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For Dr. Rachel Geller and Joel Kaplan—great friends who inspire me every day. Thank you for setting me on the right path. I adore you both.

And for Jeannine. Always loved, never forgotten.


PROLOGUE

31 October 2005

Orleans Parish, Louisiana

ON HALLOWEEN NIGHT that year, no little ghosts or goblins wandered the streets in search of candy. No laughter rang out in what was left of the Lower 9th Ward neighborhood. Two months after Katrina had ravaged this place, it still resembled a war zone, covered in debris and stagnant pools of foul-smelling water from the levee breach.

As midnight approached, a young teenager—naked, dirty, covered in mosquito bites, and with a nasty leg wound wrapped in crusted-over grey rags—stumbled from a copse of trees. She was thin, so very thin, weighing barely eighty pounds.

The muddy and cracked streets before her sat dark and empty; human detritus littered the roads and yards, and the skeletons of ruined homes bore unintelligible spray paint that looked more like the desperate scratching of a fluorescent wild beast than symbols from a nameless insurance company or traumatized recovery workers.

It was a city of the dead, a city of the damned.

Right foot, left foot drag. One step at a time. The pain didn’t matter. It can’t matter.

Jeannine had been walking for what felt like forever, almost in a trance, placing one bloody foot in front of the other. Moving forward was the only thing that mattered.

Keep moving. Those white guys might be following. Keep moving. 

Right foot, left foot drag.

She walked through glass and rusted nails, around junked appliances and damp, moldy couches. A dog barked once in the distance.

A patrol car sat watch at the end of the street, engine idling. Jeannine approached, fear causing each step to hesitate. The light of a burning cigarette brightened as the occupant of the vehicle, still in shadow, took a long drag.

“Help,” croaked Jeannine. Her voice strained, rough. Insects chirped. Frogs called to their mates. No one heard her.

Right foot, left foot drag.

The person in the car took another pull, a dot of orange light flaring, then fading.

“Help!” she called, louder this time. The insects and the frogs stopped. The patrol car’s dome light winked on as the door opened.

Jeannine screamed.

She screamed as the cop ran toward her. She screamed as the cop took off his own shirt to wrap around her. She screamed as the cop carried her to the car.

“Jesus H. Christ! Randy, call for an ambulance!” yelled the cop.

The cop’s partner, still inside the car, got on the radio.

Jeannine continued to scream until her vocal cords tore. She tasted blood.

“You’re safe, honey,” said the cop for the seventh time. Jeannine finally heard him.

He stayed with her until the ambulance arrived and then rode with her to the hospital. He spoke to the doctors on her behalf. He sat with her in intensive care while Jeannine, clean for the first time in months, slept. He watched her tossing, turning, and moaning softly.

Randy, the cop’s partner, arrived at the hospital. He’d taken care of the paperwork and had brought a po’ boy and a coffee. The sandwich was left untouched.

For the next hour, the partners sat a silent vigil over Jeannine.

The first cop must have drifted off because he woke with a start when someone placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Officer Jones?” asked a man in scrubs. “I’m Doctor Broussard. Can we talk outside for a minute?”

The cop looked to his partner and he nodded back at him.

“Go,” said Randy. “I’ll be here.”

Jones followed the doctor into the hallway.

“Officer, we can’t find any of . . . ” He glanced at a clipboard. “ . . . Jeannine’s family. I wanted to let you know that in the morning, and assuming she’s still stable . . . ” The doctor let his words drift off as he swallowed hard.

Jones noticed the man’s youth, how inexperienced he must’ve been before Katrina hit. The doctor looked like some of the baby-faced soldiers Curtis had met during the war—young men, children, really, who grew up quickly in the face of tragedy and death.

Jones put his hand on the doctor’s shoulder.

“Yes. Sorry,” said Dr. Broussard. “It’s been a long couple of months of giving out bad news.”

“I understand,” said Jones automatically. “Just hit me with it, Doc.”

“She . . . Jeannine . . . we are going to have to remove her leg. The infection is too severe and there is gangrene.”

“Do what you have to,” said Jones impassively.

“But without parental . . . ”

“Will the surgery save her life?”

“Yes.”

“Take her leg, then.” Jones’s left eye twitched once.

Doctor Broussard nodded. “I’ll need you to sign.”

