

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	DR. DECLAN MURPHY CONFRONTS ESCALATING TERROR AND MURDER WHILE INVESTIGATING ENVIRONMENTAL TOXINS AND THEIR REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH EFFECTS.


	 


	“Unfortunately, Paris Laveau has escaped and is on the loose,” Rosemary said.


	“I know. That bothers me a lot. Paris is a predator and has the survival instincts of a cockroach. I don’t think either the Louisiana state police or the F.B.I. is going to catch her.”


	“She can’t hide forever. The Laveaus are just glorified trailer trash. I don’t know how she was able to get over on Marcellus, but she doesn’t have the resources that are necessary to stay off the F.B.I.’s radar. Sooner or later, they’re going to roll her up.”


	“I hope so, but I’m not so certain. Paris is an excellent chameleon, which actually makes her more reptilian than a cockroach. Sociopaths don’t have an identity of their own, so they become great mimics. Finding her isn’t going to be easy. She’s got a lot of tricks.”


	“I’m not as worried about her as you are. Somehow  she got the better of Sheriff Greene, but I don’t think there’s any chance that she’s coming back here. Right now, Paris needs a deep hidey hole. That hole is deepest in the bayous of southwest Louisiana. Coming back to Charleston only makes her more visible and vulnerable.” 


	“You’re probably right, but you should’ve seen the look in her eyes when you slapped her face. She hates you, and she hates me. Paris isn’t the kind to forgive or forget a slight.”


	 


	 


	“...What Becomes is Newman’s best novel to date. His latest page turner is a medical thriller, a mystery, and a love story, all wrapped in one, highly enjoyable, fast-paced adventure, a must read. That’s one thing I’m certain of.” — Bill Noel, author of the best-selling Folly Beach Mystery series including the award- winning Boneyard Beach. 


	 


	“A medical eco-thriller that crackles with wit and colorful, brainy characters. The environmental misdeeds and their chilling implications for human health are utterly, alarmingly believable. With the unerring talent of a gifted storyteller, Roger Newman layers on the suspense, holding us willingly captive to the final, disquieting line.”—Donna Cousins, author of The Story of Bones


	 


	“The further adventures of amateur detective Dr. Declan Murphy, Ob-Gyn, is threatened when a suspect in a previous novel escapes police custody and vows revenge. Author Roger Newman weaves his narrative into a tapestry of real people, real places and real events so artfully done, the reader soon forgets What Becomes is fiction. And that’s writing at its very best.”—Roger Pinckney, author of Blue Roots, Reefer Moon and The Mullet Manifesto
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	Chapter 1.


	GYPSY SUMMER 


	 


	It was a wisp of a breeze at most.


	I doubt I would’ve noticed, except for the first time in months, it seemed to be at my back.


	Since the death of my wife, Helene, my apathy and anger had been all-consuming. Helene’s death had been horrific. The Human Immunodeficiency Virus remorselessly destroyed her mind, and then her body. It was the price she paid for seeking sanctuary from her powerful and abusive father with the Jackpot drug smugglers. My vacillation between outrage and indifference, over the loss of Helene, stripped away my friends, colleagues and any professional respect I had left. Worse, it  dulled my sense of caring. Attempts at reflection devolved into destructive self-recrimination. Recollection only reminded me of what I no longer was. That wind had been much stronger and was perpetually in my face. 


	Then I met Rosemary Winslow. She gave  me  reason to be wishful. It’d been a long time since I’d wished for anything other than the end of the day. Hope had been lost to me. More than most, I appreciated how rare and effervescent a commodity hope could be. The inability to put Rosemary Winslow out of my mind sparked an interest in personal redemption which  previously repulsed me. Choosing to follow  the subtle aroma of optimism was dangerous. Anger and isolation were easier, safer. 


	The previous July fourth, my academic career as a professor of Obstetrics and Gynecology at the Medical University of South Carolina was jeopardized by a pair of events that both occurred on the same night. Two drifters from Alabama turned up in my examination room on Labor and Delivery with a well-rehearsed litany of symptoms and wild accusations. Finding nothing other than a normal pregnancy, and frankly, suspicious of domestic violence, I discharged them home with a recommendation to follow up in our outpatient clinic to establish her prenatal care. Several days later, she represented  with an intrauterine infection, fetal distress, an emergent Cesarean and a dead newborn. All fingers pointed at me, and my waning obstetrical skills, for missing the warning signs days earlier. Res ipsa loquitur, as the lawyers say. 


	The resulting medical negligence lawsuit looked  to be a slam dunk. The university planned to cut me loose, leaving me individually libel, because of what they described as callous indifference. Only two people believed that the case may not as open and shut as it appeared; myself and my lawyer, Rosemary Winslow. The background provided by the two drifters could not be confirmed. They revealed a level of medical sophistication which failed to match their dull and pitiful presentation. With Rosemary’s help, I tracked  the drifters’ trail of hideous criminality.


