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Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That your Shelby Cobra parked there?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Tell that to the rapper's homeboys.”

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

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

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

“Huh?”

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

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

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

“Sorry to hear that.”

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

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

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

“I thought about it.”

“Well, stay out of trouble.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ex-cop,” Sam corrected him as he fired up the Shelby, “but I'm still lethal.” He grabbed a beer from the back, propped it between his knees, and pulled the tab. Then Sam stepped on the gas, enjoying both the surge of power and the numbing effects of the alcohol as he screeched down the highway to New Orleans, completely unaware that he was heading into an abyss far worse than the one he had left behind.







Chapter 2

Sam drove at an easy pace, allowing the lull of the Shelby engine to ease his agitation. He had purchased the car after saving enough money working summers and after school with Leon Duval at St. Tammany's mortuary, which had proven to be good preparation for their future careers. Perhaps it had been more than coincidence that both Sam and Duval had become homicide detectives, for both had long ago learned to disassociate themselves from the macabre parade of deads they administered to on a daily basis.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Well now I feel guilty as hell.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you coming up with me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You getting kinky in your old age?”

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You've had plenty to eat?”

“No appetite.”

“Would you enjoy a libation?” she offered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Thank you, Madsen.”

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

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

“That's very kind of you.”

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

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

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

Unfortunately, it would be the last good sleep Sam Lerner would have for a long time.







Chapter 3

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Thank you.”

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

“That would be interesting. And very nice.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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