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  TO THE READER


  THIS IS A true story that we have decided to tell in a narrative style. Some of the dialogue between individuals in conversation has been estimated, though in every instance the substance has been verified by at least one, if not all, of the speakers, through various methods including court transcripts, oral and video depositions given under oath during court proceedings, documents collected during court proceedings, public media reporting, and interviews with the participants themselves. The dialogue from all courtroom scenes is contained in court transcripts, although some grammatical changes have been made, including modifications to spelling and grammar, and exchanging pronouns for proper nouns where it would enhance the reader’s understanding. Letters written by John Thompson enclosed herein are actual letters, although some have been edited by the authors. We are indebted to Nancy Wohl, John’s spiritual advisor, both for keeping these letters over the years and for sharing them with us.
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  WHY DID HE HAVE TO SHOOT ME?


  DECEMBER 6, 1984


  12:39 AM


  RAY LIUZZA SLOWED for the stop sign at Josephine, drifting slowly through it into a left turn, and scanning up ahead to Baronne for a parking space. The steering wheel slid through his fingers as he swung left from Brainard, the BMW’s blinker clicking off as he gently accelerated down the one-way street. He was tired, and he had work tomorrow. He wasn’t drunk, but he drove carefully anyway. He and Susan had made the rounds—the 4141, a couple of drinks at Lenfant’s. No point in asking for trouble.


  He’d tried to get Susan to let him stay, or maybe bring her back to his place. She didn’t like coming back to his place—didn’t like the neighborhood. Sure, it wasn’t a gated community in the Garden District, but it wasn’t a bad place to live, right in the center of the city, close to restaurants and bars and shops, close to work. He thought the place was real, with good working people.


  He’d lived here for about two years, since his friend Frank had renovated the place. They had been friends at Tulane, and Frank had given him a pretty good deal on the nicest apartment in the building. He’d also let Ray help design it during the construction, so it had a little bit of Ray’s style. It looked good and fit his personality.


  Ray was a guy who paid attention to looks. Looking good was important. He’d lived in New Orleans his whole life, and New Orleans had style. Ray tried to bring a little of his style to the city, too. He had run a men’s clothing boutique for a few years, bringing European fashions to town. Even though he’d gone on to join the family hotel business, he still kept up his European fashion sense. Anyone with an eye would see not just the silver BMW and the Italian suit, but the Cartier watch and the custom-made English shoes. He caught a lot of shit from the guys for those. They cost a small fortune and it took eight weeks for them to arrive, but they were worth it. You see a guy with a nice suit and bad shoes, it registers.


  He saw a parking spot on the left side of the street, a couple of cars back from the corner. Luck was on his side. It was fairly cool, even for December, so close was good. He backed into the space and straightened out the car, turned off the lights, got out, locked the door, and started walking across the street to his apartment.


  12:40 AM


  PAMELA STAAB WAS in bed. She had been trying to finish a book she’d been reading, but sleep got the better of her—until now.


  Her apartment, on the corner of Josephine and Baronne, was on the ground floor. It had been renovated pretty recently and was in good shape, but the walls were made of wood, and you could hear the street conversations pretty clearly as people walked by. She’d get this “life by Doppler effect” sort of thing, and sometimes she’d sit in her room and try to figure out whatever she could about people’s lives as the volume rose, peaked, and faded as they walked by.


  The noise she heard now, though, was different. The voices had a sense of urgency and brought her out of her sleep. She lay in bed, eyes open, listening.


  A man was yelling at another man, but it wasn’t aggressive yelling or catcalling, or a too-loud drunken story from someone walking home from a bar. This had a different tone to it—it was pleading.


  She didn’t make a sound. Whoever it was, they must have been right outside her window. With her blinds down she couldn’t see anything, but one of the guys kept repeating something, his voice rising. “Take my watch!” That’s what the man was repeating—“Take my watch!”


  She heard another man’s voice respond but couldn’t make out his words. The first voice said it again. “Please, go ahead, take my watch. Please. Here, you can have my wallet.” The other man replied, audibly this time: “No, man, I’ve got to shoot you.”


  The first man started to say something, and then she heard a pop, like a bottle of champagne, and then there was this silence, this silence that sounded all wrong. Then another pop; then a few more. No more voices now, just the sound of someone running away, feet beating on the pavement.


  Pam sat up, listening, and finally realized whom the first voice had belonged to. She got out from under the covers and ran into her roommate Nora’s room. “Nora! Ray’s been robbed outside! He’s been shot!”


  12:40 AM


  PAUL SCHLIFFKA CLOSED the front door of his apartment and stepped onto the sidewalk. He liked the feeling of the chilly evening, the quiet of the early morning air. He walked through the front yard toward his car parked on Baronne. He had his key in his hand and was about to get into his car when he heard it.


  Pop. Pop. Poppop.


  It sounded like gunshots, or what he imagined gunshots might sound like. Without thinking about it, he moved toward the sound, toward the corner, unconsciously craning his neck, his car keys still in his hand.


  He was still about fifteen feet from the corner when a man appeared, a big guy with short hair. He ran quickly past Paul, who flinched. The runner continued down the street, swerving from left to right, heading away from where the shots had been fired, up Josephine toward Dryades.


  Paul thought it was a good thing that the guy was outbound, seeing that the other thing he had noticed was the enormous bluesteel pistol in the guy’s right hand—a long-barreled pistol that Paul wanted no part of. He stopped short and didn’t move as the guy tore down the street, away from St. Charles. Maybe he had been seen, maybe not—Paul was pretty close but hadn’t been standing in the light. Paul let him go without a sound. That gun. He waited a few seconds and then he moved up to the corner, looking down Josephine where the shots had been fired.


  There was a man in a suit lying facedown next to the sidewalk.


  Paul ran over and rolled the guy over. Oh, man. It was Ray who lived upstairs. He was badly hurt, bleeding and moaning.


  Paul ran back around the corner and screamed toward the front entrance of his building. “Call the police—call 911! And get some blankets!”


  12:40 AM


  ROSEMARY CASH WAS asleep with her boyfriend in their apartment on the corner of Josephine and Baronne, on the Dryades side. She wasn’t a real deep sleeper, and the unfamiliar noise snapped her awake. She bolted up, trying to figure it out. She reached over and shook her boyfriend. “Steve. Steve.” They were on the ground floor, and God only knew what might come bursting through their door.


  He woke up, drowsy. “What? What’s up?”


  “Listen. I think I heard gunshots.”


  12:40 AM


  SHERI HARTMAN LIVED on the north side of Baronne, at the corner of Josephine. She was up late, sitting in her living room, relaxing, and watching some crappy late-night TV show. She was new to the neighborhood, having just moved in a month earlier. It was on the edge of safe, only a few blocks from the St. Thomas Project, but it was affordable, and had a big second-story terrace, one of those ornate wrought-iron ones with French doors that she could open to let the air in.


  She heard the shots, loud enough to get her out of bed. Six shots, to be precise. She turned off the lights in the apartment and ran across the living room to her terrace, making some noise as she threw open the doors.


  By the time she got to the edge of the terrace and looked over the rail, there was a big black guy running across the street, up onto the sidewalk below her. He didn’t slow down, but he looked up, and their eyes met, briefly. Then he kept running up the street and out of her field of vision.


  Sheri looked back down across Baronne, where a man with blond hair was in the grassy section between the curb and the sidewalk, kneeling over the body of someone—a man in a suit. The blond man got up, walked to the corner, and screamed at someone in the building across the street to call the police.


  Sheri turned and ran back inside, grabbed a sweater, and hit the stairs, running down to the street to see if she could help.