	It cost me a drugging and near fatal beating in Lake Charles, Louisiana, but Paris and Hector Laveau were exposed. The daughter and son of an infamous Cajun Voodoo princess, they  incestuously conceived commodity babies from Korea to Charleston. They presented their feticide, in carefully constructed tableaus, to look like medical malpractice. A settlement was collected, and Hector and Paris moved onto the next unsuspecting community and a resumption of her menstrual cycling. Without Rosemary’s help, and a few lucky breaks, their unimaginable crimes would  have continued until Paris’ ovaries ran out of eggs.


	Rosemary cornered the Laveaus at one of their depositions and, at long last, they were caged, like the hideous beasts they were. Their lawyer dropped the lawsuit without ever realizing how close he’d come to ineffable  wickedness. Without Rosemary, their negligence lawsuit would’ve ruined me both professionally and financially. The lawsuit challenged one of the few things left to me. Professionally, I was redeemed. Whether the Medical University of South Carolina felt the same way was an unresolved question. 


	On the same night that Paris and Hector Laveau showed up in my life, I staffed an emergency Cesarean on a Hispanic woman named Ramirez. Her baby’s umbilical cord fell out during labor. We handled the emergency  perfectly. One of the nurses elevated the baby’s head off the cord and Ms. Ramirez was on the operating table in minutes. Obstetrically, we were ready to go. However, the anesthesia attending never showed up, and the senior anesthesia resident, Arthur Crumpler, refused to intubate the patient. As Crumpler waited for his attending to arrive, we listened to the fetal heart rate chronicle the baby’s loss of oxygen and future. Ms. Ramirez’s baby girl remains unfeeling and unblinking in our hospital’s neonatal intensive care unit. She’ll  remain attached to life supporting tubes and wires until the day she dies. 


	As we waited, I pleaded, demanded, berated and belittled Arthur Crumpler’s lack of action. It was simply an unethical failure to provide a duty in the face of a life-threatening emergency. Following the case, I documented Crumpler’s and anesthesia’s failure in the medical record as the direct cause of the newborn’s catastrophic brain injury. Crumpler stood behind an anesthesia department policy that residents were not allowed to intubate in the absence of an attending anesthesiologist. 


	I took the fight directly to the anesthesia department chairman, Dr. Kenny Leslie. Leslie gave me nothing but double talk and eventually asked Dean Shriver to intervene. The Dean was supportive of staffing changes that would improve the obstetrical anesthesia service. However, these changes would need to wait until several new anesthesiologists could be hired to cover a long-anticipated expansion of the main operating rooms. The Dean couldn’t tell me when that might be. I’d heard more than my fair share of false promises from hospital administration, and I have a good sense of when I’m being played. I  tired of their excuses, I didn’t believe the promises, so I kept raising sand. 


	At some point, I went too far, and Dr. Leslie and Dean Shriver initiated a Peer Review complaint against me. The bad outcome of the Ramirez case was regrettable, but rules were rules. My behavior towards Arthur Crumpler, and my inflammatory documentation of the case, sealed my fate. The Dean  suspended me from the only job I’d ever known with a recommendation to terminate. 


	Next week, the Medical University Board of Trustees would hear my Peer Review appeal. They would decide my academic future. I didn’t fault the medical university for being tired of my act. To be honest, I thought my act was tired. Still, I struggled  with a lot of unanswered questions. If they upheld my termination from the medical staff, what would I do? Where would I go? What would happen to my relationship with Rosemary Winslow? I surprised myself that I cared most about the answer to that last question. 


	My career and life stood at a crossroads. Important choices needed to be made. I decided to take a day for myself.


	Charleston is blessed with more than its fair share of sunny and crisp autumn weather. Today was a sapphire jewel of a perfect October day along the South Carolina coast. The Eastern European term is “gypsy summer,” which we didn’t deserve, but had become accustomed. Being marsh-born, I instinctively knew  this would be one of the last opportunities for a beautiful beach day until April or May. Sullivan’s Island was the closest. The high sun and crystalline Wedgewood sky made it unseasonably warm, but comfortable, compared to the mid-summer sear. The honey-coated sun and riffling sea-breezes made the beach a perfect wellness retreat. My mind was  tied in knots and needed to unravel. A day at Sullivan’s Island wouldn’t solve my problems, but it couldn’t hurt. 


	I unfolded a beach chair on an uncrowded stretch of sand near a wash. I tried out the ocean for a few minutes, but a stinging chill had replaced the bath tub temperatures of high summer. The waves were breaking sideways against the disappearing beach; cresting too close to shore for good body surfing. I returned to my beach chair. The sun and  wind made  a towel unnecessary. I pulled my Seton Hall baseball cap down low, shielding my eyes. 


	I slumped half-awake in my chair. Advancing micro surf periodically washed over my feet. I imagined  I could perceive a pattern, but each time I anticipated another wash, and receding sand around my feet, I was proven wrong. I smiled at my naivety. The interplay of the sun, moon, wind and waves was far more complex than anything I could decipher. I was okay with that. I relaxed and allowed all five of my senses to be rewarded. 