A moment later, Jones returned to Jeannine’s room.

“Well?” asked Randy.

Jones slumped into a chair. “They’re going to take it in the morning.”

Suddenly, Jeannine sat up, ice-blue eyes wide, unblinking.

It was those eyes that had thrown him. This young teen—he’d met her once before the storm. He didn’t recognize her at first, as she practically crawled from the bayou, filthy and emaciated. The last time Curtis had seen her—she’d been covered in blood.

She had brown eyes then. He remembered them—unblinking and staring into a nightmare of unimaginable horror.

“Jane Doe” was Jeannine LaRue. Jones was sure being a child of mixed-race parents was hard enough to grow up with in this town, but this young woman had experienced far more and far worse than her fourteen years had prepared her for.

Jones knew who she was now; she had been returned unlike so many of those in the missing persons reports.

The details of so many lost souls broken down into height, weight, and hair color.

“You all right, Jeannine?” he asked.

She looked at Jones, eyes unfocused from the drugs the doctors had pumped into her.

“Papa Nightmare is here!” she said in a frantic whisper. “Papa Nightmare!”

“Shhh. It’s all right, honey. You are safe now. I’m here and I won’t leave you.”

Jeannine blankly looked at Jones. He gently helped her lie back down.

“Right foot, left foot,” she muttered as her eyes fluttered once before closing.

The drugs took a lasting hold, and Jeannine’s breathing slowed. She spoke occasionally, nonsense words mostly. Jones held her hand for the rest of that night.

“You’re safe,” he whispered again. “I promise.”


ONE

Present Day

St. Dismas Parish

THE AIR FELT THICK, and Curtis Jones always had trouble breathing this time of year. The rain had followed the sunset, but it couldn’t wash away the humidity of summer. The moisture in the air hung like damp towels, causing Jones to work harder for each breath. 

It might have been the after-effects of Desert Storm. Or the cigarettes. Or maybe it was the fact he was on the downslope toward sixty. For whatever reason, he should have been at home, taking it easy with a bourbon in hand and a sizzling steak fresh off the grill on a paper plate. Or maybe watching the news. Or one of those Lifetime movies Georgina used to like so much.

He should have been doing anything but driving his classic 1987 Grand National T-Type at seventy-plus miles per hour on the slick tarmacadam of Route 21 South while being chased by two sheriff’s deputies in a couple of Ford Explorers. But such was the life of a criminal who dipped his wick in the territory run by Major Tommy Dufresne—whose day job was running the St. Dismas Parish Sheriff’s Department.

The irony of being a cop who’d turned to crime, being chased by crooked cops, did not escape Jones. He glanced in his rearview mirror at the SUVs with their bright bulbs flashing blue and red, the rain and the dark evening sky making the flashing lights more ominous. The sirens were going, too, for good measure.

“Boys,” he murmured, “you haven’t a hope in hell.”

Jones was once clean cut like he was sure the boys chasing him were. The Major couldn’t stand any man in his department who wasn’t sporting a buzz cut and a freshly shaven face. The former cop had always assumed it was because the bastard Major couldn’t grow a beard of his own. Though Jones used to look like those boys, those days were long gone. His mussed long grey-white hair, salt-and-pepper goatee, and denim jacket were the exact opposite of what the Major would approve of.

Georgina had liked it though. He smiled at the thought.

Jones hit a straight section of Route 21. He mashed the clutch with one alligator-skinned boot, while easing off the gas with the other long enough to shift into fifth. He turned on the radio, and his smile broadened at the sound of this particular Mardi Gras song. It had been a piece of NOLA he’d always carried with him abroad.

He cranked the volume.

My grandma and your grandma were sittin’ by the fire . . .

“Be seeing you boys,” said Jones to the rearview mirror.

He red-lined the twin turbos and the old muscle car was soon at a hundred miles per hour. Foolhardy in these conditions, perhaps. But the deputies broke off pursuit when they realized just how crazy the driver of the black ’80s muscle car was. Jones knew they had radios, and they’d be on them now, calling ahead. The Major wouldn’t want Jones to get out of St. Dismas Parish—he’d have to fight the city and state cops for Jones if he made it to the next jurisdiction.

It was normally an hour to New Orleans from Curtis’ home outside of Bush. A bit more to get to the airport. Curtis was betting he could make it in half that time.