  12:43 AM


  NEW ORLEANS POLICE Department officers Clyde Angelo and David Carter were driving along St. Charles when the radio jumped: “Ten-seventy-one, shooting at 2103 Baronne.” Carter grabbed the radio and responded as Angelo turned on the lights and hit the gas.


  They got to Baronne and Josephine in less than sixty seconds. There was one streetlight on Josephine, and in the edges of its light, in a grassy patch next to the sidewalk, a man was lying on his back. From inside the car, the officers could see the man’s blood emptying into the grass, his chest heaving.


  Angelo parked the car, lights still on, and Carter got out. The victim was awake and afraid. He’d been shot more than once, looked like chest and back from a quick scan. His breathing was rapid and ragged, but steady. He was saying, “Why did he have to shoot me?”


  Carter told him help was on the way. Some other guy, must have been a nearby resident, appeared with blankets, set them down next to Carter, and backed away. Angelo was already calling the ambulance.


  The victim looked up at Carter, blood coming out of his mouth. From the way he was breathing, one of the bullets must have gone through a lung. The man panted, “He robbed me. Why did he have to shoot me? He told me he was gonna shoot me. You’ve got to take me to a hospital.”


  “We can’t move you,” Carter said. “Gotta wait for the ambulance—it’s on the way. Couple minutes, that’s all.” The victim grimaced. “You saw the guy who shot you?” Carter asked. “What’d he look like?”


  The victim shook his head. “No. You gotta get me to the hospital. I’m gonna die here.” He inhaled, exhaled, coughing up some more blood. “Why’d he have to shoot me?”


  Carter tried to study the victim’s injuries. One bullet wound in the upper chest, near the shoulder, probably nonfatal. There was another bullet entry near the front of the hip. That wouldn’t kill him either, unless it had hit an artery. He spoke to the victim again. “What did the guy who shot you look like?”


  The victim’s breathing got faster and shallower as he strained for air. “Put me in your car. Take me to the hospital. I’m not talking until you get me to the hospital. Help me.”


  The ambulance pulled up at that moment. The paramedics got out of the truck and hustled over. They bent over the victim and went to work. Carter got out of their way, walking over to help Angelo secure the area. In seven minutes, the paramedics had loaded the wounded man into the ambulance and peeled off to Charity Hospital, only three minutes away with the sirens.


  Carter walked around the area, checking for clues and waiting for the crime tech to arrive. He kept replaying the victim’s question in his head: Why’d he have to shoot me?


  1:04 AM


  FRANK MASELLI HAD gotten in bed and turned the light off but hadn’t yet fallen asleep when his phone rang. It was Angie, the building manager of one of his buildings. She told him Ray Liuzza had been shot outside of his apartment. Frank got out of bed, grabbed a nylon jogging suit he had worn earlier that evening, and headed toward his car. Christ, he thought. I just had a drink with him. They had been celebrating Ray’s promotion to vice president at the hotel.


  Frank and Ray had gone to Tulane together. Ray was a funny guy, and they would go out together from time to time, taking in the sights, scouting the talent, a couple of young guys with some cash in their pockets and nothing holding them back.


  Frank had offered Ray an apartment in 1979, in the first building he renovated, about four blocks off St. Charles. It was a pretty crappy neighborhood, truth be told, but they were all young and invincible then, and the building was in good condition. New Orleans had always been nice blocks next to run-down blocks. To compensate for the neighborhood, Frank had given Ray the nicest apartment in the building. Ray loved the place, and he loved the neighborhood. It had always seemed to Frank that Ray knew everyone around his neighborhood; he’d always talked about how important it was for people with his background and the people who lived in this neighborhood to get to know and understand one another.


  Frank got to the building quickly. The ambulance was already gone, and a few cops were walking around the intersection. There was nothing for him to do at the scene, so he made his way through the cool evening air over to Charity Hospital.


  Frank’s and Ray’s fathers were good friends themselves—wealthy New Orleans Italians who did business together. Ray Liuzza Sr. ran the International Hotel and was active in the Chamber of Commerce, while Frank’s father was a liquor distributor. Walking toward the hospital, Frank thought about how maybe Ray had started to make too much money for the neighborhood, with his flashy clothing and import car.


  Frank could see the events of the night unfolding as he walked. Ray was probably looking flashy, and a robber saw the suit, the car, and the jewelry. The robber would probably get pretty angry when he opened Ray’s empty wallet—he never carried any cash.


  I should have told him, Frank thought. He should have been out of that house and into another one in a better neighborhood. He had tried, of course, but Ray hadn’t listened. Stubborn SOB, Frank thought.


  He walked into Charity’s ER to find his friend. The news was as good as could be hoped: Ray was in surgery and hadn’t been shot in the head. Frank used the pay phone to call the Liuzzas at home. He tried to stay calm as he explained what had happened, and sat down to wait for their arrival.


  1:42 AM


  IT TOOK DETECTIVE Don Curole twelve minutes to get to Charity Hospital from Homicide after he got the call. It wasn’t a homicide, yet, but it sounded like the victim had been shot up pretty good. Better to get what information he could as quickly as possible. God knew he didn’t need any more open files.


  Curole walked into the ER and tracked down a nurse he knew from many similar trips to Charity. The victim had multiple gunshots to the chest and back. He’d lost a fair amount of blood and had shown signs of shock, but he was hanging in there in the OR. Both he and his doctors wouldn’t be available until later.


  Leaving the hospital, Curole headed over to Josephine and Baronne. The victim’s name was Liuzza. There was a restaurant near the Quarter called Liuzza’s—a down-home New Orleans place popular with locals and tourists. Curole wondered if there was a connection.


  1:46 AM


  NOPD CRIME TECH Anthony Cusimano pulled up at the corner, grabbed his camera, and walked toward the scene. There weren’t any onlookers. Most people in this neighborhood—or any neighborhood in New Orleans, really—didn’t want to get involved in these types of crimes.


  It looked like a pretty straightforward shooting. The beat cops had stayed out of the area pretty well and things weren’t too disturbed, so he got a few pictures and then started carefully moving around the scene.


  Carter walked over to Cusimano and told him that the victim was found lying on the ground with multiple gunshots to the chest and back. Cusimano tried to figure where the shooter had stood. He—or she—could have come from behind the building, Cusimano thought. There was a small parking area and a wrought-iron gate that separated the sidewalk from the lot and the back door of the building. Cusimano walked through the gate, scanning the ground. No pellets or cartridges in the parking lot. Maybe the shooter had come from the other direction.


  Cusimano walked back to the street and turned to look at the wall of the building. There were three bullet holes. The shots had either missed the victim or had gone through his body and into the wall.


  Cusimano pulled a penknife out of his pocket and carefully pried a pellet out of one of the holes in the outside wall. Large-caliber; .357 probably. He put it in a baggie, then went and knocked on the door of the first-floor apartment. The woman who let him in gave her name—Pamela Staab. She was pretty shook-up, as the bullets had been embedded into her bedroom wall. From the inside, he could see a wooden door that had once led out into the street, a bullet hole all the way through it. Not far from the door, on the floor, was a bullet. Cusimano bagged it.


  He told Ms. Staab that another officer would be along to interview her; his job was just to get any evidence out of the scene intact, keeping the chain of custody clean.


  All in all, not a bad night: There was no gun, but two bullets—one that looked pretty good for a ballistics test. He hoped the victim pulled through, as it would make solving this case a whole lot easier.


  2:20 AM


  IT TOOK ABOUT forty-five minutes for Ray’s family to arrive at the hospital. They arrived in true Italian-family style, with ten or more people making the trip in from various suburbs around the city.