	Besides the warmth of the sun against my skin, I could feel the salt encrusted hairs on my legs and chest being ruffled by the gentle breeze off the ocean. In my ears, I could hear the rhythm being beaten out by the waves slapping  against the sand and the melody of children’s laughter drifting on the wind from down the beach. A little girl in white linen and lace spun in circles on the sand, while her father wrangled a kite bouncing around the sky. For just a second, I caught the smell of a thick sirloin grilling over charcoal on the sun-porch of one of the beach houses across the dunes. Two college-aged girls walking down the beach in one size too small bikinis, and the taste of a cold Abita Purple Haze beer I’d hidden in my beach bag, made for just about a perfect afternoon on the island. 


	I allowed myself to become caught up in fanciful thinking. I imagined, or perhaps fanaticized, that the dismissal of the Laveaus’ malpractice suit against the University would somehow sway the Board of Trustees. I’d been identified in the Post and Courier as being responsible for exposing the stomach-turning truth of the Laveaus. Their serial feticide had rapidly become a national story. Paris Laveau’s incestuous children had been self-aborted in exchange for a cash pay-out. Incest is one of the oldest cultural taboos. There’re some isolated and inbred countries that struggle with the idea of third degree relatives, but there isn’t any debate about a relationship between brother and sister. 


	The Laveaus were the most unsettling thing that had happened in Charleston since the Operation Jackpot drug smuggling busts. I wondered what were the chances that  one person would become  so deeply involved in both. The blue hairs south of Broad Street got the vapors when they heard the Laveau story. The Saint Cecelia Society members were simultaneously titillated and aghast. Charleston’s politically savvy D.A. was going to ride the case all the way to the Governor’s mansion. Paris and Hector Laveau now shared the podium  with Pee Wee Gaskins as the most notorious killers in South Carolina history. 


	Each news cycle brought new revelations, and salacious details, of the Laveaus’ inhuman behavior. I became a  local celebrity. That had to count for something. Rosemary Winslow  believed that my celebrity would help me with my Peer-Review suspension, and upcoming Board of Trustees appeal. It’s difficult to fire the local hero. At Rosemary Winslow’s insistence, I’d done multiple newspaper and magazine interviews, and had been on local television several times already. I didn’t particularly enjoy these publicity events, but I didn’t want to argue with Rosemary. Even if it didn’t sway the MUSC Board of Trustees, it was helping to rebuild an ego that had taken a lot of hits over the past two years.


	In my fantasy, I would receive an apologetic letter from the hospital lawyer, Vincent Bellizia, announcing the dismissal of the Peer-Review complaint. I would be excused from my appearance before the Board of Trustees. I would  receive a heartfelt thank you note from the University. In reality, I knew no such letter  was coming. 


	Setting fantasy aside, I spent the next hour on the beach trying to sort out fact from fiction. There wasn’t going to be any last second reprieve. Next week, I would have to sit before the Board of Trustees and answer for my actions during the Ramirez Cesarean. For the past three months, I had been startled out of a deep sleep, once or twice a week , by nightmares of Ms. Ramirez’s prolapsed umbilical cord and emergency delivery. The background images were unclear, but the auditory never changed. I would hear a nurse’s voice counting off the minutes, while the unmistakable beeping of a fetal heart rate monitor trailed off from normal, to slow, to agonal and then absent. As the fetal heart tones disappeared, I would be jolted back to wakefulness with cold sweat on my neck and searching for  breath. 


	Back to reality, however, the Board of Trustees wasn’t going to care that the anesthesia attending didn’t show up until it was too late. They weren’t going to care that the illegal brown-skinned baby in the NICU would never be able to control its’ own drool. They certainly weren’t going to care about my nightmares. They would care that I’d lost my religion  on a pathetic anesthesia resident. They would care about the inflammatory language that I’d used in my delivery note. Mostly, they would care about the fact that I’d fucked with their plans to expand the number of operating room, and I’d disrespected the Dean.


	As much as everyone seemed to think I should, I didn’t feel bad about any of it. More than anything else, I was pissed at being hung out to dry  over the Ramirez delivery. What had happened to her baby was completely foreseeable and preventable. The Medical University of South Carolina did not have dedicated anesthesia coverage assigned to the Labor and Delivery Unit. The residents, who were assigned, had to call for anesthesia attending back up from the main operating rooms whenever an emergency occurred. It was an awkward arrangement for anesthesia coverage with more holes than Swiss cheese and   a vestige of previously segregated obstetrical services.


	A high acuity obstetrical service like ours demanded a dedicated anesthesia attending. Good medical care demanded it, and the Dean, who was an anesthesiologist, knew it. What made my conflict with the Dean both understandable, and simultaneously unresolvable, was articulated years ago by “Deep Throat.” Just follow the money. Dedicated anesthesia coverage for Labor and Delivery would require  several full-time equivalent salaries. Those salaries were needed to staff the on-going expansion of the main operating rooms. A main operating room churning out endless appendectomies, cholecystectomies, cardiac revascularizations, bowel resections and cancer debulking generated more profit in a day than epidurals and Cesareans generated in a week. 


