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UNDER THE BRIGHT LIGHTS


   
      
      To Katie, for all the reasons

   
      
      
         “You can map out a fight plan or a life plan, but when the action starts, it may not go the way you planned, and you’re down
               to your reflexes—that means your [preparation]. That’s where your roadwork shows. If you cheated on that in the dark of the
               morning, well, you’re going to get found out now, under the bright lights.”

         —JOE FRAZIER

      

   
      
      
1


      
      JEWEL COBB had long been a legendary killer in his midnight reveries and now he’d come to the big town to prove that his upright version
         knew the same techniques and was just as cold. He sat on the lumpy green couch tapping his feet in time with a guitar he scratched
         at with sullen incompetence.
      

      It was hard to play music in this room, he felt. There was a roof but it leaked, and great rusty stains spread down the corners
         of the apartment. The walls were hefty with a century’s accumulation of layered wallpaper bubbled into large humps in their
         centers. The pipe from the stove wobbled up to and through a rip in the ceiling where some industrious derelict had tried
         to do a patch job by nailing flattened beer cans over the gaps. It was altogether the sort of place that a man with serious
         money would not even enter, a man with pin money would not linger in, but a man with no money would have to call home. For
         a while.
      

      “Suze,” Jewel called. “Bring me a cup of coffee, will ya?”

      “What?” Suze yelled. “I can’t hear you, I’m in the john.”

      After a few more slashing strums Jewel gave up on trying to bully a song from the flattop box. He shoved the guitar under
         the couch. He wore a stag-cut red shirt, shiny black slacks, and sharp-toed cowboy boots. His bare left bicep exposed the
         wet-ink blur of a cross with starlike points jail-tattooed into his pale skin. His long blond hair was combed up and greasy,
         sculpted into a style that had been the fashion at about the time of his birth. Jewel, however, had divined an image of himself
         in his nocturnal wonderings and the atavistic comb work was the key flourish in it.
      

      He called to Suze again. “Well, get out of the john! And bring me a cup of coffee, hear?”
      

      “A cup?”

      “Yeah! A cup of coffee, damn it.”

      Maybe he should have left her back home, Jewel speculated. Let her dodge grease splatters at the Pork Tender Stand for the
         rest of her life. Give joy to pig farmers at drive-ins on Saturday night and wonder why she’d ever let Jewel Cobb slip away.
         That would be fitting. He was bringing her along in the world, taking her to Saint Bruno, a city where things can change,
         but was she grateful?
      

      Not by a long sight. She’d rather paint each of her toenails a different color, or count the pigeons under the bridge, than
         learn how to cook him a decent meal. Lots of women knew things that she didn’t and he might not put up with just a whole lot
         more of her laziness before he picked up his walking cane and strolled out to pluck some daisies.
      

      Ah, but he couldn’t leave her now. He’d come to Saint Bruno to change his life, dip a great big spoon into the fabled gravy
         train of the city, and if cousin Duncan hadn’t been greening him, then tonight could be the first little taste of how sweet
         that new life could be.
      

      Jewel stood up and looked out the window onto Voltaire Street, a street of front-room appliance repair businesses, discount
         clothing shops, a pool hall called the Chalk & Stroke, a bail bondsman’s office, and two hair salons that promised summer
         cuts and granite perms.
      

      “I let it cool for you, Jewel.” Suze’s voice entered the room before her loose-jointed shuffle that advertised her dissatisfaction
         with mundane physical processes. This body was meant for finer things, she seemed to mime, and fine things could happen with
         a body like that. She was still prey for pimples, and several smears of pink makeup marked the scenes of the latest attacks.
         Her hair was black and fell in a tangle past her shoulders, front and back, the longer strands flirting with the deep neckline
         of her floral-print, showtime summer dress.
      

      She sat the cup on the arm of the couch. “Most like it hot. You must’ve bit a nerve in your mouth when you was drunk or something.
         It’s just the other way about with you.”
      

      “I like to drink it, darlin’ girl, not sip it. Not slurp around at it like my teeth was loose and I can’t wander too far from
         the front porch rocker no more.”
      

      “Some folks put ice in it. Like a Coke.”

      “No kiddin’,” Jewel said. “I think I’ve heard of that. Must’ve saw it on Walter Cronkite.”

      Suze’s shoulders slumped beyond their normal depth. “You shouldn’t make fun of me,” she said. “Everybody makes fun of me.”

      “Hmm,” Jewel grunted, raising the cup of coffee and draining it in one long pull. But then he remembered Duncan.

      “You got the time?” he asked.

      Suze smirked at him, her hands on her hips in the pose of a barn-dance coquette. “You got the nerve, hillbilly?”

      “You got to ask that?” Jewel said with a smile. He patted his hair, still smiling. “Nobody’s got to ask that. But could be
         I ain’t got the time.”
      

      “It’s about quarter past eight.”

      Jewel glanced out to the street where the buildings blocked what was left of the sun, giving an extra dose of gloom to the
         scene.
      

      “That about makes it time,” he said as he walked to the dresser that buttressed the far wall. He opened the top drawer and
         raised a short, evil-looking knife with a bumble-bee-striped handle and stuck it, sheath and all, into his rear pocket. “You
         know my business?”
      

      “It’s got to do with Duncan, I would guess.”

      “Well, you can’t know that. Forget you do. It’s not something you can know.”

      He started dealing through the few rags in the drawer until he came to a red towel that was wadded in a ball. When the towel
         was unwadded he lifted a .32 Beretta from it and holstered it inside his waistband. He pulled the tails of his shirt out and
         let them dangle.
      

      “Oh, fudge,” Suze said. “I see it’s still going to be that kind of business.”
      

      Jewel shrugged, then started toward the door.

      “It’s still that kind of life, darlin’ girl.”
      

        
      Jewel was to wait for Duncan on the corner of Napoleon and Voltaire, so he stepped into the Chalk & Stroke and bought a couple
         of bags of Kitty Clover potato chips and a six-pack of tall-boys. He would, given the choice, rather eat potato chips than
         steak, and since there was rarely such a choice to ponder, he pretty well lived on Kitty Clover.
      

      He stood inside a phone booth and opened a beer, then began to eat the chips. The street was now awake, busy with people going
         toward taverns and others staggering home, all of whom avoided the younger denizens, bare-chested in satin jackets, who kicked
         down the streets waiting for something funny to happen at which they could snort and guffaw, or for something mean to pop
         up so they could prove meaner and stomp it down. If boredom gave way only to more boredom then, perhaps, they would take it
         upon themselves to borrow something shiny and custom upholstered in which to escape that chronic state.
      

      No one paid any attention to Jewel Cobb.

      Duncan was just on time. He pulled up in a long blue Mercury that was past its prime but still flashy enough for a Willow
         Creek boy to take horn-honking pride in.
      

      Jewel slid in on the passenger’s side.

      “Hey, cousin Dunc,” Jewel said with a nod. “Nice wheels.”

      Duncan regarded his younger cousin with some disdain. The boy was country tough, but hillbilly tacky. That shirt was an open
         admission to cops, citizens, and marks—watch out, I’m trouble.
      

      “You settled right in the middle of it,” Duncan said as he pulled into traffic, heading north on the cobblestone street. “Frogtown.”

      “The price is right.”

      Duncan was in his late twenties with a neatly molded pot belly and thick, strong arms. There was a placid quality about his
         pale, sagging features that the ambitious glint of his green eyes served to counterpoint. His clothes were simple: open-necked
         blue knit shirt, a cream sports jacket, and gray slacks. His wheat-straw hair was cut short but not freakishly so. By careful
         design there was very little that would cause him to be remembered in a crowd of three or more.
      

      “It’s called Frogtown,” Duncan said, “because it was French folks who settled it. Run into lots of Frogs hereabouts.”
      

      Jewel had gorged on the chips and swallowed most of the beer. He finished it, stuffed the empty under the seat, and opened
         another.
      

      “Frogs, huh? Why do they call ’em Frogs?”

      “I can’t say I know. They seem to like water, swamps, and such like. I don’t know. It’s a saying, like coon, you see? Maybe
         like redneck.” He caught Jewel’s eye. “You don’t call ’em Frogs to their face, though. If you ain’t one, too. You see, it’s
         not as bad as nigger, but it’s not good.”
      

      “Huh,” Jewel said. “I’m always learnin’.”

      As they traveled, they left the close-in, crowded jumble of buildings and entered an area that was more spacious but no less
         grim. The river was in sight, a huge presence to the east, and trailers and wooden houses on stilts were flopped as near to
         the water as possible. They had come only four blocks but it could have been miles.
      

      “This looks like Willow Creek, only with water instead of rocks,” Jewel said.

      “Only it ain’t. And the people in them places ain’t Willow Creek kind of folks.”

      They passed under a railroad bridge as the light faded into dark. Once beyond the bridge Duncan began to count the slim dirt
         lanes. At the third he turned toward the water. On either side of the lane was a tangled, belching, smelly swamp. Soon a yellow
         light was seen, then another light that bounced on the water from a dock.
      

      “That’s it,” Duncan said. He turned off the car and headlights, then faced Jewel. “Now leave the beer here. Pete Ledoux, he’s
         a grown man and won’t go for that joyriding style of yours. If I had to bet, that’s what I’d bet, anyway.”
      

      “Fuck ’im, then.”

      “I’d rather camp under the outhouse than fuck with Pete Ledoux, boy. You keep that attitude, Jewel. You keep it.” Duncan sighed,
         a troubled man. “If you wasn’t kin I’d deal you out right now.”
      

      “I need the dough, that’s all.”