  In the hallway, Frank saw the doctors coming out of the OR. He walked up to them and asked how Ray was. He could see the answer in their faces even as the nurse explained what had gone wrong. They thought they had repaired all the wounds, but as they were sewing Ray up, his blood pressure had dropped. They reopened him and found another wound, one they had missed the first time. The blood loss had just been too much.


  Frank didn’t know if he was going to faint or throw up. He had to struggle just to breathe, had to tell himself, You can handle this. He thought about his drink with Ray just hours before, pictured Ray’s excitement at having made VP at his father’s hotel. And now . . .


  He collected himself and walked over to tell the Liuzzas that Ray was gone. It was an odd experience, knowing that what he was going to say would change their lives forever. Ray’s mother screamed, the others groaned, and Ray Liuzza Sr., as tough a businessman as Frank had ever seen, looked as though his face had been torn off. He just froze, then fell to the ground. Frank thought perhaps he’d suffered a heart attack. Thankfully, he had only fainted. Still, seeing the grief set in, Frank realized: Your life stops when your child dies. Maybe it would start up again in time, but it would never be the life they’d known before.


  Not for any of us, he thought.
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  CARJACKING


  DECEMBER 28, 1984


  11:35 PM


  MIMI LAGARDE PUSHED against the silver crash bar and opened the exit door at the New Orleans Superdome, walking out into the night air. The cool of the evening was refreshing compared to the stale, hot air from the crowd inside. She hesitated for a second, holding the door for her brothers Jay and Michael. Jay, nineteen, adjusted the camera strap around his neck as the three of them walked across the limo access road and toward the car, the boys talking excitedly about the game, a close loss for UVA, where Jay had just finished his freshman year. It was especially nice for Michael, who was only twelve, to be out on the town with his older siblings, but all three were thrilled to be in the city without their parents. Their mother would never have let fifteen-year-old Mimi go into town unless she was with Jay.


  They reached the car and started to pile in. Jay popped the trunk, walking to the back to put his camera away. Mimi looked around—she didn’t feel safe, suddenly. As Jay closed the trunk and walked to his door, she noticed a man walking up LaSalle in their direction, and he was moving pretty quickly. He had on a loose jacket or a zippered sweatshirt, with the hood pulled up, and a T-shirt underneath. Something about him was unnerving to Mimi.


  Jay got in the car and popped the locks, and Mimi opened her door quickly and got in. She put her seat belt on as Michael got in on the passenger side behind her. Mimi was about to tell Jay to lock the doors when the man from the street jumped into the car, shoving Michael across the seat into the other door. “I’ve got a gun, and I’m takin’ your car.”


  Jay tried to look at the man, but turned back quickly as the man yelled at him not to look back. Mimi jumped at the man’s booming voice, her heart pounding in her chest as he threatened to kill them all if they looked at him. Jay flinched and gripped the steering wheel tightly.


  He’s gonna kill us, Mimi thought. She was petrified. She could see that Jay was trying to figure out what to do. He finally took his hands off the wheel, holding them open, palms toward the windshield as he told the man that he could have the car; they’d get out and he could just drive away. But the man told them he wanted their wallets, keys, jewelry—everything. He told Jay to start the car and drive.


  Jay again offered to give the man the car if he’d just let them go, but the man said, “Start the car, and go right.”


  “Okay. No problem. No problem.” Jay fumbled with the keys, got them in the ignition, and started the car. He looked over his left shoulder to check oncoming traffic and pulled out onto Poydras.


  It took them about two seconds to cover the 100 feet to LaSalle, where the guy had told them to go. To the right was a dark, narrow side street with no people in sight. He’s going to kill us there, Mimi thought. She braced for the right turn and was flung against the car door as Jay suddenly swerved hard to the left across the median gap, slamming sidelong into another car that was waiting to turn and coming to a screeching stop. Before Mimi could react, the man was thrusting his hands with the gun into the front seat, yelling, “I’m gonna kill you, fool!”


  Jay had a split-second head start on the guy, turning and putting his hands up to block their captor. He and the man wrestled with the gun for a few seconds. Mimi jumped out of the car, noticing that Michael was pinned in the backseat. The man had pushed himself forward into the space between the seats. He was above Jay, trying to get leverage, both of them struggling for the gun, Jay somehow getting on his back and pulling his feet up. He was kicking the stranger again and again in the knees, stomach, and face. Finally, Jay’s feet pushed the man through the passenger-side door.


  The man stood up and ran down LaSalle, away from the crowd gathering around them and into the darkness. The Lagarde children watched him run away, then turned to make sure Jay was OK after the fight in the front seat. Jay walked around the car and picked up the gun, which the carjacker had dropped as he was falling out of the car. He held it up and looked at Mimi, then dropped it on the ground again. Both of them jumped as bang!—it fired. Neither of them were shot, but they realized that the gun had been loaded and cocked the entire time. They were lucky to be alive.


  The Superdome security guards got to the scene first; the New Orleans police arrived a few minutes later. All of a sudden there were lots of cars, their flashing lights coloring the street as the cops talked into their radios. The police removed the gun from under the car and talked to each of the siblings in turn, asking them to describe the stranger. Their descriptions were each a little bit different; it had been dark, after all, and the man had been wearing a jacket with the hood up. They told the cops he was between five-foot-seven and five-foot-ten, pretty thin, had an Afro under his hood, and was wearing a loose dark jacket. They described his scraggly beard and said that he was twenty to thirty years old. That was the best they could do.


  One of the officers came over to Jay, pointing to the bloodstains on his pants and shoes. “You bleeding, son?” he asked.


  Jay looked down and saw that the policeman was right. There was blood on his pants and on his shoes. He felt around himself. He was all right, except for a large cut on his left hand. A few minutes later, one of the officers brought over a black man in handcuffs. “Is this the guy?” he asked.


  Mimi looked at the man, who had a scraggly beard and was wearing some kind of shower cap. This guy was a lot bigger than their carjacker. Jay and Michael agreed; this wasn’t the guy.


  One officer, wearing gloves and holding a pair of scissors, approached Jay. He cut a hole in Jay’s jeans, removing a section that had blood on it, and put the denim in a glass tube. He took Jay’s bloody sneaker as well, and told the three kids that someone would call them to come to the station, answer questions, and look through some mug-shot books. He said they would need to fingerprint Jay to compare his prints to those found on the gun.


  Mimi sat with Jay and Michael on the curb together, Jay in his cut jeans and one foot clad only in a sock. They waited together for their parents to come pick them up while the cops walked around, illuminated by the flashing lights of the police cars.


  3


  FINDING A KILLER


  DECEMBER 6, 1984


  10:30 AM


  CUROLE SAT AT the corner of Josephine and Baronne, looking out the window of his car. He had the Times-Picayune on the seat next to him, the headline ROBBER KILLS HOTEL OFFICIAL DESPITE PLEAS peeking above the fold with a picture of Ray Liuzza Jr. Liuzza wasn’t a bad-looking guy, Curole thought as he studied the picture: Italian, a slicked-back haircut, and a sort of dead-eyed, heavy-lidded look.


  Curole wanted to close this case quickly. Liuzza Sr. had friends in high places—and he wouldn’t be the only one pushing to find his son’s killer.


  Curole had been a cop for a long time, and he had seen this cycle before. The city was getting revved up, Son-of-Sam style, by a series of unconnected murders. Folks were getting pretty twitchy, talking about all the violence and deaths. The Times-Picayune was doing its share, publicizing a string of other murders and violent crimes around the city. Around Labor Day, a funeral home owner got himself shot and killed for no reason at all. On Thanksgiving, that Posey kid had been killed in some dumb name-calling fight. You could say it was good they were unrelated. Or, you could say it was horrible that so many people were killing each other in New Orleans. Curole just wanted to arrest however many people he had to arrest to keep the body count down.