But getting away wasn’t the point of his running.

Curtis let the words of the song wash over him. Music, smokes, and a fast car. His grin widened.

The tolls at the causeway to cross Lake Pontchartrain would be where they’d get him. Jones could go around the lake, of course. But that would take time. No, it had to be the causeway. He had to give them that chance to get him, to get them away from everyone else. They’d spring a roadblock at the tolls before he could cross into Orleans Parish and get lost in the city.

Jones had made peace with that. As long as they were focused on him, they’d miss what was important back at home. Oh, they’d get to his double-wide eventually, but by then everything would be cleared out. Or burnt to ash.

By that point, Jeannine would be here. After all this time, he’d actually see her again. At his age, there wasn’t a lot that made Curtis anxious. He’d fought in multiple wars, worked as a cop, and now was the head of a group of grumpy old criminals. He’d seen death, and worse. Life was like that—a numbing exercise to the horrors the world could inflict.

But he and Jeannine had fallen out hard. Only a double murder rap could get her to take his calls. He’d made her a promise that he’d failed to deliver on, and he wanted to make it right between them.

Not that he honestly cared anymore about going to prison since his wife Georgina had passed. But the thought of seeing Jeannine again rekindled a sense of responsibility for her. Strange that it would be so after so many years of bad blood. But that was behind them. She was smart, and a lawyer. She would find him a way out of wearing an orange jumpsuit. She’d promised.

Or at least promised to find a way for him to avoid the needle.

Jones knew he was being framed, knew the system was rigged against him. Even his higher-up contact wouldn’t help him this time.

But Jeannine . . . she said she would.

The song was roaring as loud as the motor, egging Curtis to drive even faster.

Jones hit the outskirts of Covington and took his foot off the gas. No way his classic would take the turn onto Dismas Parkway at speed. Besides, there was a light. And he always hit the damn things as they were changing from yellow to red.

The Grand National protested at the applied brake, the reining in of its horses. His baby hadn’t had a good run in nearly a year. Jones patted the steering wheel affectionately, whispering words of love and encouragement only a true motorhead would understand.

He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a pack of Marlboro Reds. He slipped one between his lips, tossing the nearly full pack on the seat. He grabbed his Army Ranger Zippo, but never had a chance to light his smoke.

The car was slowing to forty when the headlights illuminated the nail strips in the middle of the road.

No! Too soon!

He slammed both feet on the brake and popped the clutch. But given the wet road, the tires, made more for racing than for stopping, slid on the slick pavement. He turned into the skid, of course, tried to control it, but the car had been going too fast. It hit the nail strips, blowing all four tires.

Jones lost any semblance of control.

Sparks flew from the front left, where the tire had shredded right off the rim.

The Buick’s rear end led the momentum-fueled crash, bouncing off a light pole and spinning the car 180 degrees.

Then 360.

720.

Thump!

That’s when Jones’s car hit the edge of the roadway and rolled over an embankment. What was left of his classic car ended up on its side in a McDonald’s parking lot.

Jones blinked a couple of times, then struggled to unsnap his racing harness. Once he’d done that, physics—or, more accurately, gravity—brought him crashing down on the passenger side of the vehicle, which, he supposed, was now the bottom of the car.

Vehicles pulled up to where he and the shattered remains of his Grand National lay. Sirens wailed in the background. The rain fell once more, dripping on his face through the shattered window.

“Fuck,” he said. I’ll have to kick out the windshield to get . . .

“Jonesy,” called a voice from outside the wreck. “You ain’t dead, are ya?”

“Fuck,” said Jones again. This time, he meant the curse. He recognized that voice. A voice from his past. A voice he never thought he’d hear again.

His old partner.

The Major must be desperate to pull Randy out of retirement for this, Jones thought, as he attempted, unsuccessfully, to extract himself from his ruined classic. But his flight and now capture had hopefully bought enough time for his krewe—he liked the irony of labeling his band of thieves and rogues after a social organization dedicated to celebratory parades, Carnival, and Mardi Gras—to clear out and regroup at their safe place. 

“Nah, Randy, I’m cool,” Jones called back from inside the shattered car. “But I’m starving. Could you grab me a Big Mac from the drive-through? And I seemed to have misplaced my smokes.”