      “Then act like you deserve the chance to get it. Opportunity’s knockin’ on your thick skull, boy. This ain’t the annual Willow Creek–Mountain Grove dustup, Jewel. We’re fixin’ to tree a
         fella and tack his hide on the side of the barn. There’s folks that won’t like that, don’t you know? You can’t be lousin’
         it up.”
      

      “Yeah,” Jewel said. His jaw jutted defiantly, as if this were a commonplace enterprise for him. “Don’t be tellin’ me what’s
         wrong with me, Dunc. You know and I know why I’m in on this.”
      

      “Run that by me again.”

      “ ’Cause I shoot to hurt and I come to shoot, that’s why.”

      Duncan stared at Jewel, then smiled proudly.

      “You ain’t smart, Jewel, but I can’t say as you’re dumb, neither.” He opened the car door. “Let’s go.”

      Ledoux’s house was a sturdy, winterized weekender’s cottage bordered by screened-in porches. From the rear door a planked
         walkway curved down to the dock about fifty feet away.
      

      Duncan knocked on the door.

      A woman with a pretty face that had begun to bloat and tousled blond hair swung the door open, revealing a porch overrun by
         fishing poles, milk cartons, and sporting magazines. She had the expression of one who is intent on being constantly disappointed,
         and held a can of beer in her hand. She looked at Duncan, then Jewel.
      

      “My word,” she said. “We don’t often get encyclopedia salesmen out here.”

      “I expect not,” Duncan said. “I’ve come to see Pete.”

      “I wouldn’t’ve bought none anyway, just cut out a few of the pictures.” The woman gestured with her head, snapping it toward
         the light that shone on the water. “Saint Francis of the Marais du Croche is down there rappin’ with the fishes.”
      

      Duncan smiled at her. She was a drinker with good looks picking up speed downhill, which was his usual game, but she was Pete’s
         woman.
      

      “Thanks.”

      “You fellas want a beer, or anything?”

      “No thanks.”

      “That’s good, ’cause we ain’t got enough to share, anyhow,” she said as she closed the door.
      

      The walkway swayed underfoot as they crossed it to the dock. The needle of light was playing on the water, illuminating a
         great bog of murk and brackish water.
      

      “Say, Pete,” Duncan called. “I got my cousin, Jewel, here to meet you.”

      “Hiya,” Pete said, then stuck the beam of light in Jewel’s face.

      Jewel tried to screen his eyes, then turned his face away.

      “Say, hey, man! You learn that trick in the cops, or what?”

      Pete aimed the light between himself and Duncan.

      “Nasty lookin’ pup, ain’t he?” Pete said.

      These fellas aren’t handing me much respect, Jewel thought. He’d whipped two men at a time who were bigger than them before.
         That time in Memphis there’d been three bargemen on a spree and he’d come out of that one pretty good, too, once his tongue
         had been stitched back together.
      

      “I ain’t a pup,” Jewel said. He raised his shirttails and exposed the handle of the pistol. “See that there? That’s what says
         I ain’t. It can say it six times, too.”
      

      Ledoux exchanged glum glances with Duncan. He then walked to a pillar of the dock and flipped an unseen switch. Lights lit
         up the dock and the men. Ledoux motioned for the others to follow him as he ambled to the edge of the dock.
      

      “I got some catfish to tend to,” Ledoux said. He was a short man, well into middle age but still supple and quick. His skin
         was tanned to match mud, and his brown hair had fingers of gray running through it. He bent to one knee and reached over the
         edge of the dock to the water. When he stood he pulled a stringer of channel cat and bullhead up. The fish made a weighty,
         wet splat when he tossed them onto a wooden bench beneath the brightest light.
      

      Without looking away from the fish, he asked Jewel, “You know what you’re supposed to do?”

      “Sort of. I’m gonna cool out some kind of a porn king.”

      Ledoux slowly swiveled to face Duncan. When their eyes met he nodded once, then grinned snidely, as if some little-believed
         prediction of his had come true.
      

      Duncan lowered his eyes, inspecting the toe of his shoe. “He ain’t king of his own cock, Jewel. He just owns a theater.”

      Ledoux spat on the dock near Duncan’s feet. “What you’re supposed to do, which you ‘sort of’ know, is kill a nigger and get
         away with it. ‘Sort of’ gettin’ away with it used to be good enough, back in ’37 or so, but the Kennedys and ol’ Johnson done
         shit in that bowl of soup. So, you see, mon ami, ‘sort of’ wasn’t the way I’d planned it to be.”
      

      “I went over it with him,” Duncan said. “He’s game. More than game, ain’t you, Jewel?”

      “I’m a Cobb, ain’t I?” Jewel replied with tremulous bravado.

      Ledoux had taken the fish off the stringer and now, one by one, he began to drive nails through their heads, tacking them
         to the bench. There were a few odd grunts from the fish, which Ledoux seemed to echo. He then raised a knife and inserted
         the tip beneath the tail fin of each, and, with short, gentle strokes, gutted them. The guts drooped over the side of the
         bench and hung toward the deck.
      

      Ledoux looked up from his work. “I like fish,” he said.

      Jewel’s head bobbed. “No shit,” he said.

      Duncan gave Jewel a rough shove. “Tell him what you’re going to do, boy! You can come up tough on your own time, but now you’re
         making me look bad, hear?”
      

      After straightening himself, as if considering revolt, Jewel relaxed slightly.

      “Right,” he said. Reality seemed to hug his thoughts and he smiled at the comfort of the embrace. “Sure. This is business.
         I’m all business.”
      

      Ledoux was bent over the fish, sticking his hands into their body cavities and ripping out the clinging organs.

      “Now you’re talkin’, mon ami,” he said as he flipped a handful that splashed in the darkness beyond the arc of light.

      “Duncan told me everything. About twenty-seven times, at least. I got it down, man.”

      “It really ain’t all that involved,” Duncan said. “Point it and go boom. He ought to have it down.”
      

      “That’s very comforting,” Ledoux said. “That is very comforting. I’ll have that to cherish, for about a quarter-to-life over
         in Jeff City, there. ‘Point it and go boom.’ It’s good to know we got us such a simple murder, ’cause I can name eight or
         ten other fellas I know who must’ve drew tougher jobs. Mon Dieu, if they only saw it as clear as you do, they wouldn’t be
         pressin’ boxer shorts for the state.”
      

      “Geez, Pete,” Duncan said, his voice flat, with only his lips moving. “You don’t have to make a speech out of it. You got
         concerns, then you mention ’em.”
      

      “Why, thank you,” Ledoux replied, as if honored by some rare privilege. “I do believe I have a concern or two, there, Judge
         Cobb.” He pointed a finger at Jewel. “For instance, does he know this deal cold?”
      

      “No,” Jewel said, and swaggered forward. “Look at my ears, buddy. They’re too small to be on a dog, see? That means I can
         talk for myself. And now you bring it up, there is one important thing I don’t know cold.” He jabbed a finger at Ledoux’s
         chest. “What’m I gettin’ exactly? Duncan here, cousin Dunc, he’s been a little confusin’ with the numbers.”
      

      “Well,” Ledoux said, “this is beginnin’ to make some sense. You’re just getting started with us. Fifteen hundred bucks is
         what you get. That’s about ten times what I got when I decided to grow up. It’ll all be hidden on the Micheaux Construction
         payroll.”
      

      “I won’t do any of that kind of work, though,” Jewel said. “I didn’t bus up here to strain and sweat for no paycheck.”

      “This kid,” Ledoux said, tapping a finger to his temple, “he’s really ready for a step up from stealin’ eggs from chickens?”
      

      Duncan shrugged, impassive and bored. Ledoux turned back to Jewel.

      “You. You’re a tough kid, right, mon ami? I’m just curious about the generation gap, you know, that sort of thing. I was wonderin’—what’ve
         you ever done?”
      

      “Nothin’ that ain’t strictly my own business, that’s what. Mainly.”

      After nodding, Ledoux returned to the task of cleaning the fish.
      

      Duncan walked over and stood next to Jewel, then began to jab him in the short ribs with his finger. Jewel walked away.

      “Okay,” Ledoux said. “I’ve got instincts that it don’t pay to fight. You could be right for us, Cobb. Everybody deserves a
         chance, you know.” Ledoux sat on a bloodless section of the bench. “Now the reason you get a payroll check is so we can all
         run fakes on the taxman, see? He’s worse than any cop you ever saw. Any six cops you ever saw. I ever get got, it’s goin’ to be some Kraut with an addin’ machine, not some Mick with a badge who does
         it to me.”
      

      Slowly, Jewel nodded. He’d seen that on TV. IRS. Capone, seems like they did it to him. And most of the other big boys went
         up when their math became criminally inaccurate.
      

      “That’s smart,” Jewel said, finally. The sophistication of such financial transactions increased his attraction to this line
         of work.
      

      “I want to tell you one thing first,” Ledoux said. He picked up a squat flashlight and began to shine it across the water.
         The outlines of trees, tips of floating logs, undulations of green scum that roiled on the water’s surface, and phantom eye
         reflections were caught in the beam. “That there—you know what it is?”
      

      “I just hit town,” Jewel said. “I ain’t learned every backwater.”

      “That’s a hell of a backwater, mon ami. It’s the Marais du Croche. That means ‘Crooked Swamp’ in the tongue. It’s a big, endless
         black bugger, too. Full of sinkholes and slitherin’ things and sloughs that go in circles, and every part of it looks so much
         like every other part of it that most folks, they can’t remember which is which, or which way is out, or nothin’. So they
         get confused. Many times they get confused unto death, mon ami, then in the spring they wash down and land at the dam, bone
         by bone.”
      

      “I been in woods before, with big trees and hooty owls and all that shit, man.”