  It happened from time to time, usually started by a string of murders or rapes in the white or tourist parts of town. The politicians would compete for newspaper time; the councilmen would hold press conferences for their new anticrime initiatives; Harry Connick—the district attorney for Orleans Parish and father of singer Harry Connick Jr.—and Mayor Morial and Chief Morris would talk about what they were doing to bring the criminals to justice. It all rolled downhill to him and his partner, making their job harder.


  Curole got out of the car, closed the door, and walked over to the corner. The crime scene had been handled cleanly by the responding officers and the crime tech. Between them and the autopsy, done ninety minutes ago by the parish coroner, Curole had a pretty good idea of what had happened, but it always helped to go back to the scene, walk it through again, figure out who might have seen things, and make sure it all added up.


  He stood on the sidewalk looking at the bloodstains. Liuzza’s blood was still on the grass. He had taken five shots from a .357, none of them close enough to leave powder burns. That meant the shots had been fired from at least five feet away.


  Well, it’s not a suicide, he thought.


  The autopsy said that one shot had hit Liuzza in the chest, below the right nipple. That’s the first one; it spins him around, Curole thought. He was an unarmed victim, now with his back turned to the shooter. But the shooter keeps shooting. The next shot would have been the one that hit Liuzza in the back below the left lung, coming out his front abdomen. It wasn’t a fatal shot, cleanly avoiding the chest cavity. Then came the one that hit him in the side of the buttock, exiting mid-thigh. Second shot knocks him down; third one hits him on the way down. Somewhere in that scenario were the two shots that did the serious damage, one hitting him mid-back, catching the spinal column, part of the right kidney, and the liver before exiting the right side of the chest. The other entered in the left rear abdomen, went through his small intestine and liver, and came out the chest.


  One in the front; one in the side; three in the back. According to Carter’s interview of the women in the downstairs apartment, Liuzza had been talking to the shooter, so the first two shots were probably from the front. He acted it out, miming where Liuzza had stood and how he could have turned, to make sure it made sense. First shot in the stomach, so Liuzza bends and turns to run. Second shot in the hip; Liuzza falls. Maybe he’s still trying to crawl away? Maybe he’s just lying there? Either way, he’s down, and that’s when the shooter makes up his mind to finish the guy off.


  The beat cops had found Liuzza lying in the grass with his head north, toward Lake Ponchartrain. So the shooter probably came up from the south, from St. Charles. Liuzza hadn’t put up much of a fight. He wasn’t beat up at all, and the women in the apartment—and the article in the paper—said he’d been begging for his life.


  Curole considered the scene some more. Maybe Liuzza had already given him the wallet when he got shot. He must have, since Paul Schliffka, the neighbor from next door, told Carter that right when he heard the shots he went to the corner. That’s when he saw the shooter run past. He wouldn’t have had time to go through any pockets.


  It appeared to be a simple robbery/murder, nothing more sinister. That actually made the investigation harder. If there was a motive, the number of suspects would be smaller. But a random robbery and shooting? That could be just about anyone in this town.


  Curole had one near eyewitness—Paul Schliffka. He had seen a six-foot-tall black guy with close-cropped hair in a jacket and jeans running by on the dark street. Even though the shooter had been within six feet of Schliffka, he still couldn’t pick him out of a lineup or a mug-shot book. Further, Curole had no weapon, no ID from the victim, nobody with any motive, and absolutely nothing that linked anybody to the shooting. He was looking for a wallet, and maybe some jewelry; Liuzza Sr. said his son always wore an expensive watch and a gold ring with an “L” on it.


  Curole would watch the pawn shops, send out info, interview whomever he could, and hope that something clicked. He got back in his car. Whatever clicked, he hoped it clicked fast.


  DECEMBER 23, 1984


  3:45 PM


  RAY LIUZZA HAD been dead for two weeks now, and Curole had nothing to go on. He’d interviewed everyone he could find in every house with a view of the crime scene, most of them twice. None of them could really give him anything. His best lead was a call-in to the Crimestoppers hotline, a woman named Mary Wells. She said some guy named Charles Bradford Ricks was the shooter.


  Curole went to see her, asked her a few questions, sat back, and let her do the talking. She knew a lot of details about the crime—the way Liuzza had pleaded for his life before he was killed, how many shots were fired, where they hit him, and what he was wearing—things you’d usually have to be there to know. There was always the chance that she’d called Crimestoppers for the reward money, but this didn’t feel like that. In the first place, her initial call to the police had been anonymous; he had only found it by going back and looking at the Crimestoppers reports after she mentioned it. In the second place, she seemed legitimately scared that the killer would come for her.


  It was also possible that she could have gotten her story from the papers. The case was getting a lot of media attention, with the family putting out ads on the radio and flyers up in the neighborhoods. Still, she wasn’t stumbling over her answers or reading some script.


  Curole had brought Mary Wells’s information, along with some information he’d gotten from a local FBI informant that was pretty similar to Wells’s statement, to Eric Dubelier, the assistant district attorney working this case. Dubelier had authorized a polygraph, but they couldn’t get it scheduled until January 9. In the meantime, the Liuzza family had collected money for a reward and they were advertising this fact around Ray’s neighborhood.


  The Liuzzas were political donors. The chief, the mayor, the DA—they all received money from the Liuzzas. And the Chamber of Commerce also had some pull. If the family felt like they had to beat the bushes themselves, had to help the police do their jobs, that couldn’t be good. Tell the truth, though, any lead was a good lead at this point.


  The other concern was Dubelier, the ADA. He had a pretty good reputation with the cops as a guy who turned their arrests into convictions and helped them hit their numbers. But he was coming off a high-profile case that the DAs had blown by mishandling evidence. More to the point, he was married to Connick’s niece. Curole could see how all this was going to play out: It would be political football with him and his partner, Marco Demma, as the ball. If they arrested someone, Dubelier would prosecute, Connick would get double credit for that, and all would be well. If not, Connick could say to the Liuzzas that he had done his part and that it must have been that dog-ass NOPD who couldn’t find a suspect.


  All in all, it had the potential to be a first-rate shit show. Happy holidays, Curole thought.


  DECEMBER 31, 1984


  10:30 PM


  “CRIMESTOPPERS HOTLINE, CAN I help you?”


  “Uh, yeah,” said the voice on the other end. The caller sounded like a young black male. “I’d like to report . . . I got information about a robbery and, uh . . . murder.”


  The operator kept her voice cool and calm. Don’t ask for a name—that was rule number one. “Okay, sir, I’m so glad you called. How can I help you?”


  “Uh, you know that murder been on the news, that murder of that Lalooza dude—the rich white dude? I know who done it.”


  The operator pulled the Crimestoppers “questionnaire” pad over and clicked on the end of her pen. “Okay, sir. You know we haven’t solved that one yet, so it’s really good that you called. You say this was a murder? And what was the name of the victim?”


  “It was, uh, Lalooza—something like that. I don’t know how to spell it. Lalooza.”


  “Okay, sir, thank you for that. Now, I gotta ask you some questions, have you tell me what you know, okay? You don’t have to tell me who you are or nothing like that unless you want to.”


  “Uh, okay. What you want to know?”


  “Well, first thing, do you know where this murder took place?”


  “Uh-huh. Right there on Josephine and Baronne.”


  “That’s great. And who did it, sir—do you know that?”


  “Girl, why you think I’m calling? Man that did it was a dude name of Nut, live over there on Simon Bolivar.”


  “Does Nut have a real name?”


  “Yeah, his real name John Thompson.”


  “Okay, sir. You said he lives on Simon Bolivar. Do you have an exact address?”


  “Yeah, he live at 1302 Simon Bolivar, with his grandmother.”