Flashlights and people approached. Randy’s voice directed the effort to extract him. A firetruck pulled up and Jones knew he’d be out from the tangle of metal, glass, and plastic soon enough.

As Jones was pulled from the car, his only thought was: Why isn’t the Major here to gloat? He’s been waiting to stick it to me since their deaths. Where the hell is that little bastard?

Meanwhile, the radio somehow played on.

Jack-a-mo fee-no ai na-ne, Jack-amo fee-na-ne!


TWO

Brooklyn Heights, New York

Earlier that day

JEANNINE LARUE STOOD outside Stanley’s brownstone, shaking in the warm summer rain, holding a useless umbrella . . . She was so upset she hadn’t even tried to protect her hair from the incessant drops. The result being that the previous $200 straightening process on her thick, black locks had turned to sodden curls. Trying to fit into the look of the otherwise all-white law firm where she worked was a job in and of itself. Stanley had suggested she’d be more “accepted” with straight hair. 

Fuck him.

Fuck all of them.

She had been in courtrooms and jailhouses with murderers, rapists, and some of the evilest human trash the city of New York had ever known. None of them had ever fazed her in the slightest. “Ice Queen” is what the good ole’ boys in the office called her behind her back. Her friends called her the same thing to her face.

She liked making the white patriarchy nervous. She liked being the Ice Queen.

But Stanley? That son of a bitch could turn her back into a scared fourteen-year-old with a word or a look. She hated him and his multimillion-dollar home-cum-office.

“Fucking asshole,” she said to the brownstone behind her. Pull it together, girl. Get to the airport. You need to be in New Orleans for Curtis by tonight. You promised. You are the Ice Queen!

The rain fell harder now, and a chill emerged in the air that hadn’t been there a moment earlier. Swift temperature changes caused a twinge of pain where the prosthesis joined what was left of her leg. She balanced the umbrella on her shoulder and pulled out her phone to call an Uber when she noticed there was no signal. She tried to wave down a passing taxi, but the guy at the wheel cruised right by, ignoring the non-white-skinned girl in this pasty, rich neighborhood.

“Great. Fuck you, too,” she called after it.

Stanley had once suggested that she try to pass as a tanned white power-attorney. But New York knew a non-white girl when it saw one. Sure, things were diverse here, people of every shape and color intermingling in the melting pot of the city.

But the undercurrent of racism was always there.

“It is the only way you’ll be successful,” Stanley had said. “They’ll never say it to your face, but they’ll look down on you because of your heritage.”

My heritage, she thought. The only stories about her heritage she knew were the weird tales of Voodoo and magic her Nana had told her. Jeannine had thought of them as fairy tales. Or bedtime stories that Nana had made up.

Until recently, she remembered little of her childhood before Katrina. But things were coming to her in dreams, dreams she remembered. First, it was the image of Nana’s smile. And then she remembered the fact that Nana was black and so proud and happy to be who she was. She remembered Nana doing her hair, telling her stories of family.

That’s when she tried to pull away from Stanley. He’d been molding her into someone that fit his idea of success.

Jeannine wanted to be herself. Wanted to be happy. Maybe the rain ruining her hair was finally washing some of the fake away.

She’d have to learn how to care for her hair the way it was, curls and all.

A horn sounded, and she looked up to see a very different cab—an old NYC taxi. All rounded corners, black fenders, yellow doors, and gigantic whitewall tires. Hell, it even had wooden running boards.

“You look like you could use a lift, ma’am,” said the cabbie—a thirtyish black man wearing sunglasses and a newsy hat pulled low. He smiled, showing perfectly white teeth.

It was at that moment that the umbrella, perched precariously on Jeannine’s shoulder, took off as a gust of wind ripped it from her wet hands. It bounced off the hood of a car and was across the street in the blink of an eye.

“Fuck!” said Jeannine.

The cabbie tutted. “Heaters on in the cab, ma’am. Why don’t you let me take you to where you need to be?”

Even though Jeannine was becoming soaked, she hesitated. Something felt—strange.

BOOM! Thunder echoed around the Brooklyn brownstones.

Hell, the Yankees have retro uniforms, she thought. What’s wrong with retro cabs?

She hurried to open the back door, muscled in her carry-on, and tossed in her briefcase. She heard a thump.

“Ma’am, there is a saxophone in the back seat,” said the cabbie over his shoulder. “If you would be so kind as to be gentle with her. I have a gig later, and Ms. Maxine gets all kinds o’ fussy if she’s knocked around.”

