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To Marthayn,

 


the only one who knows my soul

 


 



 


 


Upon my soul,

upon my free and joyous soul,

guard me when old Satan's nigh,

upon my soul.

 


Townes Van Zandt

 


 



PROLOGUE

 


The day Sangster woke and discovered he had a soul
after all, everything changed.

But along with the soul came a conscience, something
else he had never experienced in his thirty-seven years. He was not
awake five minutes when he began to weep. He wept not only for the
people he’d killed over the years, but for their families, who had
been deprived of their loved ones. He wept uncontrollably, and it
was a day of firsts, for he had never cried before, not even as a
child.

Sangster was a new man, but the question
became...was he a better man?

He left his apartment that day and never returned.
In fact, no one in California ever saw him again, and for many
years he was presumed dead. Those who knew him figured that his
line of work had finally caught up with him.

It seemed logical to assume that a man who was an
assassin for hire would fall prey to an assassin, himself.

But that was not the case...

 


 



 


 


ONE

Three years later...

 


Sangster looked up from the chessboard at the man
who had appeared at the end of his front walk. In the almost three
years he had been renting this house on Algiers Point—one of the
neighborhoods left dry by Hurricane Katrina located across Lake
Ponchatrain from the French Quarter—the only person who had ever
come up that walk was his neighbor, with whom he played chess at
least three times a week.

“Know ’im?” Ken Burke asked.

Sangster glanced across the table at the older man,
who had not looked up from the board.

“Yeah,” he said, “I know him.”

The man advanced up the walk carefully, as if he
expected somebody to take a shot at him at any moment. He probably
would have felt better if he knew Sangster hadn’t touched a gun in
three years.

When he reached the porch he stopped and stared at
Sangster before he spoke.

“Hello, Sangster.”

“Primble.”

Burke looked up at that, eyed Sangster, who could
only shrug his shoulders.

“What do you want?”

“A lot of people think you’re dead,” Primble
said.

“That was kind of the idea, Eddie.”

“It worked pretty well,” Eddie Primble said, “until
now.”

“Well, you didn’t find me,” Sangster said. “I know
that much. Who was it?”

“Top secret,” Primble said. “Is there someplace we
can talk?”

“You don’t want to talk in front of my friend?”

Primble looked at Ken Burke, who continued to eye
the board intently.

“You have a friend?” he asked. “Things have
changed quite a bit in three years.”

Sangster looked at Primble.

“Yes, “he said, “they have.” He looked at Burke.
Primble had aged badly in three years. Sangster knew Primble must
have been forty, but much of his hair had receded and he’d put on
weight. He looked fifty—healthy enough, but fifty. The cut of his
suit also bespoke of some progress financially. He was sweating. It
was February, but that didn’t mean much in New Orleans. It was
still nearly ninety degrees.

“I have to talk to this man,” he said to his chess
opponent.

“Go ahead and talk,” Burke said. “I’m
concentratin’.”

Sangster looked at Primble.

“He won’t listen, he’s concentrating.”

“I intend to talk very plainly,” Primble warned.

“Talk as plainly as you want,” Sangster said. “I
have no secrets from Burke.”

“Your friend,” Primble reiterated.

“And neighbor,” Sangster said. “He lives in the
house next door.”

“How much does the old timer know?”

“Everything.”

“Everything?” Burke asked. He ignored the “old
timer” remark. After all, he was seventy. If that didn’t qualify as
an old timer, what did? “If I knew everything, this game
would’ve been over a long time ago.” Sangster knew—Primble did
not—that Burke was not only talking about chess.

“Eddie,” Sangster said, “you found me—or somebody
found me for you. What do you want?”

“I need you,” Primble said, “to...to do what you
used to do.”

“He wants you to kill somebody,” Burke said, eyeing
the board, chin in hand.

“That’s what I used to do,” Sangster said. He looked
at Primble. “I don’t do that anymore.”

“You don’t—come on, Sangster,” Primble said. “What
else does a man like you do?”

“I’m retired.”

“Retired?”

“I don’t kill anymore,” he said. “I haven’t killed
anyone in three years. I don’t even own a gun, and I haven’t held
one in all that time.”

“You expect me to believe that?” Primble asked.