  “Can you describe him for me?”


  “Yeah. Black man, prob’ly twenny-three, twenny-five, something like that, prob’ly ’bout, you know, six feet tall, maybe 130 pounds.”


  “Any distinguishing features?”


  “Naw, not really.”


  “Okay, sir, that’s great. What happened?”


  “Nut and Kojak, they were driving, see, and they saw this Lalooza dude on the street, and they decided they gonna rob him. Nut had to shoot the dude, but he did it. It was an accident, see, while they were robbing him, and Kojak was in the car waiting. But they done it.”


  “Great. Thank you, sir; you did the right thing, calling us. Does Kojak have a real name?”


  “Kevin Freeman.” The caller was getting more comfortable, the “uhs” disappearing and his answers becoming more decisive. “He live at 2220 Felicity Street.”


  “And you said Mr. Freeman was waiting in his car? What kind of car was it?”


  “Kojak’s driving a ’75, maybe ’76 Chevy two-door, black and burgundy.”


  “Okay, sir. Is there anything else you can tell us about the incident? This is great information.”


  “Naw, that’s all I know. How I get the reward?”


  “Well, sir, the first question is, do you want to remain anonymous?”


  “Yeah. These guys dangerous. One of them’s already scared the other dude’s gonna kill him. They find out I’m talking to you, I’m in some deep shit, you know. So yeah. Anonymous.”


  “Okay, sir. Well, I’m going to give you a number—292. And if your tip is accurate, and we arrest and convict Nut or Kojak, you can call us back and tell us that you’re witness number 292, and we’ll arrange a meeting place to get your reward money to you. We’ll give you a check you can cash. No one needs to know your name, ever.”


  “Okay, that’ll work,” the caller said.


  The operator pressed down on the receiver, let it up, and dialed Homicide. “Who’s handling the Liuzza murder?” She wrote “Curole” on the bottom of the form, putting it in her out-box along with the twenty or so other “tips” that had come in that day.


  JANUARY 10, 1985


  12:42 AM


  CUROLE SHOULD’VE KNOWN. He had worked with Mary Wells for two weeks, checking out her story, and it seemed to hold together. She’d even passed the polygraph. It was a little different from her first statement—that made him suspicious—but she had passed it. That was enough to get an arrest warrant out of Dubelier, so he and Demma went out and picked up Charles Bradford.


  Poor bastard. Curole shouldn’t even have wasted his time taking the guy to the station. Bradford had been hurt at work a few years back, and he walked with a limp, which would have made it difficult for him to run away like Paul Schliffka had described—or, for that matter, like Mary Wells herself had stated. But when Mary Wells looked at Bradford at the station lineup, she suddenly had no idea who he was; the man wasn’t the Charles Bradford she had gone to school with.


  It turned out that none of the schools Mary Wells went to even had a Charles Bradford enrolled, and the bus she said she’d been on had dropped off at a different time that night. It was all bullshit.


  So now they had no Mary Wells, no strong leads, and they were following a trail that was thirty days cold and getting colder. They posted the Crimestoppers flyers in the neighborhoods, and every day, Curole would get some more worthless tips. But the hotline kept ringing—and criminals sometimes talk.


  JANUARY 13, 1985


  6:00 PM


  CUROLE CHECKED HIS messages, picked up one from another Homicide officer who had fielded a phone call from Liuzza’s landlady. She said that some guy had made contact with her, knew who had killed Liuzza, and wanted to tell the family. The landlady told him to come back later and she’d tell him what to do. She had set up a meeting between the man and Liuzza Sr. at the International Hotel at four o’clock the next day, and the landlord wanted Curole to be there.


  JANUARY 14, 1985


  4:00 PM


  CUROLE GOT OVER to the hotel, found the head of security, and got the entire story. He and Demma were allowed to set up a recorder to tape the conversation, and Curole went into a back room to listen while the security chief met with the informant—a young black man, a projects kid. The kid didn’t want to give his name or any of the particulars to the security chief. He said he’d written everything down about the crime, and his friend would show up later with the information, once he could see Liuzza Sr.


  This kid is here for the reward, Curole thought. Well, that was why a reward was posted—to give someone a reason to come forward and tell the truth. Curole hated that defense-lawyer tactic of saying that since someone had gotten a reward, they weren’t telling the truth. Maybe Liuzza Sr.’s money and connections couldn’t bring his son back, but they sure as hell could help him find the boy’s killer.


  Suddenly the kid said something that caught Curole’s attention: “The one that sold the man the gun, they sold him the watch and the ring, trying to set up another friend of mine, you know. He don’t know where none of that stuff’s from. He’s in a bind, you know.”


  Ray Liuzza had lost a wallet, a watch, and a ring that night. Now this kid was telling the security chief that he knew who had bought them?


  Then the informant was asked about the gun, asked if it was from a gun shop in the neighborhood on Howard. He said he didn’t know, but it was a big, new gun; the kid had gone with the murderer to sell it to someone else. “He didn’t sell it. I went and sold it for him. I didn’t know it had no charges on it or nothing, until after it came on TV that the man’s son was shot dead and I realized he brought me this empty gun.”


  “What was his name?”


  The kid drew back a little, realized he’d maybe gotten ahead of himself. “Uh, I just got his nickname. I bring all that back. I got it wrote down.”


  He paused a moment. Then he added, “It hurt me to see what they did, shootin’ him so many times with a gun that big. And they didn’t get nothin’ off him. Man didn’t carry no money on him. They got a wallet full of credit cards, a watch, and a ring.”


  He knows a lot of shit about the murder, Curole thought. He said the shooter was a drug user, smoking clickems. Curole knew a little about them—joints dipped in PCP. They were pretty new in town. Screwed you up pretty good, too.


  Finally, the kid gave his name—Richard Perkins. But he told the security chief to call him Funk.


  Funk told the security chief that he and his friend would be back within an hour to meet with Liuzza Sr. He didn’t deny wanting the reward, but also mentioned that he wanted this all to be cleared up as soon as possible, since there were two people involved.


  Two people? Curole thought.


  The security chief had caught that too, and asked Funk about it. Funk squirmed a little.


  “Yeah. All the person there saw was one—the one that ran. That dude who ran didn’t have too much to do. All he did was went on that street, ran, and left this other person, ’cause he panicked. He didn’t touch the man or nothin’.”


  “Oh, I thought it was just the guy that did the shooting.”


  “No, there’s two of them. One went with him, but he didn’t touch no one; he just ran off and panicked and left him.”


  The security chief asked for Funk’s social security number and then told him to give it to the operator when he came back later that evening. Funk handed over his card and his number was recorded.


  It was an impressive audition. The kid, Funk, seemed pretty credible and knew his facts. Curole didn’t think the papers had mentioned an eyewitness—but the kid did. If his story panned out, maybe they’d close this case after all.


  JANUARY 13, 1985


  9:40 PM


  WHEN FUNK came back to the hotel, the security chief and Ray Liuzza Sr. were waiting. He came in with another black guy who sounded more educated, like he had a decent job. The man introduced himself as Greg Dawson, a friend of Funk’s from the neighborhood. Dawson said he was an insurance agent. It made sense to Curole, Funk bringing along his professional friend who was used to negotiating with white people.


  Dawson handed over some handwritten notes as they spoke. According to Funk, they had called Crimestoppers twice but hadn’t gotten the response they had hoped for. Funk identified two men, Kevin “Kojak” Freeman and John “Nut” Thompson, who were involved in the killing. Funk said that Thompson told him he hadn’t meant to shoot anybody but the gun had just gone off. Yeah. It just went off, and then it just went off four more times, Curole thought. Apparently, Thompson told Funk he was scared about the “heat on the street.”


