get cleaned up. I'll drop by Maire's later to talk to Madsen's mother for you like you asked, although I can't see the point.”

      “Thanks, Sam, but don't waste too much time. Madsen was just another mixed up escort girl.”

      “She's somebody's kid, Duval.”

      “Was, Sam. But if you find out anything, you let me know.”

      Sam nodded then turned away. “That's not the way I work, buddy,” Sam mumbled as he crawled into the Shelby. Right now he had other business to tend to. This had become a personal matter. Someone was after him. It was a warning, or he'd be dead. Something was stinking in the city, and it sure as hell wasn't just the river.
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