      “Not like that.” Ledoux flashed the light high and low, slowly displaying a great meanness of which he had somehow grown fond.
         “You know who knows their way around over there, Cobb?”
      

      Jewel looked at Duncan, then at Ledoux’s weathered face.

      “I’m goin’ to guess you.”
      

      “Très bien.” Ledoux shone the light on Jewel once more. “Me and two or three other old Frogtown boys. That’s it. You get in
         there, no one else can help you but them and me, and they don’t know you.”
      

      Jewel folded his arms across his chest, then rocked back on his heels and squinted into the light.

      “I ain’t got no plans to go in there.”

      “I know. And as long as you do right, I won’t ever have to put you in there, either. Understand what I’m sayin’?”
      

      Jewel nodded solemnly but did not reply.

      “So you’re goin’ to cool that coon, Crane, on Seventh outside of his theater. Tomorrow afternoon, am I right?”

      “As rain and mother-love,” Jewel replied.

      “This is our special secret, right, Jewel?” Duncan said. “That juggy gal of yours ain’t clued in, is she?”

      “Are you kiddin’? You got to be kiddin’.”

      Duncan stepped up and heartily slapped Jewel on the back.

      “Oh, yeah, now we’re in business. What say you run up to the car and break out that beer you been savin’, cuz? We’ll cement
         this deal.”
      

      “That’s a hell of a notion,” Jewel said, and started up the wooden walkway to the car.

      Duncan and Ledoux watched him. When the overhead light in the Mercury went on, Ledoux nudged Duncan.

      “Him bein’ your cousin—that a problem for you?”

      “No,” Duncan replied, shaking his head. “He’s an asshole.”

      Ledoux began to pile the skinned fish in order to carry them to the house.

      “Wonderful,” he said. “We’ve got to be on time and I think he might be one peckerwood who’s just barely dumb enough to pull
         the trigger when we want him to.”
      

      “When it comes to dumb, bet on him,” Duncan said, as he watched Jewel coming back down the walkway. “If you had a Sears catalogue
         of dummies you couldn’t order a better one. I mean, the punk’s just perfect for us.”
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      DETECTIVE RENE Shade, dressed casually in a black T-shirt and jeans, sat on a stool in the corner of the room and contemplated the patrons
         of Tip’s Catfish Bar. He saw red-faced men with untamed cigarettes bucking their hands through the air; squinty-eyed men who
         huddled in booths and had professional flinches that drew their heads to the side; white-haired men with fists as gnarled
         as ancient roots and with expressions mutely wise and unafraid. Few women and no squeamish men gathered here.
      

      Shade’s brother owned the bar, and this, too, was on his mind. It had sometimes been an embarrassment at Headquarters for
         Shade, having to admit that, yes, the Tip Shade who ran the Catfish Bar and welcomed felons, petty thieves, and their apprentices
         was his older brother. He had tried to explain that the bar was the center of the neighborhood in which they had grown up,
         and the regulars were neighbors first and threats to society second. It was more personal, not at all clear-cut, where the
         line could, or even should, be drawn. Such explanations were regarded as suspiciously metaphysical by his superiors. It did
         not help that his father, the regionally notorious John X. Shade, was prominent in what he insisted upon calling sporting
         circles, and others, with equal insistence, termed the gambling fraternity.
      

      The bar was built of rough wood on a mound overlooking the river. Oak beams pressed the roof above their heads, while fishnets
         with cork floaters, a mystifyingly fey decorating touch, dripped down between the beams. The chairs and tables were all wooden,
         and squeaked with use. There were athletic prints on the walls and photos of local champions. A large mural of Tip hung behind the bar. In it
         he was poised to hurl his two hundred and thirty some pounds into a spider-legged halfback; holding an intercepted ball aloft
         in the end zone; and snarling down at a shell-shocked fullback whom he’d crumbled on the one yard line. There was a team picture
         of the Saint Bruno Pirates, the local minor league baseball team, and a small picture of Eldon Berenger, who’d played one
         season of basketball in the Continental League. There were several boxers represented. Just to the rear of one stout oak pillar
         there was a small photo of Rene Shade, gloved hands held above his head as he celebrated a victory in the early, hopeful days
         of his former career. Near the entrance there was a larger picture of Shade, one taken near the end of the night that the
         Light-Heavy Champ, Foster Broome, had chased him with a posse of left jabs until his face split up and retreated in different
         directions to elude pursuit. Shade could not avoid looking at this reminder of his almost glorious past, but every time he
         did so his stomach tightened up. The picture was one of Tip’s attempts at rugged good humor, but Shade rarely managed to smile
         at it.
      

      As Shade watched, Tip poured a double shot of bourbon and pulled a draw for a lanky hustler named Pavelich, who’d once bowled
         the best game in town, but now regularly bowled the second best for better side money. Tip shoved him his change, then walked
         down to Shade’s end of the bar.
      

      “Another rum, li’l blood?” Tip asked in his slow but somehow belligerent voice.

      “But of course. Put it on your bill.”

      Tip smiled and raised a bottle of Jamaican dark and poured a healthy dollop into Shade’s glass.

      “Free rum is one thing, drivin’ my business away would be another. You lookin’ for somebody, or just lonesome to mix with
         your peers?”
      

      “Have I ever busted anybody in here?”

      “Thankfully, no. Or I’d have to bust you.”

      There was more in that comment than sibling rivalry, Shade thought. Tip always had acted as if he could punish Shade whenever there was a need to. Shade conceded that it could be true. At one
         seventy, he was outweighed by about sixty pounds, had an advantage in speed but none in unrefereed experience, and knew that
         their battle hearts were of equal girth.
      

      Shade smiled and nodded.

      “I haven’t busted any of this crowd, but I could easy enough.” He turned on his chair to view more of the room. “I could make
         six busts on my way to the pisser.”
      

      “And lose the goodwill of your neighbors and childhood playmates, li’l blood.”

      “I could probably pop you, Tip, if I spent ten or twelve minutes in the effort.”

      Tip began to nod, then shook his head. “I could be eight kinds of crooked, there, piglet, but I ain’t never been no kind of
         dumb.”
      

      Shade wondered, for perhaps the thousandth time, what his older brother might’ve become had his knees held out for more than
         two memorable seasons of college ball.
      

      “Genes will tell,” Shade said.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Ah, I can’t be sure, but I’d be a more confident man if I was.”

      Tip moved down the bar to tend to a group of men who’d begun shaking their empty mugs at him.

      Shade returned to his contemplation of the clientele. He’d known many of them since his childhood, had teamed with them in
         sandlot games of every sort, sparred with them beneath the elms of Frechette Park on cool summer mornings, and clustered with
         them at Catholic Church dances where they shared whiskey cleverly secreted in Coke bottles. He’d fought them in the crowded-alley
         scraps of youth that still seemed more important than those of adulthood, run errands for the older men, and watched as their
         daughters were happily married off to outsiders, returning to Frogtown only for very short holidays and funerals.
      

      A compact hand nudged him on the shoulder, rousing him from a nostalgia he wasn’t sure he believed in.

      “Rene. Don’t see you much these days. What’re you up to tonight?”
      

      It was Wendell Piroque, a keg-shaped teamster who had probably steered more blackjacks than trucks. Shade had known him since
         grade school, when Piroque had hung out at his mother’s poolroom.
      

      “Just drinkin’ on Tip.”

      “Lucky for you,” Piroque said, resting on the next stool. “A good brother to have, a bartender is.” Piroque had a sweet, round
         face, with dark features, and his smile was all innocence. “And your mother runs a poolroom. Must be the Irish half of you,
         gives you that luck.”
      

      “Must be. There are no famous sayings about Frogs having it.”

      “Not in this town, anyhow,” Piroque said as he tapped a finger on the bar surface. He suddenly pointed toward the pool table
         at the rear of the room, a table that was mysteriously underused. “Shoot a game?”
      

      “You got the table roll figured or something?”

      “Would I do that to you?” Piroque asked in mock horror.

      “You’d do it to yourself, I think, if you could be two chumps at once.”

      Shade led the way through the maze of tables, nodding at those who nodded at him, saying hello twice, and being stared down
         once.
      

      “Nine ball?” Piroque asked when they reached the table.

      “If you insist,” Shade said. “But you might as well just hand me your cash.”

      Piroque was bent over the green felt, his tongue peeking from the side of his mouth, studiously racking the balls.

      “I think different,” he said.

      “That’s good,” Shade said. He was a broad-shouldered, dark-skinned, chronically fit man, not youthful but still young, and
         his blue eyes lit up with the prospect of competition. “That’s what keeps me interested enough to hang on to the planet.”
      

      The two uniformed patrolmen entered the Catfish at a few minutes past 1 A.M. The larger of the two was a black man who loomed over his squat partner. As they approached the bar the squalling conversations
         dropped to a whisper, then silence. The patrolmen attempted to meet the glares of the patrons to show command of the situation,
         but found that two pairs of eyes cannot upstage thirty, and that their erect postures and imitative confidence were seen as comic acting
         rather than cool control.
      

      The bartender stood with his arms folded, his upper lip hidden by his lower in a warning pout.

      “Hey, Shade,” the squat patrolman said. “Your brother here?”

      Tip sneered, then swung his head upward, indicating the back of the room.

      “There he is,” the black patrolman said. “At the pool table.”

      Shade leaned on his cue as he watched the blue aliens approach. He scanned the layout on the table, then turned to meet them.
         Before they could speak, he said, “One more inning and I got it bagged.”
      

      The smaller patrolman shook his head. “Captain Bauer says now.”

      Piroque overapplied English and threw off an attempted combo of the six-nine. He straightened, scraped chalk on the cue tip,
         and smiled at Shade.
      