  Curole turned the story over in his head. Funk’s story made some sense: Thompson talks to him because he’s high and scared; Thompson does the murder, and now he needs to put some distance between him and the gun, so he gives it to Funk Perkins. Funk puts two and two together and realizes he’s now connected to the murder. He’s pissed at the setup, and now he has a reason to come forward. In Funk’s mind, since he’s setting up a guy that tried to set him up, he’s probably not a rat. Plus, there’s the reward offered by the family, so he comes forward to the family and not to the police.


  Funk was asked who he sold the gun to. It was someone in the projects—a man named J.R.; Funk said J.R. was also supposed to have the watch and the ring, but that J.R. didn’t know anything about the murder connection. And when asked what color was the gun that he sold, Funk said it had a brown handle and was black—might have been a .45.


  Funk claimed that Freeman and Thompson had each confessed to him. The two men had been driving around one night with the gun and saw a rich-looking man. They parked the car a block away and went to rob him.


  Curole had been right—no more sinister motive than a robbery of a well-dressed guy in the wrong place at the wrong time. The story’s logic held together, but best of all, the facts could be tested. If they found J.R. and the gun, everything else would pan out.


  Funk agreed to give the police a signed statement and tell them the story he had just revealed (and which Curole had already gotten on tape without Funk’s knowledge). Funk was to come to the station and ask for Curole.


  JANUARY 14, 1985


  3:55 PM


  Curole pulled the records on Thompson and Freeman before Funk Perkins came in to the station. Both men had records—nothing violent, just some drug offenses. He made copies of each man’s Bureau of Investigation photos and showed them to Perkins, who didn’t have any trouble picking the mug shots out of an impromptu photo lineup.


  Perkins signed a statement that was almost identical to the story he’d told the day before: Three days after the shooting, he said he’d gone with John Thompson to J.R.’s house to sell the gun. Thompson had stayed outside while Perkins went in and sold the gun to J.R. for $75 and some weed. A few days after that, Kevin Freeman told Funk about the murder, while both of them were high, and while Thompson was in jail for something. Perkins didn’t know what Thompson was in jail for, but it wasn’t anything serious, as Thompson had been out again less than a week later. With Thompson now out of jail, Perkins got him talking too. Thompson told Perkins he and Freeman had done it; he said they had just intended to rob a rich guy and they figured they’d find someone near St. Charles. The robbery went bad, and Liuzza ended up dead.


  Funk said he knew where J.R. lived and could take Curole there.


  JANUARY 15, 1985


  2:30 PM


  FUNK WAS WORKING out better and better. They were waiting for Dubelier to get them a search warrant for J.R.’s house, now that Funk had pointed it out, and the address matched a Junior Lee Harris, so that was looking real. In the meantime, Curole had gone through the pile of Crimestoppers questionnaires, and voilà—another John Thompson lead. Ken Carr, a concerned and impartial citizen, had told Crimestoppers that he was alone in Harry’s Bar on New Year’s Eve and had overheard two guys talking. One of the men was clearly agitated—said he’d shot and killed a white man and now the cops were all over the neighborhood, posting flyers for a reward, and he was scared. The speaker told his companion that it was an accident—he had to shoot the white man because the victim was trying to take the speaker’s gun—but now the heat was getting pretty heavy and he was scared.


  Curole looked at the form for any given names and they found Nut written under “Alias,” and John Thompson recorded further down.


  He smiled. Maybe this Funk kid was gonna work out after all.


  4


  ARRESTED


  JANUARY 16, 1985


  JOHN THOMPSON OPENED his eyes and looked around in the darkness. His initial confusion was softened by the realization that his arm was around Denise, he was sleeping in her bed, and their three-year-old son, John Jr.—known as Tiger—was in the next room.


  The phone, which was what had woken him up, rang again.


  John rolled his body a little and reached his free hand to get the phone, trying not to wake Denise. “Hello?”


  “Nué,” his grandmother said, “where you at?”


  John looked at the clock. “Momma, what you callin’ me at three AM for? You know where I’m at—you callin’ me here.”


  “Baby, the police was here lookin’ for you.”


  John rubbed his eyes, a little exasperated. He tried to keep his voice down. No sense getting angry at his grandmother. “Uh-huh. What they want?”


  “Man say he want to talk to you. What you done, baby?”


  “Momma, I ain’t done nothin’. Who was it? What they say to you?”


  “They just say they want to talk to you, ask me when you gonna be home. I told ’em you weren’t here, that I didn’t know where you were, but when you came home I’d call ’em. Man left his card. Baby, it says Homicide. What you got yourself into?”


  John sat up a little at that, not used to being questioned by Homicide. “Naw, Momma—nothin’ to worry about. They must think I saw somethin’ on the street or somethin’.”


  “You comin’ home in the morning?”


  “Yeah, Momma, I’m comin’ home. Just here with Denise and Tiger.”


  “Okay, baby. Good night.”


  “Good night, Momma.”


  He hung up the phone and moved his body back into the bed, pulling Denise closer to him. He liked the way she felt against him. She calmed him down. Still, he heard the worry in his grandmother’s voice, and he fell back asleep wondering why a policeman from Homicide was knocking on her door.


  IT HAPPENED AGAIN an hour later—the phone ringing and waking John up. He rolled over and grabbed it. “What.”


  “John? Why the cops tearin’ up my house lookin’ for you?” It was his mother this time.


  “What you mean?”


  “You know what I mean. You know why they been here. Four police. They just came and beat on my door, woke me up, came in here lookin’ for you. What you done?”


  “What? Nothin’.”


  “Don’t even tell me. You sellin’ that shit, now I gotta deal with the police knockin’ down my door middle of the goddamn night.”


  John’s irritation got the better of him, and he raised his voice. “So you gotta call me here? Now? It’s the middle of the damn night. We can’t talk about this in the mornin’?”


  “Police didn’t want to talk about it in the mornin’, did they?”


  “Okay, okay,” John said. “I’ll deal with it in the mornin’.” He hung up the phone, thinking, Shit.


  WHEN JOHN WOKE up again, it was morning. He was alone in the bed and could hear Denise in the front room with Tiger. Tiger was laughing, a belly laugh that made John smile. He was playing with some toy that made a lot of noise. The boy loved that toy. It always made him laugh, and he’d keep pushing those buttons forever. John listened to the boy playing with his mother, heard the love between them, and rolled out of bed.


  He put on jeans and a T-shirt and walked into the front room with a “Hey, baby.” Denise looked up and smiled. “Hey yourself,” she said. “Say hello to your son.”


  “Hey, Tiger,” John said. Tiger looked up, then back to the toy. He pushed a button, made the sound, and laughed.


  Denise smiled. “See how smart he is?”


  John stood next to Denise, cradling her head into his stomach, and said, “I see.” He stepped away from her, saying, “I gotta go home, see how Momma is. I’ll come back later.”


  “Don’t be long; we gotta go to the store today.”


  John reached down and picked Tiger up, holding him in one arm. It was getting harder to do; Tiger was getting big fast. The boy gave John a one-armed hug but was still focused on the toy, so John put him down again.


  “Why don’t you all come with me?” he said to Denise.


  She smiled, pleased to be invited. He waited for a few minutes while she put together a bag of things for Tiger. She wasn’t asking why there were phone calls in the middle of the night. She probably thinks it’s like usual, people looking for late-night fixes, he thought, and he didn’t tell her any different.


  It took about twenty minutes to get to John’s grandmother’s house, where he lived when he wasn’t sleeping at Denise’s. His grandmother was awake, watching TV in the kitchen when they came in. John kissed the old woman on the forehead and said, “Sorry, Momma. Sorry those police woke you up. What they want?”