“I don’t care what you believe, Eddie,” Sangster
told him. “It’s the truth.”

Primble thought a moment, put one foot up on the
first step. It was warm, and he was sweating. He loosened his tie,
undid the top button of his shirt.

“All right,” he said. “For the moment let’s assume
that you haven’t killed anyone in three years.” He adopted a look
of complete puzzlement. “Why not?”

“That’s not important,” the ex-assassin said. “All
you need to know is that I don’t do it anymore. You need to find
someone else.”

“Do you know how long it took me to find you?”
Primble demanded.

“Let me guess,” Sangster said. “Three years?”

“I’m not just gonna take no for an answer,
Sangster,” Primble said. “That’s not what I do, remember?”

“I remember very well.”

“In fact,” the man went on, “when you walked out you
left behind an unfinished assignment. I had to have someone else do
your job for you.”

“Luckily,” Sangster replied, “you hadn’t paid me in
advance.”

“That’s not the point.”

“I know,” Sangster said. “I’ve been trying to get
you to see the point, Eddie.”

“Sangster,” Primble said, “you were the best I ever
ran.”

“I’m out of the business, Eddie.”

“You can’t get out of this business, Sangster,”
Primble said. “Why don’t we just call the last three years a
vacation?”

Sangster looked at the chess board. The old man
hadn’t made a move yet. He had his chin in his left hand, and his
right hand was down out of sight.

“Eddie—”

“You don’t think I came alone, do you?” Primble
asked.

“I don’t really care if you came alone or not,
Eddie,” Sangster said. “You’re leaving, either way.”

“There are two guns trained on you right now. If I
nod, you’re dead, and your chess buddy, too.”

It got quiet, and suddenly they all heard the sound
of the hammer being cocked on a gun.

“I thought you said you didn’t own a gun,” Primble
said.

“He don’t,” Ken Burke said. “I do.”

Burke brought his right hand into sight. He was
holding a big .45 Peacemaker, the kind they used to carry in the
old west.

“You so much as twitch, let alone nod, and it’ll be
the last thing you ever do,” Burke told Primble.

“Easy, old timer,” Primble said. “That thing’s
pretty old. It might explode in your hand.”

“I guess you don’t really know much about guns, do
ya, Mister?” Burke asked. “That probably comes from havin’ other
people do your killin’ for ya. This here’s a collector’s item, and
I keep it in pristine shape. It’s the pride of my collection, and
believe me when I tell you it’s in fine workin’ order.”

That was the most Sangster thought he’d heard the
older man say at one time in the almost three years he’d known
him.

Primble was sweating even more, but it wasn’t from
the heat.

“Is he serious?” he asked.

“Dead serious,” Sangster said. “Show him,
Burke.”

With his left hand Burke took his wallet from his
pocket and flipped it open to show Primble his badge.

“You’re a cop?”

“Sheriff,” Burke said. “Retired, but I keep my hand
in.”

“Sangster,” Primble said, “I just wanted to
talk.”

“Then you should have left the threats at home,”
Sangster said. “Come on.” He stood up, as did Burke.

“Where we going?” Primble asked.

“You signal your boys to put up their guns,”
Sangster said. “We’re going to walk you to the ferry, so nobody
decides to take a shot at me.”

“Look, I—”

“We’re done talking, Eddie.”

“I need you, Sangster!”

“You heard the man,” Burke said. “Now give whatever
signal you arranged so your men know to put up their guns.”

Primble frowned, and for a moment looked like a man
about to cry. Finally, he turned his body partially and waved his
hand in disgust.

“They’re leaving,” he said.

“Good,” Sangster said, “they’ll be on the same ferry
you’re on. Let’s go.”

“I don’t know why—” Burke prodded Primble in the
back with the barrel of the Peacemaker and the man almost jumped
out of his skin. They made the walk to the Algiers ferry in
silence.

 


 


Sangster watched the ferry start across the lake
back to New Orleans.

“You sure his men were on there, too?” Burke
asked.

“I’m sure,” Sangster said.

Sangster looked at the Peacemaker is his friend’s
hand.

“I’m glad you brought that over here today to show
me.”

“Yeah,” Burke said, with a grin. He took it off cock
and lowered it to his side.

“Would it really have fired?”