	The outcome of next week’s  Board meeting was not a mystery to me. I’d read the updated Hippocratic Oath that came with an asterisk at the bottom mentioning financial exigencies. I knew exactly what Dr. Leslie and the Dean were going to say. I’d screwed with a lot more than  the Dean’s sense of order. I’d screwed with the university’s fiscal solvency. That was the transgression the Board of Trustees understood best. It didn’t take a genius to know how things would go down.  


	My day with the Board of Trustees would be  a far different sensory experience than my visit  to Sullivan’s Island. At the end of the day, I’m  a trouble maker. I knew it, and the Board of Trustees certainly knew it. There isn’t anything in the definition of trouble maker that is qualified by whether you’re right. Rosemary believed that righteousness made a difference, but she is  a lawyer, and they’re taught to think that way. 


	 I’d been in this spot before. I’d seen up close what can happen when you throw a monkey wrench into the gears of the money-making machine. Plenty of well-intentioned trouble makers had been grist for the mill before me, and plenty would follow. It’s  foolish to get this close to the remorseless maw of what I knew to be a bureaucratic and voracious meat grinder. How could I have not seen this coming? 


	How things were going to go before the Board of Trustees was as certain as another wave breaking at my feet. The Board of Trustees already had the answers to the questions that were important to them. I wish I knew the answers to the questions that were important to me.  


	When my cell phone rang I had no interest in answering. It insisted seven or eight times before I finally picked it up. As soon as I flipped it open I realized I’d made a mistake.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 2. 


	TOMMY PETRUS


	 


	 Becky Nida, my administrative assistant, wanted to let me know that the department chairman, Dr. Tommy Petrus, was hoping  to talk with me. It was a conversation that I’d been dreading. I told Becky that I’d come by the office tomorrow and asked her to set up an appointment. I’d known Tommy Petrus as  a mentor  from the time I’d been a resident. He’d gone to Duke to be their Vice-Chairman which we all believed to be field training for the inevitable call back home. When the Dean finally fired our former chairman, his replacement was a no-brainer. Tommy was a breath of fresh air following the lethargy of the Templeton years. Under Tommy’s leadership, Ob-Gyn was enjoying a re-birth of respect and university support. 


	Tommy knew about every meeting I had with anesthesia. He understood that anesthesia coverage needed to be upgraded. Tommy and I had an unwritten working relationship. With  Tommy’s tacit approval I did  much of the department’s dirty work. My role was to be the shock troops when there were inter-departmental wars to be waged. In both high school and college, I’d been a champion debater. When I got fired up, I didn’t mind going toe-to-toe with anyone. I  relished the opportunity to loudly point out empty promises, illogical arguments or hypocrisy and I was relentless. I specialized in a mocking tone that most people found unbearable. The more exasperating, the more concessions Tommy could win at the negotiating table. On more than one occasion, Tommy promised to simply keep me out of somebody’s office if we could just get an agreement on one thing or another. 


	Tommy had been heavily invested in my battle with Dr. Leslie and the anesthesia department. The up side was high. Tommy wanted dedicated anesthesia coverage for Labor and Delivery and didn’t want Obstetrics and Gynecology to  pay for it. Tommy and I both believed we had the upper hand. We’d  been decrying the inadequacy of our anesthesia coverage for years. We previously  warned Dr. Leslie about the potential for just such a tragedy. Sometimes, however, the tide of battle doesn’t go your way. Once the Dean got involved, Tommy realized  the battle was unwinnable. He advised me to drop it, without telling me that I had to. He knew that I wouldn’t. I should have known better.


	Tommy congratulated me on the resolution of the Laveau lawsuit. He told me that I’d looked good on Channel 5. Tommy was interested in what really happened down in Lake Charles. I gave him the Cliff Notes version. I could tell we were in the middle of some painful small talk. I opined that maybe my newfound celebrity from exposing the Laveaus might help me with the Board of Trustees. Tommy said he was glad that I brought that up. 


	“It can’t hurt, Declan, but I don’t think it’s going to be enough.” 


	Tommy told me that he’d met with the Chair of the Peer Review Committee a couple of days ago. Based on that conversation, Tommy was pessimistic about the outcome of my appeal to the Board of Trustees despite my recent legal success. He’d put his finger on the pulse and determined that nobody on the Board was interested in either my detective work or discussing anesthesia coverage. My insubordination to the Dean and the malpractice risk that I’d created for the hospital trumped those issues. 


	Tommy had also talked twice with Dean Shriver. If I admitted my sins to Dean Shriver and asked for forgiveness, Tommy believed I’d be able to save my career. The Dean wanted the anesthesia issue set aside until the College of Medicine had the resources to resolve it properly. Dean Shriver expected me to grovel a little bit before he would be magnanimous. Despite Tommy’s conviction, I knew in my heart that groveling would only delay the dagger insertion until I was safely out of the publicity spotlight. 