  The look he got from the old woman was like a kick in the stomach. It was a look that you can only get from a woman you love who wants you to be better than you are. She said, “Nué, baby, what you done?”


  “Nothin’, Momma. I’m gonna take a shower.” He kissed her cheek, turned to go upstairs.


  His grandmother said, “I told the police I’d call them when you came home.”


  He stopped walking and turned around. “Momma, you can call them if you want. You want to call them, go right ahead. I got nothin’ to hide.”


  “This the man who came,” she said, handing him a business card. Detective Donald Curole, New Orleans Police Department, Homicide Division. John put it down on the counter. “Okay, Momma. I’ll call him. I’m gonna take a shower now.”


  He walked upstairs and turned the shower on, letting it heat up. When it was hot, he stepped in, letting it rain down on him, wishing it could get into his brain and rinse out his thoughts, free them up like the steam.


  DON CUROLE SAT in his car outside Thompson’s grandmother’s house. The old lady had called him, like she said she would, and told him John was home. That sort of thing always made Curole scratch his head—family giving up family like that. Had she given up on the boy, given him to the streets, or did she think that he was so good he couldn’t possibly have done anything wrong—that he didn’t need any protection from the police?


  Curole patted his chest pocket, feeling the folded arrest warrant.


  It had been pretty straightforward once they’d found Funk. Funk took them to J.R.’s house, then they let him go. They got a warrant for J.R.’s house and had gone back around midnight last night.


  J.R. was there. His name wasn’t really J.R.; it was Junior, Junior Harris. Once Junior realized they were looking for a murder weapon, he was pretty eager to help and get the hell out of the way. He told Curole he didn’t have the gun anymore, that he’d sold it, and that he’d never used it. What he did have, though, was a ring on his pinky finger—a gold ring with an “L” on it.


  Curole asked him where he got the ring, and Junior said he’d bought it from John Thompson; he had paid six dollars for it. Curole pulled the ring out from an envelope beside him on the passenger seat and rolled it in his fingers. Six bucks, he thought. Not much to die for.


  Junior had sold the gun to another guy down the street, a guy named Jessie Harrison. He walked them over to Harrison’s house. Like Junior, Harrison didn’t want any part of a murder weapon, either, and he didn’t want to piss off Curole and Demma; he let them look around without a warrant.


  Their search of Harrison’s house turned up two guns, one of which was a .357 that matched Funk’s description of the gun he had sold. They’d have to see the ballistics test to be sure, but Curole figured that it was most likely the murder weapon. And the gun, along with Funk’s story, had been enough to satisfy Dubelier, who got them arrest warrants for Freeman and Thompson. By 3:00 AM, they were back on the street looking for their killers. They found Freeman at home and arrested him without a problem, and now they were back at Thompson’s place.


  A squad car pulled up next to Curole’s—the backup he’d called for. Curole grabbed his gun, put it on his hip. He got out of the car and strolled up the walk while the uniforms went around to the back.


  JOHN HEARD THE police downstairs, speaking to his grandmother, then calling his name.


  He pulled on a shirt and a pair of shorts and walked down the stairs. There were four cops at the bottom waiting for him. The one in front, a big white guy, said, “John Thompson?” like he was confirming it.


  John knew what was going to happen as he walked down the stairs. When he reached the bottom, Curole turned him around and put handcuffs on him. John sighed, wishing the cops could have done it outside rather than right in front of his grandmother, his girlfriend, and his son. The TV played the theme from The Young and the Restless. Denise said, “What you doing? Where you taking him? He ain’t done nothing; why you arresting him? You ain’t even asked him nothing. He ain’t done nothing.”


  Curole turned John back around to face him, saying, “John Thompson, you’re under arrest for the murder of Raymond Liuzza Jr. You have the right to remain silent.” He reached behind John and got a hand on John’s wrists and gently guided him to the door. The other cops watched cautiously, making sure John didn’t try anything. Curole continued, “You have the right to an attorney. If you can’t afford an attorney, one will be provided to you.”


  John turned to his grandmother, whose face showed both fear and sadness. She looked like she had known this moment was coming, and still, she couldn’t avoid it. He said, “Momma, I ain’t done nothin’. I’ll see you soon.”


  He glanced over at Denise, who wore a different expression. Denise was mad. John didn’t know if she was mad at him or at the cops. Probably both. He said, “Denise, I love you, baby. Take care of Tiger; I’ll be back soon.”


  Then they were out the door, down the steps, and into the car.


  THE COPS PUSHED John into Orleans Parish Prison for booking. It was an old, industrial building, filled with shouts and curses, the drab walls coated with sweat and layers of filth. The cops took his prints and his picture, and threw him into a holding tank along with every other drunk, addict, or banger they’d pulled off the street the night before.


  John kept quiet, but he was scared. He hadn’t ever been in one of these places before. He’d spent some time in juvey, but that wasn’t anything like this. Then last month, he’d been pulled in for parking tickets, but that was just a quick hold, nothing serious. Now, here he was in OPP with probably sixty or seventy guys in a space that shouldn’t have held more than twenty. There were guys passed out on the floor, sleeping off whatever had got them in here, some of them lying in their own mess, smelling up the room.


  John tried to move forward, to find some space, but anywhere he tried to go he was moving someone else out of their spot in the crowd. He tried to figure out the right attitude to take. Should he say “Excuse me”? He felt like if he did that, he’d sound weak, and this wasn’t the place to show weakness. Still, he knew he better be ready to show respect; he didn’t want whatever guy he bumped into thinking he was starting something. He’d had practice on the streets with staying on the edges of fights, finding the balance between not staring down and not getting stared down.


  A few minutes after they let him in, the door opened again, and the cops brought in breakfast. A guard pushed a cart of food in front of the door, and suddenly a line was forming. Grits, black toast, and stale coffee. There was nowhere to sit with it, and no one was moving to make way for anyone else, so John wedged his way over to the line, got his plate, let the line push him away from the cart, and ate standing up, trying hard not to spill in the jostling crowd.


  He didn’t know how long he had been in there, but at some point the door opened and a guard called his name. John walked outside the holding tank and the guard put cuffs and leg shackles on him. He walked down the hall—the shackles forcing him to take tiny steps—until he was told to stop in front of a door. The guard took off the cuffs and shackles and gave him a green shirt and pants with OPP emblazoned on the back in white letters. Then the cuffs and manacles were put back on, and he was walked into Tent City.


  “Welcome to your new home,” the guard said.


  It wasn’t even a cell. He couldn’t believe it. They had sent him to jail and he didn’t even get a cell. He asked the guard, “What’s all this?”


  The guard said, “We got too many of you dumb niggers breaking the law and getting locked up; don’t have enough room for everyone to get a cell. So you get a tent here in the City, four guys to a tent, sleeping on the floor. And don’t worry—it’s all locked down.”


  Maybe you arrestin’ too many niggers, John thought, but he figured there wasn’t much point in saying that.


  5


  POSITIVE ID


  JANUARY 17, 1985


  STEWART LAGARDE PULLED the blue Honda Accord into the driveway nose first—the same car his children had been attacked in. It had been three weeks since the incident, and he was still calling the police every other day, asking if there was any new progress on finding the guy who had tried to carjack his kids. There never was; the only prints on the gun had been Jay’s.


  Today, though, Stewart thought his luck might be changing. He had a copy of the newspaper with an article titled TWO HELD IN SLAYING OF HOTEL EXEC. It had a photo of a black man, his hands behind him in cuffs and his head down, being escorted by two white cops, and a mug shot of a skinny black man with a pencil mustache and an Afro. The caption said the man in the mug shot was John Thompson, and that he’d shot and killed some hotel executive near Charles Street for a wallet, using a .357 magnum.