      “You could forfeit,” he said. “If duty calls.”

      “No,” Shade said. He stepped up to the table, calculated the odds on his running out, then bent over to shoot. With his left
         arm bulging lean muscles like twisted brown taffy he poised to stroke. “Six ball,” he said, and sank it, the high left on
         the cue ball carrying it to the far rail.
      

      “Captain’s waitin’,” the short beat man said. “What’s it goin’ to cost you?”

      “Nothing,” Shade said. He had a hope, and it involved a bank shot combination, for a run-out was stymied by the far-flung
         eight ball. “Seven-nine. In the corner, just in case I make it I’ll have witnesses.” He positioned himself for the shot, stroked
         the cue ball dead on, with no English, and watched as the seven ball banked across the table and did just what it was meant
         to do—kick the nine ball gently into the pocket.
      

      He turned to Piroque, whose hand was already in his wallet.

      “Save it, Wendell. Get your kid a model airplane.”

      “Uh-uh,” Piroque said, shaking his head. “When you come up short, you got to shell out.” He handed Shade a five-dollar bill
         without ceremony. “You shoot decent stick, Shade. I’ll give you that. But I got to tell you, you still ain’t good enough to hold your old man’s chalk, you know?”
      

      “Thanks, Wendell,” Shade said.

      “Detective,” the talkative patrolman said, his foot leaving the ground in a weak stomp of insistence. “It shouldn’t be takin’
         us this long.”
      

      Shade followed the uniforms toward the door, conscious of the near silence, and the truculent presence of Tip’s eyes upon
         him. At the bar Tip beckoned to him by crooking a finger.
      

      “Yeah?” Shade said.

      Tip leaned toward him, then did a threatening flex of his massive arms. “Keep your new friends out of here.” Tip’s blunt-featured,
         pockmarked face was expressionless, but his brown eyes were flat with anger. “You can play with them in the street, but not
         in the house, understand?”
      

      “Why don’t you bounce them?”

      Tip glared at Shade. “You owe me for the rum now, smart-ass,” he said, rearing back. “It decided not to be free.”

      “I got business,” Shade said and walked toward the door.

      Tip came around the bar like it was a pudgy high school lineman and Shade a passing quarterback. The two patrolmen dropped
         their fingers onto the handles of their street-issue pacifiers. They looked around nervously as the brothers confronted each
         other.
      

      “Stay the fuck out of here if you’re goin’ to cause me trouble,” Tip said. He clenched his fist and waved it vaguely in Shade’s
         direction. “I told you, you cost me business and I’ll drop-kick your ass, brother or not.”
      

      After scraping his fingers beneath his chin, an ancient taunt, Shade said, “When you feel froggy, start jumping, bro.”

      Tip opened his mouth to retort, then looked at the uniforms and took a backward step. He nodded several times.

      “Been a pleasure seein’ you, Rene. Drop me a postcard along about Armageddon, hear?”

      Shade turned away, then paused before the large, prominent picture of himself in a bruised and humbled state.

      “Next time I come callin’, Tip, it’d be good if that was gone.”
      

      “Naw. It’s my favorite,” Tip said in a strained whisper. “ ’Cause it’s you to a tee, li’l blood. It’s you to a tee.”

      Shade looked back at the picture and studied it complacently. Finally he shrugged and threw up his hands. “It’s everybody
         once in a while,” he said, then walked out the door.
      

      Some of the blood had splattered the television set. Detective How Blanchette craned his neck over the expensive RCA and looked
         on the table behind it. There were flecks of gray and chunks of white visible in the smears of red.
      

      “Looks like he was turnin’ the channel or somethin’, is what would be my guess,” he said. “If I was paid for guessin’ I’d
         be done.”
      

      The patrolman to whom he’d spoken did not respond. He was transfixed by the crumpled body of a middle-aged black man, a man
         who’d been ruined by the sudden excavation of the back of his head.
      

      “You spot any clues in the body language, there, Cooper?” Blanchette asked. Blanchette was sandy-haired and fat, and he insisted
         on wearing, at almost all times, a black leather trench coat that he believed slimmed his image by twenty pounds. “Maybe Rankin
         died in the shape of a letter of the alphabet to tip us off, huh? That look like an ‘m’ or a ‘z’ to you?” Cooper looked away.
         “Could be, though, that he was usin’ deaf-talk sign language, huh, Cooper? All the politicians use it now.”
      

      Cooper finally met Blanchette’s eyes.

      “You got a soft heart, How,” Cooper said. “Almost squishy.” Cooper held his hands up, then began to wander about the room.
         It was nicely decorated, a den with ornate lamps and polished mahogany furniture. He shook his head. “I knew this man. I was
         on his stinkin’ bodyguard detail, you know, back when that busin’ thing got nasty.” He paused with his back to the body. “He
         treated me pretty fuckin’ decent. Not like a butler who carries a gun, you know. Fuckin’ decent.”
      

      Blanchette nodded, apparently in sympathy. “Somebody didn’t think him so decent, though, is what I would think. What with my nine years’ experience and all, I’d have to say that could be a
         fact. I’d say you should get out your black notebook, there, the one full of blank pages, and start one of ’em out with—Alvin
         Rankin, city councilman, was whacked in the head by someone who didn’t think he was so fuckin’ decent.”
      

      “I’ll be outside,” Cooper said. “You miserable tub of guts.”

      Blanchette held up a hand to halt him.

      “That’ll be Detective Sergeant miserable-tub-of-guts to you, there, patrolman.”

      “Check,” Cooper said and went outside.

      Blanchette surveyed the room, his dark eyes taking in the scene, his thick brows flexing as he concentrated. The room was
         a reluctant witness. For a crime scene, which it indisputably was, it set new levels of tidiness. Other than the blood and
         body fallout necessary to qualify it, Blanchette thought, the place could win a Good Housekeeping Seal for most meticulous
         murder site. The only thing out of place besides the wrecked remains of Alvin Rankin was the TV Guide that had landed about two feet to the right of Rankin’s outstretched hand.
      

      As Blanchette speculated on the possibilities offered by the slim clues on the scene, the door from the main room opened and
         Captain Karl Bauer entered the den, followed closely by a pack of crime specialty men.
      

      Bauer was a large, square man with hair the color of carp scales, still loyally fashioned into a flattop. He had stern features,
         and knobby fists, but many of his subordinates believed him to be an incompetent police officer. His talent as a political
         infighter, however, was undeniable, and he was a truly gifted backslapper.
      

      Captain Bauer walked past Blanchette and stood with his back to him.

      “The wife and the girl are across the street, at 605. Neighbors named Wilkes. Give them time to have a shot of whiskey or
         some coffee, then get over there.”
      

      “Right,” Blanchette said. “She say anything else?”

      “I wouldn’t keep it a secret if she did, Detective. She came home from seeing Raiders of the Lost Ark with the girl—” Bauer flipped through his notepad to find the daughter’s name. “Janetha, aged seventeen. It was about eleven
         forty-five or so.” Bauer closed the notepad and put it in his breast pocket. “End of dialogue.”
      

      “I think maybe his wallet is gone,” Blanchette said. “It ain’t layin’ around nowhere.”

      “His wallet? You break in a house, kill a city councilman with a Mercedes and a stash of chink vases, and you just take his
         wallet? That make sense to you? I mean, the rest of the house hasn’t even been walked through, from the looks of it.”
      

      “Well,” Blanchette said. “Guys who ain’t used to splatterin’ people’s brains, they do funny things when it finally happens,
         sir. The French have a word for it, but I don’t know it, so I call it freakin’ out.”
      

      “That’s one possibility,” Bauer said. He turned toward the other officers in the room and held both hands pointed at them,
         then began to click his fingers. “You guys get busy. Fariello, get plenty of shots,” he said to the photographer. Bauer had
         watched this scene in many movies and directed the rest of the crime squad action in a Rich Little–type whirl of unconscious
         imitation.
      

      Blanchette shook his head as he watched his captain. He nodded his treble-chinned moon face whenever he noted obvious influences
         on Bauer’s behavior. That’s Broderick Crawford, there. Oh, that bark’s familiar, there’s more than a hint of Bogart in it.
         That steely glare, seems like Matt Dillon traded on it for a fortune in reruns. Where’s Kojak?
      

      Finally Bauer returned to Blanchette.

      “Where’s Shade?” he asked.

      “I’m not on Shade watch this week, Captain.”

      Bauer stared down at him. “You know, Blanchette, for a short guy you’re awful fat—anybody ever tell you that?”

      “No person now living, sir. A gentleman wouldn’t say it anyway, I know that from reading the ‘Dear Abby’ in the paper.”

      “So, you’re a literate man, Blanchette. Have another doughnut and you’ll be two of them.” Bauer started toward the door, then stopped. “I’m going over to the mayor’s house. He’ll want to be
         kept informed by the tick-tock on this. When Shade manages to get here you and him talk to the wife and girl, then meet me
         on Second Street.”
      

      “Sure, Captain.”

      In the front room, between the den and the main door, was a large, overstuffed, underused leather chair. Blanchette sank into
         it, then lit a cigar and waited for Shade. As he smoked he thought about Alvin Rankin. About forty-four, forty-five, a product
         of Pan Fry, Saint Bruno’s historically black section; smart and tough, blessed with the rare talent to know who to be tough
         to and who to outsmart; a coming power of the Democratic Party, with increasing clout as Pan Fry residents began to actually
         vote, rather than put X’s where told to and stay quiet the rest of the decade. Alvin Rankin could have been, Blanchette knew,
         the first black mayor of Saint Bruno. That was motive number one in flashing neon. The banner of social advancement did not
         wave at the head of a unanimous throng, and Saint Bruno was, and had long been, a city of tenacious suspicions and disparate
         convictions. Saint Brunians were imbued with an unfriendly blend of ancestral pride, selfish toughness, and purposeful ignorance
         that served to produce succeeding generations of only slightly less narrow views than the generation that had laid the bricks
         that still paved the streets.
      