Jeannine offered up a half-assed apology as she struggled to climb into the old car.

“Kennedy airport,” she said. “Delta terminal.”

“Idlewild. Yes, ma’am,” replied the cabbie with a tip of his hat, and they were off.

She wasn’t really listening. She was replaying the conversation with Stanley, amazed that he, even now, had such power over her emotions.

The wipers on the car were unusually loud and pushed the rain off the windshield as if the water was offering some sort of offense to the classic automobile simply by touching the glass.

Thump-thwack! Thump-thwack!

Jeannine’s cellphone rang. She looked at the number, hesitated, then answered.

“What is it, Stanley?”

Jeannine listened for a moment.

“I’m going to stop you there, Stanley. You’re not going to change my mind, and . . . hello? Hello?”

Thump-thwack! Thump-thwack!

The cab continued on its way, wipers sounding like gunshots as they swept the deluge from the glass.

“Hello? Damn, what’s wrong with this thing?” Jeannine looked down at her phone. Once again, it had no signal.

“Was that yo’ man?” asked the cabbie.

“Oh God, no . . . he’s . . . my therapist, to be honest.”

The driver looked at Jeannine via the old, oval rearview mirror. “Oh?”

She bristled. Why are all men such assholes?

“I’m an attorney,” she said, emphasizing her title. “I deal with the dregs of society every goddamn day. Sometimes . . . it gets to me.”

The cabbie chuckled. “I love seeing the women-folk doin’ a man’s job—not that there’s anything wrong with that,” he added hurriedly as he studied Jeannine’s frown in the rearview. “Gives me hope for the future, is all.”

Jeannine raised her phone to make another call, this time to Curtis, but it still felt strange to just call him after all this time—and there was something about her driver. Something in the way he spoke, maybe, or in that ever-present smile of his. She somehow felt comfortable with this stranger, and that in itself piqued her interest.

She put her cell phone in her coat pocket.

“Why are you driving around in such an old car? It’s got to be a classic. Should be in a museum or something.”

“Well, little lady, this car is like me. Hates to sit idle. Hates not to be doin’ what she was made for. She’s like my horn you almost flattened back there.”

Jeannine’s cheeks flushed. “I really am sorry about that.”

“Oh, you don’t need to apologize to me, ma’am,” replied the cabbie. “But Ms. Maxine, she will not sing for me tonight if she’s in a mood, see. But if you apologize to her, that’ll make her feel better. Then we’ll all feel better. Tu comprends?”

Jeannine rolled her eyes. “Oh, for fu . . . I’m not apologizing to a saxophone!” 

“You’ll feel better. I promise. You dig?” He smiled at her in the rearview mirror.

What is it with this guy? Why am I even talking to him? Jeannine sighed. “Okay. But if you tell anyone, I am a lawyer.” She looked at the worn and scuffed case. It was covered in tan canvas with frayed, medium-brown leather piping along the edges. Faded tourist stickers from cities around the U.S. decorated the canvas. There were scratches and tears fixed with yellowing tape. Chipped gold letters under the handle spelled out “Easy Street.” 

This case has seen better days. Maybe the driver, too.

Jeannine sighed again and said, “I’m sorry, Ms. Maxine.”

“There! Don’t you feel better now?” asked the cabbie, and laughed.

Jeannine laughed with him. The tension that followed the meeting with Stanley melted away. “I actually do feel better. Thank you.”

“Bartenders and cabbies. We’re the ones you tell your troubles to. Not these high-priced headshrinkers. All they want is your money.”

“I hear that,” muttered Jeannine.

“Idlewild,” he announced. “As promised.”

“That was quick. I expected it to be at least another thirty minutes. I . . . ” her voice faded away as she looked out the window of the antique cab.

They had pulled up to an airport, but it wasn’t the bustling, congested throng she was used to at Kennedy. No buses with liveries jockeying for position. No cement barriers. No crowds with matching luggage.

There was one building, a single runway, and a prop plane idling on the grass shy of the runway. On the tail, blue lettering spelled: Pan American Airlines.

“Pan Am?” said Jeannine. “Where the hell are we?”

She turned to the driver to scold him for obviously delivering her to some sort of antiques show, but this time she wasn’t speaking to the back of a head or a rearview mirror. The cabbie, facing her now, had removed his sunglasses.