	“I appreciate what you’ve done, Tommy, but I’m not doing  that. I’m right about the deficiencies in our anesthesia coverage. My gosh, you know it too. Sooner or later, lack of full-time coverage  will jump up and bite us in the butt again. Shiver and Leslie are just trying to sweep this under the rug, so they can get the new operating rooms on line. Once again, OB ends up getting the shit end of the stick. I just don’t see the reason to roll over, and go belly up, when we’re in the right.”


	“Sometimes you just have to survive to fight another day.” 


	“I have no illusions that my meeting with the Board of Trustees is going to be anything other than my long overdue comeuppance.”


	“Don’t take offense, but the reason to go belly up is to keep the Board of Trustees from eviscerating you. That’s what’s going to happen if this comes before them. I can set up a meeting with the Dean this afternoon. If you’re contrite, we can make the Board meeting disappear. There are things that we need to get done around here and I need you to help do them. They won’t get done if you’re working on an Indian reservation in Tuba City, Arizona.”


	It occurred to me that people always say “don’t take offense” right before they say something offensive. I looked at the floor and let out a sigh. 


	“They’re going to do whatever they feel like doing. Going into Shriver’s office, and begging for my job, isn’t going to save my career. If they want to take  my head, they’re going to have to do it in the bright light of day. When it happens, I want to be standing on my on my own two feet. I’m not getting down on my knees in front of those treacherous bastards.” 


	Tommy looked at me like I was crazy. He had no frame of reference for what he was dealing with. Tommy was  at Duke when I last went to the President’s office. I’d been called in to account for myself , when Helene Eastland and I fled to Garden City to keep her from being involuntarily admitted to the State Mental Hospital. I knew exactly what to expect sitting across an oval mahogany table from hypocritical pricks with unrestrained power. 


	There was a major difference this time. This time, I really didn’t care. 


	Tommy was clearly irritated. I couldn’t tell if his exasperation was over losing me, or the time and effort he’d put into lobbying the Dean. Tommy liked his work to be appreciated. Apparently, I wasn’t being appropriately thankful.


	I nodded my head as Tommy continued to talk strategy. I had no intention of heeding his advice. I realized that I’d lost track of the score a long time ago, a realization that came too late. 


	I understood the need to pick your fights, but, my God, sooner or later, you must  stake out the ground where you’re going to make a stand. Otherwise, you’re doomed to being scattered before the prevailing winds. Sometimes you can’t back up any farther. Tommy wasn’t going to have my back in the coming fight. He’d  negotiate for me, but he wasn’t going to fall on his sword. For the first time ever, I wondered what Tommy might be saying  behind my back. 


	I told Tommy  I’d think about apologizing. I was lying. I thanked Tommy for his advice. I felt deep disappointed. 


	I left Tommy’s office and headed over to see Becky. Walking down the hallway, I passed the Gynecology-Oncology team with students in tow. The Gyn-Onc attending nodded, but didn’t speak. The residents looked away. The students were clueless as to  who I was. I was a dead man walking. I hadn’t been to my office in more than two weeks. Becky was happy to see me, and  shared all the departmental gossip that I’d missed. It was remarkably bland. It dawned on me that Becky’s gossip was so mundane because I was the subject of the really juicy stuff. 


	Nobody in the department was as smart as Becky. She managed my academic affairs beautifully in my absence. Multiple piles of papers covered my desk, segregated by subject matter. Becky distilled two weeks’ worth of catch-up into about two hours of work. Clinical charts that needed to be signed, arranged from oldest to newest. Student grades that needed to be checked off, signed and submitted. Becky summarized each student’s performance on the wards, on their exam and on their other rotations and ghost-wrote my resident evaluations. They only needed my signature. The other faculty would be horrified by this delegation of responsibility. The  truth was that Becky did better resident evaluations than I did. 


	There were a few invitations to speak at various continuing education conferences or at other hospitals. Becky tentatively rejected a couple and had given the others a tentative yes. I agreed with each of her decisions. The American Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology sent a letter acknowledging that my manuscript revisions had all been accepted. That was great news, except for the fact that I couldn’t remember doing any of those revisions. Becky grinned. 


	The  administrative pile included a letter from the Dean’s office instructing me on where and when to present myself for the Board of Trustees meeting. It emphasized the seriousness of the allegations against me and the liability risks that I’d brought to the doorstep of the Medical University. The Dean was personally sympathetic, but these were issues identified  by my peers as egregious. My future would be placed in the hands of the Board of Trustees. Pontius Pilate could not have said it more eloquently. 


	After working my way through Becky’s paper piles, I gathered up all the Ramirez records and letters related to my Peer Review. Rosemary Winslow had given  me precise instructions. She  wanted to see everything I had regarding the Ramirez case. It was a small, but ugly folder. I knew what every piece of paper said. I didn’t plan  on dragging myself over those pages again. 