      Blanchette stared toward the room in which Rankin’s future had been diverted. Yes, he could’ve made it, all right, Blanchette
         thought. Not with his next breath or two, but by the time he was fifty, fifty-five. It was up to someone else now.
      

      The end of his cigar had a thumb of ash on it, so Blanchette flicked it on the rug, then rubbed it in with his foot. He looked
         around the room, feeling slightly outclassed by the numerous objets d’art and fashion that he could not even name. Yup, pretty
         swell place for a smoke who’d never moved away to sing in falsetto or shoot balls through hoops. Hard hustle to get here in
         this hometown.
      

      Shade walked in and Blanchette stood up.

      “Glad you could make it, Shade. Didn’t interrupt you in something important, I hope. You know, like a date with that slinky brunette you been seein’, there—the one who moves like her back
         ain’t got no bone. What’s her address again?”
      

      Shade moved past Blanchette without an answer and entered the den. At the sight of Rankin’s body there was a tremor of weakness
         through his legs. It was unprofessional, he knew, but the shockingly limp postures of the dead were something he would never
         be hardened to. To make this one more meaningful was the fact that he’d known Rankin slightly.
      

      “Didn’t take any chances, did they?” he said.

      “No,” Blanchette said. He moved with a pugnacious waddle that had a limber grace to it, despite his build. “Two bullets—zip,
         zip—in the back of the head. That usually turns the trick.”
      

      “Who found him?”

      “His wife and daughter. They’re across the street.”

      “Bauer been here?”

      “Just left. He went to hold the mayor’s hand till the bogeyman leaves his dreams.”

      Shade examined the room, stepping around the photographer and the fingerprint boys.

      “Damn clean piece of work,” Shade said. His brown hair was long, combed back on top, and he brushed at it with his hand, a
         habit he had when distracted. “It must’ve been a friend, huh.”
      

      “That’s a sickeningly liberal definition, there, Comrade Shade, for a guy pumps two bullets in the back of your head.”

      “It’s point-blank,” Shade said. “In his den, watching TV. That sounds like they knew each other to me. Knew each other well
         enough that old Alvin could relax with him. Or her.”
      

      Blanchette picked up the TV Guide and scrutinized it.
      

      “I’d say he was changin’ channels,” he said. “He’s only been dead an hour, maybe two. That’d be my guess, and from what the
         wife says it’s pretty close.”
      

      Shade was listening with only a fraction of his attention. Alvin Rankin’s house, his death, his limp body, all put Shade in
         mind of the Rankin he’d admired since youth. He was much younger than Rankin, but he clearly remembered the audacious teenaged Rankin who’d boldly
         made the trip down the ridge from Pan Fry toward the river and Frogtown. He’d come alone, and he’d had a proposition for the
         Frogtown boys: if we all quit pounding each other for sport we’d have less cops around and more spaciousness, you know, and
         then we could all take care of business. The Sadat of Pan Fry had had a vision and the nerve to give it a try. Shade had been
         impressed. Of course the older Frogtown boys had stomped the uppity smoke into a near sludge and dumped him from a Chevy at
         the foot of the Pan Fry hill, but ever since then Shade had paid attention to Rankin’s career. He had been a man to watch,
         always.
      

      Blanchette tapped Shade on the shoulder.

      “Looks to me like he was turnin’ from ‘Nightline,’ there. Must’ve got bored hearin’ how the Israelis and PLO still won’t kiss
         and make up, even though we’re all anxious for the wedding party. So he gets up to turn to something else.” Blanchette flicked
         a thumbnail on the guide. “I’d say he was switchin’ over to forty-one for the late movie, which was The Good Humor Man.”
      

      “Why do you figure that? Or is it just a chubby guy’s intuition?”

      Blanchette held his hands to the sky and shrugged.

      “That’s what I’d’ve turned to. I loved that movie when I was a kid. ‘Niat pac levram.’ Saw it at the old Fox, you know.”

      “I’d forgotten that, How,” Shade said. “That was 1953, wasn’t it? I remember I went to the library that day, instead.”

      “Yeah,” Blanchette said. “You got that book, 101 Bad Jokes, didn’t you? Then you memorized it.”
      

      Shade began moving the furniture, searching for shell casings. He was getting the details of the room straight in his mind.

      “There’s no sign of forced entry?” he asked.

      “None. Not unless a delinquent genie misted through the keyhole. No scratches on the locks, no crowbar work.”

      The intimacy of such crimes, the friend with a gun, a grudge, and the natural opportunities to get even, gave them an aspect
         of tragedy that other crimes lacked.
      

      “It had to be someone he knew and trusted.”
      

      “Rene,” Blanchette said, “he was black, but he was still a pol, you know. They play the game just like Irish ward bosses,
         or German congressmen, buddy. It’s their job to be approachable by people with a vote. That’s why they get the vote. All that
         does, far as I can see, is narrow it down to members of his own party.”
      

      “That,” Shade said, “is a suggestion that will no doubt have the county chairman giggling shrilly into his brandy snifter.”

      With her hands spread on either side of herself, Mrs. Cleo Rankin leaned back on the couch, her head held high, and met Shade’s
         gaze with unmistakable suspicion. Her hair was feathered at the sides and back, with a wave on top. Mocha skin was contrasted
         skillfully with red glossy lipstick and white jewelry.
      

      “That’s everything I told the captain. That’s all there is.”

      “Did Janetha notice anything?” Shade asked.

      “She came in behind me. I’m not certain that she even clearly saw—what I saw. She’s upstairs now.”

      “Alvin carry a lot of cash on him?” Blanchette asked abruptly. “Was it a habit of his to flash a roll down at the corner store,
         places like that?”
      

      Cleo’s eyes darkened.

      “After he’d parked his pink Cadillac, you mean?” she asked.

      “I didn’t mean that,” Blanchette said with no apology in his tone. “But his wallet is gone. It’s the only thing that is, too.”

      Cleo slid her glance from the detectives and studied the wall.

      “I don’t think he was killed for his wallet,” she said.

      “But we all know that even two hundred or so is pretty attractive around here,” Shade said.

      “You mean that’s the price of murder here, amongst us degenerates of Pan Fry? That is what you mean?”
      

      “Or Frogtown,” Shade said. “Or a lot of other places with prettier names.”

      Cleo lifted her head and paused, then made a decision. She reached into her black leather handbag on the couch beside her. Her hand came out clutching a beige wallet.
      

      “It was in his pocket,” she said, and handed it to Shade.

      “Mrs. Rankin,” Shade said. “Did you tamper with anything else over there? It’s important to know.” Crimes were tough enough,
         Shade thought, without misdirections created by family members of the victim. “It would’ve been better if you’d left it there.”
      

      Blanchette stood next to Shade as they examined the wallet.

      “Empty,” Blanchette said. “The friend who nailed him was a triple threat—friend, killer, and thief.”

      “No,” Cleo said. “Here.” She pulled a wad of cash from her purse and extended it to Shade. “I took the money out of the wallet.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      Cleo’s face became taut, then bitter. “I didn’t want the first police on the spot to have a big scuffle over who gets it,
         that’s why!”
      

      “Hunh,” Shade grunted. He knew there were thieves in uniform, cops who picked up a few watches at suicide scenes, and a bottle
         or two of liquor that seemed to be handy. He’d seen it happen once, and that cop wouldn’t be doing it again. “That was the
         first thing that occurred to you when you saw your man smeared on the floor?”
      

      Cleo flinched. She picked a cigarette from the pack on the coffee table, and lit it with a heavy silver lighter. “Alvin was
         successful and I’ve always been thankful for that. You don’t know how thankful. But because of his work we never left Pan
         Fry. And I’ve never forgotten that I grew up here, know what I mean?”
      

      “Yes,” Shade said. “I think maybe I do.”

      “When I was a girl we lived over here about four blocks, with a patch of mud for a yard and three families in the house. One
         day I was helping my grandmother make a mulberry cobbler. Her heart gave up while she was carrying the cobbler to the oven.
         She dropped, the cobbler dropped, and I went screaming for help. I was fifteen,” she said with a rueful laugh. “Old enough
         to know better. But I didn’t. Finally two policemen came. I still remember one of them named Burris. Ugly redhead, you know,
         with freckles like a disease. Well, they stood over grandmother and looked down at her awhile, then said, ‘Auntie Sally, she ain’t gonna finish that cobbler.’ They started looking
         around the room. It was amazing that I was the only one home that day, and they walked around the house until they came to
         a big old carved clock we had. It’d been in the family for years. ‘Go down to Lehman’s Store and call the dinge ambulance,’
         Burris said. And I did, like that might help her somehow. When I got back the police were gone, grandmother was still laying
         where I’d left her, and there was a big empty spot where the clock used to be.”
      

      There was silence, then Blanchette shuffled his feet and raised himself from against the wall where he’d slouched.

      “What a sad story,” he said. “Where’re the Kleenex?”

      “See?” Cleo said, pointing at Blanchette. “I probably saved the peace by hiding that cash. He’d pocket it in a minute.”

      After hooking his thumbs in his belt loops, Blanchette rocked back on his heels and grimaced.

      “It’d be my job to collect evidence,” he said. “I think it’s here, or in there. That’s the manual, and I live by the book.
         Anybody can see that.”
      

      Cleo stood and smoothed her skirt. She walked to the door and held it open.

      Shade stuffed the cash into the wallet, then followed her to the door.