“To tell you the truth,” Burke said, “I don’t know.”
He waited a beat, then added, “Maybe if it’d been loaded.

 


 



 


 


TWO

 


On the ferry, Silk Guiliano and Jimmy O’Malley
walked over to where Eddie Primble was sitting.

“What the hell happened?” Silk asked.

“Yeah,” Jimmy said. “He run us off?”

“He did,” Primble said. “He’s still as good as ever.
Wants me to believe he hasn’t pulled the trigger—hell, even held a
gun—in three years, but...” Primble shook his head in admiration.
“He had that old man hold the gun. It was...brilliant.”

Silk looked at Jimmy.

“He ran us off, and Eddie’s impressed.”

“I ain’t so impressed,” Jimmy replied. He
looked at Primble. “Is the bet still on?”

“It’s still on,” Primble said. “I fingered him for
you, didn’t I? You both get a good look at him?”

“I did,” Silk said. He was in his early thirties,
dressed completely in black. He had christened himself “Silk” years
ago, liking the name and all its connotations. “Smooth as silk,”
that’s what he told women, and he also considered himself to be
smooth as silk with a gun.

O’Malley, on the other hand, was just the opposite.
Late twenties, he was rough, crude, but effective when it came to
killing.

One of these men wanted to take the place of
Sangster in Eddie Primble’s operation, but Primble wouldn’t pick
one until he knew that Sangster was dead and not coming back. So a
wager had been put in place, between Silk and Jimmy. Whichever man
managed to kill Sangster would get his spot. The other man would be
relegated to second banana, and neither man wanted that.

“So,” Primble said, “you both know him on sight, the
rest is up to you.”

Silk and Jimmy exchanged a look, then Silk asked,
“Are you sure you didn’t talk him into coming back?”

“Yeah,” Jimmy said. “Maybe you told him about
us?”

“He says he’s done with it,” Primble said. “If he’s
truly finished, I can’t have him running around out here alive, not
with what he knows. No, he didn’t agree to come back. He’s your
target, boys, and there’s a lot at stake.”

“He didn’t look so tough,” O’Malley said.

“Don’t underestimate him,” Primble said. “That’s the
only advice I’m going to give you both.”

“I’m not going to underestimate him,” Silk said.
“What’s the point of killing him if he’s not the best?”

“Oh, he was the best all right,” Primble said. “The
best I ever saw. Probably still is.”

“We’ll see about that,” Silk said, looking back at
Algiers.

For want of something else to say, Jimmy O’Malley
said, “Yeah.”

 


 



 


 


THREE

 


It had taken Sangster a year to get to know Ken
Burke well enough to tell him the truth. As a retired lawman, Burke
didn’t approve of the way Sangster had made his living, but as a
man who had done his own share of killing—all in the line of duty,
of course—he understood a man finding redemption. As a Christian,
he forgave Sangster, and their friendship grew stronger after
that.

They didn’t finish their chess game after walking
Primble to the ferry. Sangster told the old man he had some
thinking to do.

“About leavin’?”

“Maybe.”

“That’d be a shame.”

“I know,” Sangster said. He loved the house in
Algiers. He also loved the French Quarter and everything it had to
offer, from its great bookstores to its countless musical venues,
its food and its women. Especially its women.

“Then don’t let that feller ruin it.”

“There’s only one way I could be sure he won’t,
Burke.”

“By killin’ him?”

Sangster nodded.

“And I’m not going to do that.”

“Got to be another way, then.”

“That’s what I’m going to think about.”

“Well, gimme a shout if you need me,” Burke said. “I
got guns that I know will shoot.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks, Ken.”

 


 


After his neighbor left, Sangster walked to one of
the front windows and stared out. He had known someone would find
him sooner or later, but he’d hoped it wouldn’t be his old boss,
Primble. Now he was either going to have to deal with the man, take
care of him or move on and make a new life somewhere else. The only
problem with the third one was he knew Primble wouldn’t stop
looking. He had too much invested in Sangster just to let him go,
and if he could find him—or have him found—once, he could do it
again.

The problem with the second option was that he
didn’t kill anymore.

So the only option left to him was number one, deal
with him.