	I went by and spoke to Becky one more time. I thanked her for everything that she’d done for me. Her assistance had been  indispensable. She wished me luck on Friday, and we gave each other a hug. I promised to let her know which way the winds were blowing. Becky told me that she had one more piece of mail, but she didn’t want to leave it out on my desk. She reached into her top drawer and pulled out a post card addressed to me. 


	“This arrived yesterday. I was going to call you but then you said you were coming in. I wasn’t sure what to do with it.”


	She handed me the postcard which was a scene from Bourbon Street at Mardi Gras. It had a Louisiana postmark. The scrawled inscription on the back was succinct.


	“Fuck you, your nigger sheriff friend and your bitch lawyer. Laissez les bon temps rouler. Paris”


	“Well, that’s the cherry on the cake of my day. Nothing warms the soul like a note from an old friend.”


	Paris Laveau’s escape from Sheriff Marcellus Greene during her extradition back to Louisiana had been front page news in Charleston. Becky understood  that Paris Laveau was a fugitive. 


	“I wanted to tear it up, and not show it to you, but I got worried that it might be important.” 


	“You’re probably right. Let’s put it in a manila envelope, and I’ll call the Lake Charles police. They’ll tell us what they want us to do with it.”


	“Well, I’m still sorry. I know it’s upsetting to hear from that witch.”


	“To be honest, Paris Laveau isn’t my biggest concern right now. If she wants to fuck with me, pardon my French, then she’s going to have to get in line. Right now, my colleagues are a bigger threat than that inbred Cajun.”


	Becky nodded sympathetically. “I know everything is going to work out. I can’t imagine things around here without you.”


	“Thanks , Becky. I hope we can work all this out on Friday. How’s that for a Pollyanna?” 


	“Well, if things aren’t going the way you think they should, then you call me. I’ll come over there and give that Board a piece of my mind.”


	“They don’t stand a chance. I’ve got the two smartest women in Charleston on my side. By the way, you might be interested to know that Ms. Winslow and I are going on a date tonight.” I couldn’t suppress what, I’m  sure, was a silly looking grin. 


	“Good for you, Dr. Murphy. I’m glad. I hope this doesn’t offend, but it’s been too long. You need some companionship. Be nice and don’t mess it up.”


	“Yes, ma’am. I’ll do my best.”


	I’d been asking Rosemary to go out ever since the Laveau’s arrest. She finally agreed, if  I brought her the Ramirez records. She especially wanted to see the Peer Review Committee report. I would’ve promised Rosemary anything. I called and told her  that I’d drop off the file when I picked her up tonight. I spent the rest of the afternoon planning the greatest first date ever.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 3.


	PEPPERMINT DIPPED ICE CREAM


	 


	Rosemary’s apartment was in the historic Printer’s Row building, south of Broad Street, where Charleston’s Confederate currency had been printed. Its  antebellum exterior contrasted with the sleek interior updated with a modern minimalist style. Rosemary’s few furniture pieces were  glass, chrome and angular. The only exception was a mahogany king-sized rice bed, a gift from her mother. The bed had intricately carved rice sheaves on each of the four posts. Rosemary’s work area was dominated by an oversized stainless steel industrial desk surrounded by stacks of law books, notebooks, plastic covered depositions and piles of yellow legal pads with no apparent organization. I felt like the guy in the Beatles’ song, “Norwegian Wood.” I looked around and noticed there wasn’t a chair. I placed the folder with the Ramirez records on her industrial work bench illuminated by a small library lamp. 


	We went to the kitchen and Rosemary opened a bottle of wine. The kitchen was Rosemary’s crown jewel. She had a Jenn-Air gas stove with a grill top and a down draft. The countertops were five-star Italian marble and the refrigerator was a Sub-Zero. Rosemary’s mother had  a Ph.D. in American history but chose to teach at the high school level  to remain a fixture in her children’s lives. Rosemary’s happiest childhood memories were watching her mom prepare family dinners. To Rosemary, the family kitchen was a holy place. Rosemary hoped to someday  be as good in the kitchen as her mother. That information added to  an ever-lengthening list of things I found fantastic about Rosemary Winslow. 


	 Rosemary and I drove up East Bay Street on a festive, fall Friday night. The early evenings were still warm enough to justify a strapless dress, while the late evenings were cool enough to demand an arm wrapped around the shoulder. After months of blistering, energy sapping heat, the arrival of cool, crisp nights renewed Charleston’s vitality. The intersection of East Bay and Market was the epicenter of Charleston nightlife. It was at maximum volume as Rosemary and I drove uptown. Lucky couples, and small packs of hopefuls, roamed in and out of the street from bar to bar. Carnal anticipation was the tune; over-mixed with a pulsating rhythm hammering out of the open doors of each public house flaunting the city’s seductive  virility. 