      “I really have nothing more to say,” Cleo told them.

      “Sorry for your tragedy, there,” Blanchette said as he passed her and stepped out onto the lawn.

      Blue and red lights twirled in the night, and white uniforms were moving a sheet-covered litter from out of the house across
         the street. Many voices filled the air, some terse, some entertained, and some angry. A crowd had gathered, but it was largely
         silent, listening to the officials on the scene.
      

      “Get some rest,” Shade said.

      “You just do your job.”

      “You don’t even have to tell us that, lady,” Blanchette snapped.

      “Hey,” Cleo said. She held her hand out, palm up. “The cash, please.”

      Shade stroked his hair, and shook his head very slowly.
      

      “You’re not going to believe this,” he said. “But it’s evidence now.”

      Cleo stiffened and withdrew her hand.

      “You are so right,” she said.
      

      The two detectives studied one another for a moment, then Blanchette shrugged. Shade turned around and handed the wallet to
         Cleo.
      

      “I don’t have to do this,” he said. “But I am.”

      Cleo accepted the wallet, then backed inside the doorway.

      “You got some guilt,” she said. “That’s all it is.”

      Then she firmly swung the door closed.
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      SHADE AND Blanchette drove through the streets of Pan Fry, past small wooden homes that wobbled from the century or more of hard living
         that they’d seen, past three-story group housing where half the apartments had windows rotting out and the other half had
         neatly painted window boxes full of red and yellow flowers. Occasionally there was a minor leap upscale, and there would be
         a prim, crisply clean, color-coordinated house, with a carport and a chain-link fence.
      

      “How,” Shade said. “I’ve got to ask you this. Just what is the edge in rudeness? What advantage do you think it gives you?”

      After an amused and amiable grunt, Blanchette said, “I could give a good reason. I know one. I mean, I could say it’s because
         that stirs people up, makes them blurt things that make my job easier. I could tell you that one.”
      

      “But you won’t.”

      “Not to you, here in the dark and all alone. I mean, the truth is, people bug the shit out of me half the time. Their bullshit
         bores me. I don’t mind a little bullshit but, you know, you ought to astonish me with it, not nod me off.” Blanchette looked
         at Shade and winked. “You know that. The ones that really get me are the ones who say, ‘Society made me do it,’ ” Blanchette
         mimicked. “ ‘I didn’t have a bicycle when I was eight, Your Honor, so naturally I can’t be blamed for hammerin’ nails through
         the nun’s head and rapin’ the priest when I was twenty.’ Shit, man, I grew up on dirt, and now I work for more of it.”
      

      “So nobody else can complain?”

      “They can complain all they want, but I don’t care.”
      

      “You have no sympathy for yourself,” Shade said.

      “I guess I’d need more college to see the smartness in that silliness, partner.”

      The street lights became brighter when they’d passed out of Pan Fry. Saint Bruno, with a population of two hundred thousand,
         was a city of many neighborhoods, Frogtown and Pan Fry being the largest and most fabled, and great numbing stretches of anonymous,
         bland, and nearly affluent subdivisions.
      

      At Clay Street Blanchette turned east with rubber-squealing confidence and stomped the gas pedal since traffic was light.
         Pio’s Italian Garden was still open, the red neon pizza in the window flashing an all-night invitation. Blanchette found his
         memories of repasts taken there to be varied but sufficient, and he suddenly wheeled into the parking lot.
      

      He looked at Shade and said, “A man’s got to eat. Hungry?”

      “For chrissake no, man.”

      Blanchette climbed from the car, then leaned in the door.

      “Tragedy saps your energy, Rene. Does mine anyhow. Think I’ll grab a meatball grinder.”

      “You’re a real man, How.”

      Blanchette nodded in agreement, then closed the door and went into Pio’s.

      For reasons that Shade found to be too tangled to articulate and too elusive to grasp, he liked How Blanchette. That put him
         in a very small club. But he’d known Blanchette too long, their Frogtown pasts were too interwoven for him not to forgive
         him, even for the unforgivable.
      

      How had started life in Frogtown, about three alleys north of the Shades, as Arthur Blanchette. His father, the eccentric
         and locally cherished Leigh Blanchette, had provided material for exuberant, arm-spreading barroom tales, and closely huddled,
         snide, post-mass anecdotes that were recounted by several generations of Frogtowners, while sticking his son with a nickname
         that would become both his burden and his distinction.
      

      When How was fifteen and still known as Arthur, the Dunne family, who lived behind them, had given their sons bows and arrows
         as birthday presents. Soon they had an informal archery range, sending arrows flying toward the bank of dirt that formed the
         boundary between the Dunne and Blanchette backyards. Pappy Dunne was an Irishman with fantasies of personal talent, enormous
         tabs at neighborhood taverns, and a job at Jerry’s Seat Covers. He wanted his children to be better than he was, better at
         all things, so one evening after seriously exercising his elbow with several mugs of brew, he decided to show them the proper
         form of archery. He pulled an arrow back, and aimed it with bold innovation by timing his staggers, then letting it fly at
         the zenith of his lurch. The fateful arrow cleared the dirt mound by several feet, glided past the trees in the adjacent yard,
         and crashed through the window of the Blanchettes’ TV room.
      

      History would never get it straight, for it was an incident clouded with possibilities from the beginning. But Leigh Blanchette
         did come slowly, almost furtively, into the backyard with the catalyst arrow in his hand. He gave it back to the concerned
         Pappy Dunne, then reclined on the dirt. It had given him quite a start, he explained, that arrow tearing through the window
         toward his heart. Handball is all that saved him, he reported. It gave him the reflexes to twist just that necessary bit to
         the side and allow the razor-tipped vessel of death to pass. Pappy Dunne was drunk but comfortable in that state and mentioned
         that it was just a blunt-ended kid’s arrow that might KO a bird if it caught it just right, but was no real threat to your
         average accidental target. “Gunsmoke,” Pere Blanchette responded. Could it be more than coincidence that he was watching “Gunsmoke”
         at the exact time when an arrow, a danger that had never before occurred to him, came at him from ambush? That’s not on on
         Tuesdays, Pappy Dunne said. No one was listening.
      

      Within a week Pere Blanchette would explain that he had been mystically chosen by the wily spirits of warriors past and rained
         upon by arrows of such number and deadly force that all he could do was cross himself in wonder that he had survived. And
         the really inspirational thing was, he said, that he’d been watching television and it was just at the point where Tom Jeffords and Cochise shake hands in Broken Arrow when atavistic combat interceded in his life. Many bottles of red wine were garnered through the elaboration of his tale,
         and within a month Pere Blanchette had begun to haunt secondhand shops and the Goodwill, searching for Navajo rugs and plaster
         Indians.
      

      As Shade could well recall, for he and his brothers, Tip and Francois, had been as guilty as any, Arthur Blanchette began
         to be greeted on the street by upraised palms and grunts of “How.” He was portly even then, and his face would redden while
         his hands clenched. It was well known that if Arthur got you down and dropped the bomb of his weight upon you it would mean
         victory for him, but it was equally well known that any but the most feeble of leg could outdistance him, and the more talented
         local hand-on-meat percussionists could do snappy Buddy Rich drumrolls about his head and shoulders before his seeking fist
         could hit anything solid. So he could not stop the advent of the new name.
      

      Soon he was known only as How, his real name filed away with his lackluster childhood. Eventually he grew to accept his sobriquet
         after he found out that most great athletes became famous by a name other than the one they were born under. Even presidents
         were like that, and now so was he.
      

      Shade sat in the dark car, watching headlights glare by on Clay Street, chuckling as he remembered minor histories.

      Blanchette returned with a grinder in white wax paper, the red sauce dripping down his overaggressive fingers. He slid behind
         the steering wheel, then had to retrieve a meatball that he’d popped loose. He found it under the seat and slipped it back
         into the bun.
      

      “If you didn’t wring it like it was a chicken’s neck it wouldn’t goo all over you, How.”

      Blanchette bit into the grinder, a large, passionate bite, and chewed it with his mouth writhing in pleasureful smacks.

      “Then I might drop it,” he said.

      “You dropped it anyway.”

      “Hey, man—I paid for it.”

      Shade grunted. “That’s the crucial fact,” he said.
      

      After taking another bite that was a meal in itself, Blanchette nodded.

      “I always thought so,” he said.

      At the corner near the station Shade hopped out of the car and walked while Blanchette pulled around to the parking lot. There
         were several cars parked illegally in front of the station and a gaggle of murmuring forms were flocked around the main entrance.
         Shade bounced his fist off the hood of a gray sedan and gestured to the man inside.
      

      “Park it somewhere else,” Shade said.

      The man inside yawned at Shade, then flipped his press badge at him.

      “I’m from the Daily Banner,” he said, as if the words were armor.
      

      Shade objected to his tone.

      “They pay your tickets for you? Or are you too rich to care?”

      “I’m here on a story, officer. You’re a detective, right?”

      Shade walked to the driver’s window and leaned down. He thumped his fist against the car door and wondered why he had chosen
         this car to enforce the rules on.
      

      “Mister,” Shade said. “I’d hate to have to ticket a conduit to the people, but you might make me do it. See, I don’t like
         being a prick, there, friend.” A jab of a smile crossed Shade’s face. “But it’s my job.”
      

      The reporter nodded with resignation.

      “We could go on with this dialogue for quite a while, couldn’t we?”

      “And then I’d ticket you.”

      “I get it,” said the reporter, then turned the key in the ignition.

      Shade started up the steps to the station.