From his vantage point, he could see his mailbox,
one of those big metal ones mounted on a pole and fitted with a red
flag. When the flag was up, something was in the box. The flag had
not been up in the three years he'd been living there, because
nobody knew where he was to send him mail. He didn’t even get junk
mail because he’d instructed the post office never to deliver
it.

Then why was the flag up now?

He went out the front door and down the walk to the
mailbox. He saw that the door was slightly ajar. He hadn’t thought
about things like booby traps and trip wires for over two
years.

That first year he’d kept expecting to find death
around every corner, but eventually he was able to relax and start
living a normal life—not “again,” because he couldn’t remember when
he’d actually lived a normal life. Certainly not growing up. How
normal could it have been to constantly be trying to avoid parents
in his own house? And certainly not since he killed his first man
at fifteen. So surely it had only been the past two years that he
could call his life normal, by conventional standards.

Now, as he stared at the mailbox, he had to summon
back some of those old instincts. He examined the pole and the box
on the outside, then used his fingers to search for wires of any
kind. Finally, after pressing his ear to the box and listening
intently, he eased the door open and looked inside. There was one
single brown letter sized envelope inside. He studied the interior
of the box for several seconds before reaching in to remove it. Now
that he was holding it he had to be concerned that it might be a
letter bomb. How could he have existed all those years having to
deal with this kind of fear every moment?

He ran his finger over the envelope carefully before
slipping his thumb under the flap and unsealing it. It came open
rather easily, indicating it hadn’t been sealed very long ago.
Inside was a single piece of white paper with two handwritten lines
on it:

 


I’m at the Lafitte House

if you want to talk.

 


It was signed: E.P.

 


He folded the note and put it back in the envelope.
As he turned to go back to the house, he swiped at the red flag to
put it back down. As it came down it made a connection with a wire
and a puff of smoke leaped into the air. Sangster took one step
away from the box and watched the smoke rise and dissipate.
Primble’s sense of humor. He just wanted to show Sangster that he
could be dead at that moment.

Instead of going back to his house he walked across
to Burke’s.

 


 



 


 


FOUR

 


“What are you going to do?” Burke asked.

“I’ll have to handle it, somehow,” Sangster
said.

“You think he’s here to kill you?”

“I think he was here to get me back,” Sangster said.
“Failing that, he’ll have me killed.”

“Not kill you himself?”

“No,” Sangster said, “Primble doesn’t kill. He has
others do that for him.”

“Like you?”

“Yes,” Sangster said, “like me...at one time.”

They were seated in Burke’s kitchen, each with a
Blackened Voodoo beer bottle in front of them. It was early, but
they both thought the occasion called for it.

“He said he had guns with him,” Burke said.

“I believe him.”

“How many do you suppose?”

“At least two.”

“And you plan on takin’ them out?”

“Not if I can help it.”

Burke leaned back and regarded his friend across the
table.

“You said you don’t kill for a livin’ anymore.”

“That’s right.”

“How about to survive?” Burke asked. “Could you kill
then?”

Sangster stared at his beer bottle.

“I don’t know, Burke,” he said. “Are you a religious
man?”

“No,” Burke said, “not in any way you’d
understand.”

“Do you believe men have souls?” Sangster asked.
“Souls that tell them what’s right and what’s wrong? Souls that
make them feel compassion?”

“You’re confusing a soul with a conscience, son,”
Burke said. “I know you told me you woke up three years ago and
discovered you had both, but maybe it was just one.”

“Which one?”

“That’s for you to figure out. If you decide it’s a
soul, then you might not want to put any black marks on it. But if
you decide it’s a conscience—well, you can kill and still have a
conscience.”

“Am I kidding myself, Burke?” Sangster asked. “A
hitman is all I’ve ever been. Can I be a hitman who won’t
kill?”

“A hitman is what you used to be, son,” Burke said.
“Just like a cop is what I used to be.”

“You’re still a cop, you old coot,” Sangster said.
“You’ve told me that a hundred times.”

“Have I?” Burke asked. “Then who is the one kiddin’
themselves?”

 


 



 


 


FIVE

 


Bourbon Street at midnight was a world unto
itself.

The club doors were wide open, scantily-clad girls
stood in windows and doorways, enticing men to come inside. One
girl was riding on a swing, in and out of the window of a
gentlemen’s club. There were frozen Margarita bars on almost every
corner, and almost every storefront—T-shirt shop, club,
restaurant—and alcove had an ATM machine.