	Driving up East Bay Street, you paid less attention to the lights and signs, and more to the short skirts and long legs that were apt to dart or stagger out in front of your car at any corner. Navigating through crowded streets, I felt sad for the cautious loners and social dilettantes, chasing the promise of romance in the neon beer lights. They’d burnish all their worn-out lines, drink until they could drink no more, and exhaust themselves maintaining the forced smile and bravado that disguised their anxiety and disappointment. For most, Saturday morning would bring no comfort, only another small quantum of emotional wreckage to be packed away. 


	After crossing Calhoun Street, I cut across to Meeting Street and merged onto Interstate 26 heading north. That got Rosemary’s attention who, so far, had not asked me about my plans. 


	“Where the hell are we going?”


	“It’s date night. I’ve planned some big fun.”


	“We’re headed to North Charleston. There’s no big fun in North Chuck. It’s the land of the great unwashed.”


	“Don’t be such a snob. Besides, we’re skipping North Charleston and heading to Summerville. Cool weather means only one thing. It’s Coastal Carolina Fair time.”


	“Are you crazy? I’m wearing four-inch heels, black stockings and a pencil skirt that I poured myself into.”


	“And I appreciate the effort.” 


	“Thank you very much, but I don’t think its appropriate dress for the Coastal Carolina Fair.”


	“No worries; as opposed to downtown, there’s no dress code at the fair. You’ll feel like a local.”


	“I’ll feel about as local as a fish in a tree. The lack of a dress code at the fair is exactly what I am worried about.” 


	“Trust me. You’re going to have the time of your life. Wait till you see the chicken that plays the piano.”


	“Oh, Jesus.”


	The Exchange Club of Charleston started the Coastal Carolina Empire Fair in 1957 and it returns to town every October. Almost a quarter million Charlestonians make the trip to the fair each year to see the daredevils, high wire walkers, fire-breathers, knife-throwers, past their prime entertainers, and the “world’s brightest midway.” As a boy, you never forget the night you first saw a mustachioed dandy flinging knives at a scantily clad assistant spinning on a round wooden board.


	The original Charleston County Fair started  downtown on a parcel of land leased from the city near the Citadel across from Johnson-Hagood Stadium. In 1959, the new Coastal Carolina Fair moved from Johnson-Hagood to a thirty-eight-acre plot of land at Spruill and Meeting Street which had previously been a race track. The fair only stayed at the racetrack for a few years before moving to a site off Dorchester Road. Interstate construction required a final move to the current Ladson location in the mid-1970s. While Ladson is a time warp from downtown, the re-location allowed the fair to thrive with hundreds of acres and parking for ten thousand cars. 


	What Ladson really offers is neutral turf for all of Charleston’s various gangs. The fair’s assemblage included high-roller downtown doctors and lawyers, south of Broad Street debutants, dope-smoking College of Charleston students, Bible thumping Baptist College students, drunken Citadel cadets, Summerville middle-class families, North Charleston gang-bangers and poor blacks and red-neck whites from rural Dorchester and Berkeley Counties. The only thing scarier than the Coastal Carolina Fair patrons were the carneys who showed up on trucks  from Florida to assemble the rides, fry the elephant ears and flimflam patrons up and down the midway. The rides became  even more exciting when you considered  that they’d been constructed by a crew of cretins whose last job was picking up trash along the highways of the Florida panhandle in orange jumpsuits. The Coastal Carolina Fair isn’t nearly as large as the South Carolina State Fair in Columbia, but it makes up for that with a seediness, and element of danger, that the State Fair can’t touch. 


	“Wasn’t someone killed at the fair last year?” Rosemary asked.


	“Yeah, but it wasn’t premeditated; probably deserved. Isn’t ‘he needed killin’ still a legitimate legal defense in South Carolina?”


	“I don’t do criminal law, so I wouldn’t know. But, I do know that there’s a lot of shady stuff that happens at the Coastal Carolina Fair.” 


	“Not that much. Last year there were only a handful  of beat downs, a statutory, some runaways and petty pilfering. With a world-class eclectic event like the Coastal Carolina Fair, you must  expect modest collateral damage. Sometimes it attracts a few ne’er-do-wells and profiteers. As long as you know going in, that nothing’s straight, you’ll get along fine with the carneys. Whatever you do, just don’t take a swing at one of them. The carneys are like the Hell’s Angels. If one’s in, they’re all in.”


	“I’ll try to keep that in mind.” Rosemary’s disdain for the fair was obvious. “After dealing with Paris and Hector Laveau, it’s such a treat to go to the fair, and rub shoulders, with all their goober cousins. I would’ve thought that you’d had enough peckerwood time in that bar parking lot in Lake Charles.”


	“Sulfur, not Lake Charles, to be precise. Plus, I’m taking my lawyer with me. I’m sure you won’t let me get beat-up again.”  Rosemary wasn’t in the mood for levity. Still, I knew it would all work out, if I could just hang on long enough to get Rosemary to the parachute drop and a peppermint dipped ice cream cone.