      There was a collection of newsmen, gore seekers, and minor officials gathered on the steps. A coolly appraising ballgame crowd,
         their hands jerked to swat the bugs that rendezvoused below the archaic globes of light mounted on either side of the entrance,
         redundant with hand-painted POLICE. The word of the murder was spreading fast and more people were arriving to loiter on the smooth stone steps that led up to the white rock building.
      

      At the door a hangdog college boy reporter named Voigt, with a cowlick and too many Izod shirts, began to close in on Shade.

      “Rene,” Voigt said, sidling up with a hand-slapping attempt at familiarity. Then, “Detective Shade, I mean. Any comment on
         the Rankin murder?”
      

      Shade slowed down, rubbing his hair, and shook his head.

      “Who’s the other guy from the Banner?” he asked, then nodded toward the street.
      

      “What other guy?”

      “The guy I just made move his car. Salt-and-pepper hair, skin like wilted lettuce.”

      Voigt grimaced with understanding.

      “Braverman! Damn!” Voigt threw his notepad to the ground. As Shade walked on he heard Voigt say, “I’m fine for covering kids
         who spray-paint bridges, or old ladies who smack muggers with umbrellas, but when a good story comes along…”
      

      In the entrails of the building, on a floor waxed to approximate ice, near a door marked MEN that was propped open by a wastebasket that dribbled tan wads of paper, Shade found himself feeling strangely dumb. He was
         beginning to absorb the implications of the murder of Alvin Rankin. There would be gentle prods from the mount on this case.
         Spurs to the butt, heat and leverage, necessary doors overtly slammed.
      

      When he passed the duty desk Shade mumbled an unfocused glob of words to the man who occupied it. He was entering the battered
         green door of the squad room when his name was called.
      

      “What?” he asked the duty officer.

      “Blanchette with you?”

      “My man is parking the car,” Shade said, then started through the swinging green door.

      “Hey, Shade. Hold it. The two of you are supposed to go directly to Mayor Crawford’s place. Captain said to send you right over—no coffee, no squats in the library. Straight over.”
      

      “Did he tell you to call me Shade, too?”

      “What? What’s with you?”

      Something in the man’s tone had sounded like a hidden insult, but now Shade felt petty.

      “Nothin’,” he said. He looked down the long, glazed hall and smiled sardonically. “It’s just that some aspects of my adult
         life disappoint the ‘eternal boy’ in me.”
      

      “Hunh,” said the duty officer. “And here I was just thinkin’ you were an asshole.”

      “Now that,” Shade said as he stepped down the hall, “is another of the ‘eternal boy’s’ major concerns, if you can believe
         it.”
      

      The officer sat down and swung his feet to the desktop.

      “I probably could,” he said, “but I think I’ll pass.”

      Blanchette leaned on Shade’s arm, a pantomime of crumbling health, and swatted at his thighs in a hit-and-run massage.

      “Just left it,” he wheezed. “Parked it by the pole, there, you know. The pole in the corner of the lot. I think it’s the quarter-mile
         mark or something. Couldn’t Bonehead have radioed?”
      

      Shade pulled from beneath Blanchette’s weight.

      “They could’ve.”

      “We need a union, you ask me. The man thinks he can dispense with technology out of callous disregard for our health. Unions
         make ’em pay extra, they want to do that.”
      

      This time Shade insisted on driving. The streets had evolved through the nighttime cycle, from passageways to minor entertainments
         and basic sins, rampant with sad revelers and charades of Dubble Bubble bliss, into the emptiness of post-party, the asphalt
         tickled only by taxis, patrol cars, thieves, and swing-shift nurses. But now the people who gave the bulge to the city’s withering
         bicep had begun to commute with their hands rubbing at the spot behind their eyeballs while splashing a Thermos of scalding
         joe toward the seat where the cup sat, heading for McDonnell-Douglas, the Salter-Winn Shoe Factory, the dairy, and, again, the hospital. Daylight was only a vague promise in
         the east, and night had girded itself for a final stand before it welcomed defeat.
      

      Shade picked his way through the drowsy traffic toward Hawthorne Hills, a stretch of mounds that pimpled the southern edge
         of town, giving refuge to most of the monied and many of the elected of Saint Bruno.
      

      A large white house lounged on a hill like a favorite chair on an afterdeck, one leglike section curled over a ribbon of creek
         and the other leg crooked around a swath of oaks. Shade pulled into the drive.
      

      Captain Bauer had parked next to the tennis court. Shade parked next to him, and he and Blanchette started toward the door.

      He knew that Mayor Crawford had done many things before he entered politics, but having been smart enough to be born rich
         beyond fear seemed like the experience most relevant to his subsequent career.
      

      Their knock was answered by the mayor. He was in slacks and a polo shirt with a cherry half-robe loosely belted. Fit and silver-haired,
         he looked like the aging stud of a prime-time soap.
      

      “Come in, officers,” he said. He was wearing his job-description grief, his solemnity working overtime. “How is Alvin’s family?”

      “They’re taken care of,” Shade said.

      “They must be in shock,” Crawford murmured with a shake of his head.

      “No sir,” Blanchette said. “The woman, Rankin, Cleto or whatever, is standin’ up solid.”

      Crawford looked at Blanchette dully.

      “Her name is Cleo,” he said. “And she must certainly be shocked. You may not be, but I am as well.”

      “What would shock How,” Shade said, “would turn thousands gray.”

      “I see,” Crawford said. “How Blanchette, hunh. Leigh’s boy—am I right?”

      “Yes, sir. Before I got to be two hundred pounds of short-fused earthquake, I was Leigh’s boy.”

      Crawford laughed, then rubbed his mouth with his hand.
      

      “Must be getting a cold,” he said. “I remember Leigh. Used to hear about him down at St. Peter’s, about every third mass.”

      Blanchette grimaced, then put his hands in his pockets.

      “I’m sure you did, sir.”

      “He had, well, sort of an interesting mind, your father.”

      “I really don’t want to hear about it.”

      Crawford’s hackles did not even rise, the self-restraint of the indigenous lord confronted by a sulky serf. He smiled indulgently.

      “Of course, Blanchette,” he said softly, “I can well imagine that you wouldn’t want to share such fond memories of your own
         dear father.”
      

      After wincing, Blanchette looked away, toward the captain.

      “I’m thinkin’ somebody ought to be monitorin’ the radio, there, Captain.”

      “Sure,” Bauer said. He waved from where he sat, surrounded by the regal brocade of a chair that could sleep two in a pinch.
         “That might be wise.”
      

      “I’m sure of it,” Blanchette said.

      As he went out the door, Crawford said, “My pleasure.”

      When the door closed Shade said, “He’s a good man.”

      “Damn near two of them is what I say,” Bauer cut in.

      “Haw, haw.”

      Shade looked about the room, trying to guess how many basketballs he could swap one of the ashtrays for. He wondered why he
         was there. No one seemed to want to ask him much.
      

      “Shade,” Bauer was saying. “This is Detective Rene Shade.”

      “Another familiar name,” Crawford said.

      “I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “I don’t recall it either.” Crawford poured two cups of coffee from a silver service that occupied a shelf above the piano.
         He handed a cup to Shade. “Black?”
      

      “That’s fine.”

      “I have to sleep soon,” Bauer said as he stared out the window at nothing.

      When Shade had seated himself at the piano bench, disdaining the chairs that he did not feel qualified to touch his butt to
         with sufficient appreciation, Crawford leaned toward him.
      

      “It’s a terrible thing that has happened to Alvin, poor man. It’s not as uncommon an occurrence as we’d all like it to be,
         I know,” Crawford started, then waved his hand. “What am I saying? You know about that better than I, I’m sure.” The involuntary
         spasms of the sorrowful gaze, the sympathetic condolence of the flimsy accolade, all were the memorized lines of a political
         actor. Mayor Crawford slipped into each with the ease of a pragmatic Olivier. “These burglars nowadays, Shade—what do you
         think, are they mostly junkies?”
      

      “There are more burglars who are burglars than burglars who are junkies.”

      “That sounds very informed. It doesn’t matter, I don’t suppose. Some river-rat Frogtowner sees an apple pie and a Ming vase
         in somebody’s window and decides he will by God kill for a pastry that size.” Crawford looked at Bauer, who squirmed, then
         chortled professionally. “But this, this is one burglar I want caught in a hurry. And it wouldn’t break my heart if it was
         before he sliced the pie and spooned the vanilla on top. Read me?”
      

      An uncomfortable weight of recognition hit Shade.

      “I don’t think this was a burglary. I think it was murder, straight up and simple.”

      “What do you think, Captain Bauer?”

      Bauer cocked his head and shrugged.

      “It could’ve been a burglar and Rankin surprised him.”

      “Not from the evidence,” Shade said.

      “But it happens all the time, does it not?”

      “Sure it does,” Bauer said.

      “No,” Shade said. He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “Most murdered people get that way on purpose, not as some
         freak accident. I’m pretty sure it’s no Russian roulette sort of thing either, where you put a pistol to the back of your head and squeeze off two rounds. Nothing was taken from Rankin’s house, and he was whacked while peeking at the tube with someone. Most people, when they surprise a burglar, don’t ask what channel they want to watch.”
      

      Crawford caught Bauer’s eye and jerked a thumbs-up toward Shade.

      “Good man, Captain,” he said, then turned back to Shade. “So you think Alvin Rankin was killed by someone close to him?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And since he was a city councilman, maybe it all has something to do with that.”

      “Seems possible.”

      “Maybe we could start a little parade, eh, Shade?” When a response was slow in coming the mayor began to stalk about the room,
         lightly fingering various fine knick-knacks, gesticulating silently. “Sure, we could lead the media and the hearts and minds
         of all of Saint Bruno on an entertaining little trip through the local loony bin we call politics. That way we could get some
         bold block type asking who all is involved in the assassination of the black heir apparent. Wouldn’t that just be great?”
      