Sangster loved Bourbon Street, but tonight he could
hear the music and voices floating on the air the two blocks to
Chartres Street, where he was entering a small club just off of
Jackson Square. He wore a pair of black cotton trousers, black
T-shirt and a charcoal grey sport coat.

Sangster only came to the French Quarter a few times
each month, sometimes during the day to prowl the used bookstores,
other times late at night like this to hear the music. He had
discovered the small Club Celestine—a distinctly Creole name—only a
few months earlier, and this was his third time there.

Sangster was not a seafood lover, so he usually
ordered either jambalaya or etouffe, both with chicken. Crawfish
was something he had never even considered tasting and had never
understood people’s obsession with shrimp or crab legs.

He placed his order for jambalaya this time and an
ice cold bottle of Abita, and settled back to enjoy the music
which, tonight, was a Zydeco band.

“You came back,” a woman’s voice said.

He turned his head and looked up at her. She was
tall, dark-haired and slender, probably thirty-three or
thirty-four. Her green dress left her shoulders bare and the hem
hit just above her knees. Certainly not risqué, but there was
enough bare skin to be interesting. She had a long upper lip that
kept her from being beautiful, but he doubted she ever got any
complaints. The overall effect was extremely attractive.

She had spoken to him the last time he was there
and, rather than be rude, he had bought her a drink. But he’d left
the club alone that night, with the vague feeling she’d been
disappointed. It wasn’t that he didn’t find her appealing—he
certainly did—but years of killing people had left him ill-equipped
to deal with the living, especially women. He could seduce a woman
if his intent was to kill her or to use her to get to someone else,
but in the real world he was rather inept at the dance that men and
women took part in.

“I was sitting over there alone when I saw you come
in,” she said. “May I join you?”

“I, uh, already ordered,” he said.

“So have I,” she said, “but they can bring my plate
over here. May I?”

He didn’t know how to refuse, so he finally just
said, “Sure.”

“I’ll get my drink.”

As she hurried back to her table to pick up what
looked like a martini, he thought back to how his day had started
with Primble appearing on his doorstep. Having turned his
ex-employer away he probably should have remained on Algiers for
the evening, but he had already planned this trip into the Quarter
and didn’t want to let the man be the cause of his changing his
plans. Besides, he didn’t think Primble’s men would come after
him—at least not so soon. His former “handler” would at least want
to wait a few days to see if Sangster would call him. (Primble
called himself a “Handler.” Sangster had always thought of him as
more of a “Manager” or “Agent.”)

The woman returned with her drink and sat down.
Sangster stared across the table at her, trying to dredge up her
name, which he was sure she had told him last time.

“You don’t remember my name do you?” she asked.

Sangster had an excellent memory. It had served him
well for years, freeing him from having to write anything down,
like names, addresses or instructions.

“Of course I do.”

“Well,” she said, “I won’t make a liar out of you by
asking you to tell me what it is. Your name, on the other
hand—well, you never told me your name last time, did you?”

“No, I didn’t.”

She raised her eyebrows, as if to say, “What about
this time?”

“Stark,” he told her, because he had never killed
anyone while using that name and it was on the driver’s license in
his pocket. “Richard Stark.”

“Stark?”

“Is there something wrong with that name?”

“No, no,” she said, “it’s a good name, strong,
masculine, but not too testosterone fueled. I like it.”

“I’m glad.”

When the waiter came over, the woman said, “Could
you bring my order over here, please? The gentleman was nice enough
to ask me to join him.”

“Yes, Miss.”

When he walked away she looked up at the small
stage, where the group was beginning to assemble.

“Do you like Zydeco?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said, “quite a bit.”

“So do I.”

“Quite a coincidence that we’re here again on the
same night.”

She sipped her drink and eyed him over the rim of
the glass. “It’s not really such a coincidence.”

“No?” He wondered if she was going to tell him
something he didn’t want to know.

She shook her head. “Uh-uh. I come here almost every
night.”

“I see.”

“So any time you come here, you’ll probably see
me.”

“There are bigger and better clubs in the Quarter,”
he said. “Restaurants that serve better food. Why this one?”