	“So, back to my original question, how do you expect me to walk through the cow pasture they’re calling a parking lot in these four-inch stilettos? I’m going to stick in the ground like a butterfly on a cork board. Barefoot isn’t an option either.”


	“Okay, that’s going to be a problem.”


	“No shit, Sherlock.”


	The shoe situation seemed like a deal-breaker. I hadn’t anticipated footwear issues. I thought for a second that maybe I could win Rosemary a pair of fake Air Jordans on the midway with a ring toss. But, the chance of my winning them was slim, and, if I did, the chance of Rosemary wearing them was none. Amid an evolving panic, I had a date-saving epiphany. “I’ve got some flip-flops in the trunk. Nice ones.”


	“You know that flip-flops are tough to wear with panty hose.” 


	The footwear issue was surprisingly complex. I didn’t have an answer. Check-mated, all I could manage was to stare at Rosemary, a clueless expression on my face.


	Rosemary stared back at me, completely exasperated. “Well, isn’t this turning out to be a special evening. I don’t usually shame myself like this on a first date, Murphy. You’re lucky that I’m feeling pretty damn fierce after taking down the Laveaus. Keep your eyes straight ahead.” 


	As I drove, Rosemary slid her dress up and over her hips, and pulled off her panty hose. After wadding them up and stuffing the hose into her purse, Rosemary gave me a  look I’m sure she saved for hostile witnesses. “Were you glancing?” she asked, with an accusatory tone. 


	“No, ma’am.”


	“And don’t ask me to ride the mechanical bull, or any other bullshit ride, that involves wrapping my legs around something.”


	“That’s disappointing.”


	“Watch yourself smart guy. You’re on thin ice. You know don’t you, that the membership of the Exchange Club is all male.”


	“You’re not going to bring political correctness into a trip to the fair?”


	“I’m just saying.”


	“Hey, no matter how hard you try to avoid it, you’re going to love the fair. It has a way of getting under your skin.”


	“I’m afraid of that, too. I suspect that the fair gets under a lot of people’s skin, like chiggers or ring worm. I’m afraid that my lasting memory of the fair will be an itchy, scaly rash that won’t go away.”


	“Very funny. Despite your poor attitude, this is going to be great. We’ll do some rides, and at ten o’clock we’ll go over to the Lakefront Stage.”


	“I can’t wait. Which long-forgotten band from the sixties have they brought out of mothballs tonight? Herman’s Hermits? Paul Revere and the Raiders? Little Anthony and the Imperials? The Original Drifters, which, by the way, is an ironic name since almost all  the Original Drifters are now dead? There is a chance, that by the end of the evening, we will be too.” 


	“Do I sense some sarcasm, counselor? Those are great acts. A few years ago, I saw Percy ‘When a Man Loves a Woman’ Sledge. He was fabulous. No music tonight though. Tonight, we’ve got the funniest man in America, James Gregory. ‘How far can a plane take you with only one engine? All the way to the scene of the crash! It’ll make good time too. Will  beat the emergency vehicles by thirty minutes.’ I’ve seen him twice. James Gregory makes everybody laugh their ass off.”


	“He sounds like a hoot. How else can we disgrace ourselves?”


	“We can skip the petting zoo if you want, but we’ve got to hit the Agricultural barn. That’s where the chickens are. Besides the piano player, there’s another one that shoots baskets, and one that kicks a soccer ball into a net. They also have the world’s largest hog which is a must-see. At midnight, there’s a huge firework show.”


	“We’ll still be here at midnight?” The contempt in Rosemary’s voice was undeniable. 


	Ignoring Rosemary’s negative Nancy act, I continued, “However, I can’t ride the rocket ship. It’s embarrassing, but I get motion sickness. A couple of years ago, things went horribly wrong on the Swinging Pirate Ship. The people on the other side of the ship  hated me.”


	“You’re a manly man, now aren’t you?”


	“Whoa now, counselor. No need to get personal. We’ll see how fierce you are after the parachute drop. That’ll take some of the wind out of your sails. We’ve also got to do the bumper cars. I can’t wait to get you in the bumper cars. You’ll see then what kind of manly man I am.”


	“I look forward to the challenge. I hope your delicate tummy can handle some bouncing around.” The condescension was dripping from her pouting lower lip.


	“No need to give me that tone and that  boot lip. We’ll see when we get there. If you give the operator an extra ten bucks, he’ll turn up the power. The bumper cars usually run at a four or five, but the knob goes all the way up to ten. When it’s turned up to nine or ten, the cars really fly. Moms start crying and children start screaming. It’s a rush. I’m Richard Petty, king of the bumper cars. I’m going to knock you right out of your new flip-flops.”


	“We’ll see about that big boy.” 


	We cruised over a rise on Highway 78. Showers fell earlier in the day, but the sky was now clear. There were a million stars twinkling brightly against the inky blackness of a cloudless rural night. As we cleared the rise, we watched the night stars descend and mix with the majestic aurora of the multicolored carnival lights of the Coastal Carolina Fair.
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