      “It’d be the first parade I ever led, Mayor. Not my line.”

      Captain Bauer wagged a finger at Shade.

      “You know what you sound like? You sound like you miss walkin’ a beat, is what you sound like. We still have foot patrol way
         out at the Mall.”
      

      Crawford held his hands in front of himself, a calming gesture.

      “No need for that,” he said. “We can rise above that.”

      Crawford walked to the coffee service and poured himself another cup. He did not fill the cup, but gracefully streamed three-quarters
         of a full load into the thin white receptacle, reducing the risk of graceless spillage.
      

      “I remember it now,” Crawford said with an unconvincing snap of his fingers. “Frank Shade, over in the D.A.’s office—you two
         are related, aren’t you?”
      

      “Francois is my brother.”

      “That explains it. You’re the fighter.”

      “Ex.”

      “Just so,” Crawford said. “How could I forget—you cost me a hundred dollars once.”
      

      “Hunh? I don’t recall that.”

      “When you fought that stringbean black out at the Armory, the one who hit like King Kong.”

      “Foster Broome.”

      “That’s right. Foster Broome, from Trenton or Los Angeles, or somewhere like that.”

      Shade’s estimation of the mayor’s shrewdness was in danger of being revised by this sporting revelation. Was he fool enough
         to have bet him seriously, or just to show faith in a hometown boy?
      

      Shade smiled.

      “That’s nice, Mayor. Not many backed me outside of Frogtown. And it was pride, not calculation, that had them behind me.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to mislead you, Shade. I’m no knucklehead. I dropped a hundred betting you wouldn’t last past the third,
         and you stumbled your way into, what was it, the fifth?”
      

      “The seventh.”

      “Whatever. Broome was starting to slip.” The mayor smirked as if his contempt was, for people like Shade, an attainment of
         merit. “You must’ve been pretty sad yourself, getting your big chance and only lasting seven rounds.”
      

      “Not really. It’s six and a half rounds longer than most men could’ve lasted.”

      “I suppose that’s true. It sounds right. But then most men aren’t supposed to be professionals at that sort of thing, are
         they?”
      

      “No, sir,” Shade said. He stood and placed the coffee cup on the bench beside him. “But they all act like they could be if they just had the spare time, and the guts.”
      

      “And, of course, the neurotic need.”

      “Starting to sound a lot like politics, isn’t it, sir?”

      “What’s the matter, Shade—don’t you like politicians?”

      “Sure I do. I ever get a mongrel that craps in the kitchen and won’t fetch I’m going to name him Politician.”

      Captain Bauer stood with some effort, exhaling loudly, looking worried.
      

      “I’m goin’ to step in right here, gents, and call time.”

      Crawford raised a hand to halt him.

      “Karl, when your assistance is required it will be requested.” Crawford sat and raised his cup, his dark eyes above the rim
         holding steady on Shade. When the cup was returned to the saucer balanced on his knee, he said, “You’re a half-assed detective
         and I’m mayor. We get into a public pissing contest, who do you think the judges will favor?”
      

      “Whoever got them appointed might get a few breaks.”

      “Oh, come on, what’s the big deal?” Bauer said. “So you don’t see eye to eye immediately, so what? We can work this out.”
         The big man pointed a thick finger at his subordinate. “Shade, save your salty tongue for family gatherings, hear me? And
         burglary is certainly a possibility to explain this, so what’s it hurt to follow it?”
      

      “Just the headlines.”

      “Is that so bad?” Crawford asked, suddenly smiling.

      Shade, who knew a sinking boat when he was on it, kept silent.

      “Mayor,” Bauer went on, “Shade and Blanchette will do their jobs. When there’s something solid we’ll have to go with it, but
         for now this angle is as promising as any.”
      

      “Okay, okay,” Crawford said as his finger distractedly picked at lint on his robe. “My only concern is to avoid a lot of crazy
         speculation on who might or might not’ve had cause to be a party to Alvin’s murder. The I’ll-pull-on-my-asshole-and-print-what-comes-out
         kind of rumor-mongering guesswork can tear a town apart. It can spawn a multitude of head-high dark clouds for the innocent
         to walk under, if you know what I mean. That would be vicious and unnecessary.”
      

      Shade watched Crawford’s face, interpreting facial fluctuations, eyebrow histrionics, and hand signals for any accidental
         tip-off of sincerity, but found none. He was neither surprised nor terribly disappointed that the mayor’s first concern was
         for his own welfare. That was understandable, even reassuring, for it was easier to deal with a venial professionalism that
         wore the traditional price tags of power, wealth, and position than with some sincere, but combustible, altruism that sought only total victory or martyrdom.
      

      “Why don’t I just get on with it, then,” Shade said.

      “Fine idea,” Bauer said. “First rate.” He floated one meaty hand down to Crawford’s shoulder and patted him sympathetically.
         “He’s very good at street stuff, Gene. Really. We get a call that some Frogtown free-lancer has hit such-and-such a liquor
         store and by the time a squad car circles the block, Shade here has divined the perp’s route and is sittin’ on his stoop waitin’
         for him.”
      

      Crawford warped his mouth into a left-handed smile and raised his chin.

      “A suspicious skill for a cop,” he said.

      “But damn handy,” Shade replied. “Sometimes suspicious, but always damn handy.”

      “This is the truth,” Captain Bauer said with a bob of his head.

      The door beckoned from an attractive proximity, and Shade, following two curt nods, strode to it and out. He stepped onto
         an early morning lawn, the grass slicked back with dew, the air thick with natural pomade. He slid on the side of the terraced
         lawn, breathing deeply, his feet acting as skis on the wet slope to the driveway. He kept his balance all the way down, then
         leaned on the car hood at the bottom.
      

      Blanchette sat watching him but did not gesture.

      Shade found himself wondering if he wouldn’t be happier as a Catfish Bar regular, a neighborhood survivor with his own stool
         and a drink named after him, one who could meet the people he’d known for a lifetime without alien suspicions coming between
         them. Would his father come by more often, with a fifth of Old Bushmills and his Balabushka cue in the stiff leather case,
         inviting him along on debilitating but lively weekend romps, if he had not chosen sides?
      

      Blanchette leaned his head out of the car window.

      “Come on, Rene. Shake a leg, there, huh?”

      When Shade was seated on the passenger’s side he said, “How, did you ever wonder if maybe, just maybe, we weren’t soldiers
         for the wrong set of lords?”
      

      The full, stolid face of Blanchette shook, and his lower lip hid the upper.
      

      “No,” he said. “Because we’re Frogtowners and we know better. We ought to anyhow.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “I mean, we didn’t really have what it took for that other life, you know? Or we’d be there.”

      “I hope that’s not the only reason.”

      “Plus, plus we know, from knee-high on up, that all the assholes, all the assholes don’t wear blue.”
      

      Shade grimaced, and nodded.

      “Lest we forget,” Shade said. “We should write that down.”
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      THE SPITEFUL heat of a summer turned sullen reached Voltaire Street early. Sun-faded blinds flapped up on dusty front windows as “Closed”
         signs were flipped and brown-bag lunches were stashed beneath countertops by optimists seeking coolness for their tuna fish.
         Delivery men, customers, and owners had gotten the message that the bad sun sent out and slowed to lessen the punishment that
         any hint of speed would draw. Summer was the mean season along the river, the air thick as syrup, and the sky a lowdown fog
         that held in the torture.
      

      One floor above Voltaire, Jewel Cobb sat on the couch back, peering out the window. His hands were scratching beneath opposite
         pits, fingering the bumps that an odd rash had raised. Down home he’d’ve figured it to be poison oak, but up here he hadn’t
         a clue. One more thing not to like about cities, Jewel thought. Everything came at you in disguise in this human stew; people
         wore suits with ties and drove cars with huge stereos but they weren’t really rich; women wore shorts where the cloth never
         showed till it was above the swell of the ass, with little tit socks called tubetops on, but they wouldn’t go into the alley
         with a fella even if he showed ’em a wallet stuffed with cabbage. The only straight-up thing about cities was they looked
         unfriendly, and they were.
      

      Clothes were an affectation in such weather, so Jewel pranced about the room uncovered. Suze still slept, her head beneath
         two pillows, snoring in the cave she always dug for her eyes.
      

      Jewel drank a cup of coffee and stood before the mirror mounted on the bedroom door. The reflection was not true, he noticed shrewdly. He was thicker than this looking glass would let on. Bulgier
         and tighter, much prettier around the face.
      

      His shotgun leaned against the other end of the couch and Jewel whisked it up. It was a twelve-gauge pump with a midget barrel
         and a chopped stock. Duncan had given it to him the night before when he dropped him off.
      

      Me an’ this, we’re gonna do it today, Jewel thought. He faced the mirror again. Wish I had a camera, one of those sixty-second brands. He spread his legs,
         then bent forward slightly to flex his thighs, sucked tight on his gut, and gripped the shotgun in a squeeze that ballooned
         his biceps.
      

      It’d be a damn pleasure to get killed by that guy there in the mirror. That is, compared to some who you could get shot by. Damn straight.
      

      But, Jewel reflected as he lay the shotgun on the dressertop, niggers were sly and crafty, with fancy pistols in their belts
         and razor blades in the tips of their sneakers. Have to be careful. Watch ’em close.
      

      But no sweat, cuz.

      Suze slept in an old red football jersey with the sleeves cut out. Her skin was so pale that Jewel found merely looking at
         it to be nasty. It was like she never went outside, the sun never caught her at her work, ’cause her work was all in pillowed
         rooms with the curtains drawn. She was a country girl with just one real talent, but it was the one that travels well and
         is appreciated around the world.
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