“I happen to own a small piece of this one.”

“Oh.”

“So tell me, what are the better clubs with better
food?”

“I put my foot in my mouth. Sorry.”

“That’s all right,” she said, with a smile. “After
all, you’re here. You must like the music and the food.”

“I do,” Sangster said, “but mostly I like the
size.”

“Yes,” she said, “it is...manageable.”

That was a good word for it, Sangster thought. The
club was manageable. He was able to enjoy his food, the music and
see everyone in the room. The other larger, more crowded clubs and
restaurants offered too much possibility of danger.

The waiter reappeared carrying their plates, and
they leaned back to allow him to set them down. He noticed that the
lady had ordered shrimp creole. He could smell the spices across
the table. But his own jambalaya looked more appetizing to him.

The group began to play, making conversation
impossible, so they ate and enjoyed the music together.

 


 



 


 


SIX

 


Sangster found himself laughing.

He hadn’t laughed in a very long time. They finished
their dinner, had some dessert, more drinks, more music, and he was
laughing.

Her name was Lily. He remembered while they were
eating. He saved it, though. Wouldn’t say it until later, when she
was convinced he had forgotten. It was then Sangster realized he
was not only laughing, he was being playful.

He thought it was very unlike him, but then decided
it was just unlike the man he used to be. He didn’t know if it was
unlike Sangster, because he still wasn’t sure what Sangster was
like.

They were finishing up their desserts when the group
took a break.

“Do you want to meet them?” she asked.

“Why?”

“Because as part owner I can have them come to the
table.”

“No,” he said, “that’s okay.”

“Why not?”

“I enjoy the music,” he said. “I don’t enjoy making
small talk.”

“Isn’t that what we’re doing?” she asked. “Making
small talk?”

“I don’t know what we’re doing,” he admitted.

She studied him for a moment, then said, “You don’t,
do you?”

He shrugged.

“You’re a rare man, you know?”

“How so?”

“Well, for one thing, you don’t seem to have an
ego.”

“And for another?”

“You seem to be fairly honest,” she said. “Unless
this shy boy thing of yours is an act?”

“‘Shy boy?’”

“Don’t be ashamed,” she said. “I’m finding
it...refreshing. And genuine. If you turn out to be a player I’m
going to be very disappointed.”

“A ‘player.’” These were terms that had never before
been used to describe him. He had been a player in his own business
for many years, but not in the way she meant.

“I get the feeling you’re a man out of time,” Lily
said. “Like...you were just thawed out yesterday. Were you?”

“Was I what?”

“Thawed out?”

He took a sip of his coffee and said, “Not
yesterday.”

 


 


Sangster stayed for another set, some more coffee
rather than another beer. Lily did the same, eschewing another
martini for coffee.

When the band broke for the night to a smattering of
appreciative applause from those who had remained for the final
set, Sangster said, “I have to go.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said, “I have to get back.”

“Wife?”

“No.”

“Roommate?”

“No wife,” he said, “no roommate.”

“Then what’s the hurry?”

“I came for the music,” he said. “The music is
done.”

“Stay for another reason,” she said, looking him
directly in the eye. “I live upstairs.”

He stared across the table at her. In truth, she had
become more and more appealing as the night went on, especially
that overly long upper lip.

But he couldn’t stay. He’d been avoiding personal
conflict for three years. Getting involved with a woman was
inviting conflict. He had let his guard down with Burke, but that
had worked out. What were the chances it would happen again?

“Okay, then,” she said, sitting back. “We don’t
close for another hour or so. Let me know if you change your
mind.”

“I’ll get the check—” he said, raising his arm for
the waiter.

“Forget it,” she said. “On me.”

“Why would you do that?”

She grinned and said, “I’m a sucker for men who play
hard to get.”

He stood up and said, “I’m not playing.”

“Yeah,” she said, “I know.”

“Good-night, Lily.” It was the first time he let her
know he remembered her name.

He walked to the front door, stopped and looked
through the glass. His eyes scanned the street, the shadows across
the way, the shapes in them.

He turned and walked back to Lily’s table.

“I changed my mind.”

 


 



 


 


SEVEN

 


He woke the next morning to the smell of ham.

He looked around at the brick walls and high
ceiling. The bed was king-sized, with satin sheets smooth on his
naked skin.