Words died in her throat.

The cabbie had no eyes.

“Idlewild, as promised,” he said again. A too-wide smile slithered across his face.

“Who . . . what the fuck?” Jeannine had a sudden urge to pee as she held her briefcase close.

“Let this be a lesson to you, little plaçage,” said the cabbie. “Take nothing at face value. Remember this. You will be in N’Orleans soon enough. The waters will speak to you, if you pay attention. The trees and the creatures will flatter you with lies. But hidden among those lies are whispers of truth. Listen to the whispers of the bayou, and you might just make it out alive.”

The cabbie removed his hat, revealing two round wounds, one above each eye socket, filled with maggots.

“Take it from poor ole’ Easy Street. I know.”

The wipers slammed against the windscreen, the report of the blades akin to two gunshots, the water splashing off the windscreen like blood spraying from bullet holes.

Thump-shwa! Thump-shwa!

Jeannine threw herself back into the seat, eyes wide, desperately trying to find the handle of the door, when a woman’s voice said, “Miss, we’re here. That’s $27.50 and the credit card machine is broken.”

Jeannine blinked once. Then twice.

She was in the back of a NYC cab—but not a classic car with a dead driver. It was a Prius, and a woman in a fleece with her hair pulled back in a bun was staring at her.

Horns blared, and a cop knocked on the windshield.

“Move it! You’re blockin’ the bus lane!”

“Please, miss. $27.50. And get out of my car. I don’t want a crazy person in my cab no more!” 

Jeannine grabbed a fifty from her wallet and handed it to the woman, who sped off without offering change as soon as Jeannine’s carry-on was out of the car. Jeannine stood by the curb, shaking.

A vision. She’d had a vision. That hadn’t happened since—since she’d left New Orleans over a decade ago.

“What the fuck is going on?” she asked.

The rain continued to fall, as throngs of people rolled luggage around her.

None of them answered her. None of them would even meet her eyes.


THREE

St. Dismas Parish Sheriff’s Office

Interview Room #2

THE ROOM WAS sparse and smelled of old cigarettes and sweat. A worn table, chipped, with the word “fuck” scratched in its surface an impressive number of times, stood between the hand-cuffed man facing the two-way mirror and the man with his back to those watching and listening. A single dented lamp hung over the table, casting shadows along the walls and on the stained ceiling tiles. The room was supposed to intimidate. The room was supposed to scare those brought into it. For Curtis Jones, the room reminded him of his past. 

He smiled at the thought.

The former cop had a dozen cuts and abrasions that had been hastily bandaged. The bump on his forehead throbbed, and he knew he’d have two black eyes by morning, but he had somehow miraculously survived.

Jones rubbed the tangled hair of his goatee. The old man with matted long hair that he watched in the mirror did the same. When did I get so old? He shifted in his seat—one of those cheap wooden chairs that was more uncomfortable than the pews at his church. A lit cigarette with an inch and a half of ash burned in the ashtray, just out of his reach. He looked longingly at the smoldering butt, then at his interrogator.

“You’re in deep shit, Jonesy,” said his old partner, Randy.

Curtis smiled even broader. This was a game he knew only too well.

“Brought you outta retirement for this, partner? How’s Dolores? Send her my best, will you?” Curtis’s voice sounded like gravel even to himself. No doubt due to his two-pack-a-day habit lubricated by bourbon.

“Don’t fuck around,” replied Randy. “This is serious. They found your old service revolver near those two skeletons—the gun you claimed went missing years back. Both skeletons had holes in the skulls indicative of what would be expected from a revolver. One bullet has already been retrieved and it’s been matched to your missing gun.”

“What a load of bullshit, and you know it.” Curtis sat back in his chair, the cheap wood creaking under the strain. Narrowing his eyes at Randy, he asked, “Why you doing this? What’re they giving you to interrogate me?”

“It’s like this,” said Randy, shifting in his own seat, his eyes not meeting Curtis’s as he focused on picking an imaginary bit of dirt from under his fingernail. “I’m not your partner, Jonesy. You went over to the other side. I tried to help you after you left the force—”

“After I was fired, you mean,” said Jones.

Randy slammed a hand down on the table. “We’re not friends. Hell, I’m not even sure we ever were friends. Partners, sure. Maybe. Once. But that was a long time ago. Your rap sheet is as long as my arm now. And now they like you for a double murder. I never thought you’d go that far, man. But you were always a little weird when it came to that girl.”

“You can play the “hurt partner” card all you want, Randy,” said Jones, “but I know you as well as you know me. You know I’m being set up.”

“Do I?” asked Randy, finally looking at Jones.

“You sure as hell do,” snapped Curtis. “But the Major . . . he has you back working here when you should be fishing in the Gulf. Why?”

“Why did you commit murder?” said Randy, eyes blazing.

“You know I . . . ” Curtis started to say when realization finally struck. “What’s the Major got on you, boy?” asked Curtis.

Randy cleared his throat.

“Two men kidnapped Jeannine LaRue off the roof of her house right after Katrina. They took her, locked her in a cabin, and raped her for two months. You found her. You stayed with her in the hospital. You decked that TV psychologist asshole that exploited her story. It’s not a stretch to think you tracked down and murdered the swamp rats that done took her. You always had a sweet spot for that girl, Curtis. You’re also a fucking hothead. So, tell me what happened.”

“Heh. You’ve got it all figured out, don’tcha?” Curtis leaned back in his chair.

“We have enough to empower a grand jury,” replied Randy. “Save yourself some time. Save Jeannine the grief of reliving her experience to a packed courtroom. Help her to avoid all that media coverage.”

“Fuck you, Randy,” said Curtis. This is what he wants. Stop. Think. Curtis’s smile returned. “I know I’m being set up, man. Pretty sure you know it, too. So why are you helping the Major with this bullshit? You know he’s as crooked as a three-dollar bill.”

“He still has a badge,” said Randy. “And a healthy hatred of you.”

“That don’t mean shit in this parish and you know it, boss. Why are you-”

“Your gun,” interrupted Randy, counting with his fingers. “Two dead bayou rats. Like I said, DA says it’s enough, but I want to hear it from your mouth.” Randy slapped the table, the sharp retort probably startling those behind the glass. But Curtis didn’t move. Randy had been his partner for eight years—Curtis knew how the man worked.

Of course, Randy probably thought he knew how Curtis worked, too, but that was based on knowing Curtis before he took on his “retirement gig,” back when he was on the right side of the law. Things were different now. He watched Randy’s eyes flick back and forth, a bead of sweat rolling down one temple. He’s scared. What the fuck does the Major have on you, boy?

“Don’t suppose I could have a smoke, man?” asked Curtis. “If I fess up to you, it’s gonna be a long story and we might be here a spell.”

Randy picked up the nearly extinguished cigarette and slowly took a drag. Then he snuffed out the butt. “Tell me the story first, then I’ll give ya the whole pack.” Randy tossed a box of Marlboro Reds and a lighter—Curtis’s Zippo—on the table, just out of the chained man’s reach.

Smug fucker. He’s in for a surprise. Curtis dropped his chained hands into his lap and leaned forward. “Remember when we were little? You used to come over to my house after school.”

“So?” asked Randy, as he leaned back in his chair.

“Mama used to serve us hot treats. Crackers with melted cheese. We used to think we were so rich—a hot snack after school every day.”

“I’ll ask again: so?”

“Remember how disappointed we were to find out the snacks were old Triscuits way past their sell-by date with a sliver of government-issued cheese?”

“Yeah, I do.” The ghost of a smile appeared on his face.

“Disappointment. We got used to it as kids. We expect it as adults. I hope they are paying you well for this, my man. If I was you, I’d ask for a bonus, though. And a big, fat retainer.” 

Randy sighed, amused. “Oh? Why is that?”

“Because they’re gonna need you to find me when I break outta here. We’ll split the retainer fifty-fifty. I’ll even make the chase look convincing.”

Randy laughed. “And that’s attempted bribery added to the charges, you arrogant prick. You think you can get out of here? Just get up and walk out the door—a half-dozen cops are watching behind that glass.” Randy aimed his thumb over his shoulder at the big wall mirror. “And another fifty uniforms on the floor. Even if you could get outta your chains, which you can’t, you wouldn’t get five feet before we all shot you dead.”

He leaned in close enough for Curtis to smell his cigarette breath.

“There are a lotta boys who would love to put a bullet in you.” 
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