Sitting up in bed he remembered coming up the stairs
to the apartment with Lily after she closed the restaurant. They
had some drinks, but he had never intended for them to go to bed.
He knew that Primble’s two men were across the street from the
restaurant, watching him. They probably had no intention of doing
anything then and there, but it annoyed him that they’d been able
to follow him there without him knowing it. He needed some time to
think. So going upstairs with Lily was only supposed to kill
time—say, an hour or two.

But one thing led to another...

“Breakfast!” she yelled from the kitchen.

“Coming.”

He stood up, looked around for his clothes, found
that she had laid out a dressing gown for him. Also silk. He put it
on and went in search of the kitchen.

Except for the bedroom, the rest of the apartment
was all one room. He crossed the living room part to the kitchen,
where she had breakfast already on the table.

“Ham-’n-eggs?” he asked.

“Not quite,” she said. “Have you been to
Brennan’s?”

“I haven’t.”

“Well, this is my take on their grilled ham steak
royale.”

He sat, looked down at the two poached eggs on top
of the ham steak, covered in hollandaise sauce.

“I’ve added some spices to their recipe,” she said,
sitting across from him. “If they find out, they’ll sue me, so I’m
relying on your discretion.”

“Of course.”

She had prepared some English muffins, already
buttered, coffee and Mimosas.

He used his knife, speared the eggs, ham and sauce
and put it in his mouth.

“How is it?”

“It’s great,” he told her, truthfully.

“Good, I’m glad.”

She was wearing a dressing gown similar to his,
purple to his blue. He knew the body beneath the silk was sleek and
smooth. Her nipples made little bumps against the fabric.

He ate some English muffin, washed it down with a
sip of the Mimosa and then coffee.

“So tell me,” she said, “what
really made you change your mind last night? It certainly
wasn’t my beautiful eyes or charming smile.”

“I decided,” he said, “it was too good an
opportunity to pass up.”

“Well,” she said, “you had me fooled.”

“Oh? In what way?”

“I expected you to be a little...well, inept,
sexually,” she said. “I mean, you didn’t seem to be too experienced
at talking to women, so...”

“I hope your suspicions weren’t right.”

“Not at all,” she said. “I was pleasantly surprised.
You certainly know your way around a bed.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

“I guess it’s just the dance beforehand where you
need some help.”

“I’m not so good with people,” he said. Not live
ones, anyway. Kind of hard to have experience with the living when
most of his time had been spent putting people in the ground.

They chatted over breakfast. Actually, she talked
and he listened. He discovered that she had been married twice,
widowed twice, the combined inheritances making her a very rich
woman.

“Seems to me,” he said, “you could open a restaurant
that would rival anything Emeril Lagasse has in this town.”

“That’s not what I want,” she said. “I bought this
building and opened the restaurant I wanted to open.”

“You can certainly cook,” he said, placing another
bite into his mouth.

“I don’t cook in the restaurant,” she said. “Only
cook for myself and for...special people.”

They finished breakfast and he helped her clean the
table. Standing close together at the sink the scent of her was
heady, and he reached for her. She was naked beneath the silk.

“You don’t usually have dessert after breakfast,”
she said, coming into his arms.

He slid his hands inside the dressing gown. Her skin
as even smoother than the silk.

“We’ll start something new,” he told her.

They kissed, the two silk gowns slipping to the
floor. Then she pushed away.

“Not here,” she said. “Why do you think I have such
a big bed?”

She took hold of his hardening penis and led him
across the loft into the bedroom.

 


 



 


 


EIGHT

 


Later, as they lay entwined together on the bed, she
said, “I’ve done all the talking, Stark.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Are you ready to do some?”

“Mmm, not yet.”

“Okay.” She snuggled closer to him. “I won’t push.
It’ll mean more when you finally tell me about yourself because you
want to.”

“You’re an unusual woman,” he said.

“Yes,” she said, “I am.”

 


 


When she fell asleep he slipped from the bed, found
his clothes and got dressed. He walked to the windows that
overlooked Chartres Street. They were virtually floor to ceiling.
Just outside was a gallery that ran the width of the building. He
didn’t get closer, though. He didn’t want to be seen, if anyone was
watching.
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