  That’s the guy, Stewart thought. That’s the guy who tried to rob and kill my children. It was the same kind of gun, same period of time, and it happened when the black man just walked up to a white person on the street and robbed him. Thompson had the scruffy hair the kids had described—the whole bit. Inside the house, Stuart called Mimi over to look at the newspaper photo. She was fairly certain it was the guy who’d been in their car. He then showed the picture to Michael, who agreed. That was all he needed to hear.


  Stewart picked up the phone and called the NOPD.


  FEBRUARY 11, 1985


  6:34 PM


  BRUCE WHITTAKER PUT one file in his out-box and pulled out the next from his never-ending in-box. Let’s see what we’ve got here, he thought.


  Whittaker was the armed robbery screener for the New Orleans district attorney’s office. Screening was the first step toward “management” at the DA’s office, and it came with a pay raise that was certainly welcome to anyone who was trying to make a living as an assistant district attorney.


  It wasn’t much of a life: long hours running stressful cases full of awful people doing horrible things, and all for crappy pay. But Whittaker had personally disposed of about 3,000 cases over the past couple of years, including fifty or so jury trials. It was important work—work to feel good about, striking back at the bad guys.


  Whittaker had a personality and some street smarts, and he did well in court. He was a likeable, everyman kind of guy, with a face that showed exactly what he was thinking—which certainly worked to his advantage in front of a jury.


  He hadn’t exactly set the world on fire as a law student, but to tell the truth, the best students usually didn’t join the DA. The criminal courts needed guys like Whittaker, guys who really only wanted to put away bad guys and didn’t care so much about how much they got paid to do it. The violent crimes that made New Orleans a dangerous place and gave it a bad reputation—the murders, the rapes, the armed robberies—those were the cases he and his colleagues handled.


  His job, screening cases to make sure there was enough evidence to convict, was a priority to his boss. Harry Connick had been DA for about fifteen years—long enough to implement his individual philosophy of criminology. Connick believed there were more criminals than there was time to prosecute them, so the key was to prosecute efficiently, only going to trial with the cases likely to win. There were exceptions, of course—high-profile cases that needed a trial so that the public would see justice being done. But in general, Connick relied on his screeners to make sure the cases were winnable, that the cops were doing their jobs, and that the arrests were strong enough to get a conviction before the DA’s office charged anyone.


  Accepting fewer cases could be seen as being weak on crime, though, so Connick didn’t let anyone plead a case out. There was no deterrence if criminals thought they could cut a deal, and reduced sentences reduced faith in the system. This philosophy meant that Connick’s office relied on the screeners, guys like Whittaker. He screened all the armed robbery arrests, decided whether to take the case, and determined what to charge. Once the criminal was charged, he or she either pleaded guilty or went to trial.


  Connick tried to act like the cause of a case was bigger than the numbers, but numbers shaped public opinion, and Connick was a politician. The perception of his office was at least as important as its actual performance, and Connick was a master at understanding the temperament of the city. His roots ran deep into the city’s culture, including its music; he and his wife still had a jazz record shop in the city, and he was known as “The Singing DA” for his regular nightclub performances, where he sang jazz standards. Rumor had it his son, Harry Jr., was a pretty fine performer too.


  Even with his personal charm and knowledge of the city, the perception of the DA’s office was pretty bad just now, with the city all up in arms over an upswing in violent crime and the office taking hits on a couple of tough public cases. One of those cases—involving a college basketball recruit—had been a disaster, attracting national media attention. A local judge had thrown the prosecution out of court when the player’s defense lawyer uncovered some previously undisclosed evidence that the DAs had in their file but hadn’t turned over to the court. Months later, they were still getting bad press from it. Whittaker certainly didn’t want any repeats on his watch.


  Whittaker refocused on the case report in front of him. Armed robbery, John Thompson, black male, twenty-two years old. There was a note saying this case was attached to a separate murder case, with Dubelier, a Special Prosecutor, on the murder. That caught Whittaker’s eye. If it had a Special, it must be a big case. It made sense that it was the Liuzza murder, as the papers had been running with that for a while.


  It was interesting, though not surprising, that this case was going to Dubelier. He was aggressive, macho. Connick would certainly want someone good on it, and Dubelier fit the bill. Dubelier was Whittaker’s boss, and had the third-highest job in the office, behind Connick and the first assistant. He was a tough, aggressive, abrasive guy, hypercompetitive. Every motion, every objection, every moment in a case was a new chance for Eric Dubelier to win something. No issue was too small to fight. He wanted to win motion by motion, objection by objection, never giving an inch until the case was won and the criminals were in prison.


  Dubelier was teamed with Jim Williams, the homicide screener, on this particular case. Williams was probably the most successful homicide trial lawyer in the office. He had a different style than Dubelier but wasn’t any less aggressive. Dubelier was about winning, about beating the other side. Williams was a true believer, one of those guys who thought he was God’s instrument of justice.


  So Dubelier and Williams would be trying John Thompson for the murder of Ray Liuzza. Whittaker looked at the mug shot of the young black man, with his Afro and wide-eyed stare. Thompson was charged with Murder One in the Liuzza case; for Connick that meant they were seeking a death sentence. But, usually, to get the death penalty, the accused needed prior violent felonies, since most juries wouldn’t send a first-timer to death. Whittaker looked at the rap sheet—a lot of minor crimes until this armed robbery, no other felonies.


  Whittaker read the police report on the carjacking: three white teenagers outside the Superdome; one carjacker with a .357; no injuries. The kids had given a description that matched Thompson, but they hadn’t caught him at the scene. No one had ID’d him until the kids had seen his picture in the paper for the Liuzza arrest.


  To charge armed robbery, Whittaker needed to prove that Thompson used a dangerous weapon and that he took property by force or by threat of force. They had the gun on the scene and witness testimony, so the dangerous weapon was in place. There was a bullet fired, pulled out of the car, and ballistics would prove it was the right gun. And the attacker had gotten away with the driver’s wallet, so that took care of the taking of property. All the required elements of the crime were present. What they needed now was a definitive connection to Thompson.


  There weren’t any prints on the gun, so that wouldn’t work. There had been a fight between one of the kids and the attacker, and there were some fabric samples with blood collected—a piece of the driver’s pants and a tennis shoe. They might want to do a blood test on those. Whittaker made a note of that on his screening form. If the blood was the attacker’s and wasn’t from one of the kids, and if Thompson had a matching blood type, that would be a slam dunk.


  Without any physical evidence, they’d be relying completely on the IDs from the three kids in the car. They weren’t great IDs, to Whittaker’s way of thinking. Three white teenagers from the suburbs giving an ID on a black man three weeks after the crime based on a newspaper photo of a mug shot from a different arrest with a headline saying he was a murderer? Defense lawyers ate that kind of thing for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. But that was what they had. No one else reported seeing the guy, despite the fight in the car.


  Whittaker rubbed his eyes, took off his glasses, and absentmindedly chewed on the earpieces. Eyewitness testimony was always dicey in court. People made mistakes; they were in stressful situations and wanted to catch someone, which made them suggestible. Public defenders were used to this, and they’d take a purely eyewitness case apart. He’d have to dig deeper.


  WHITTAKER CALLED JAY Lagarde in Charlottesville. He’d decided to do the ID legwork himself, even though he usually told the NOPD to do it themselves. This would be a little more complex than the usual lineup, since Jay Lagarde was a college student in Virginia and Mimi and Michael were minors.


  Whittaker had sixty days, by law, to charge the case or drop it. Jay Lagarde was 1,500 miles away, and he wasn’t planning on coming home anytime soon. Whittaker didn’t have the budget to fly the kid to New Orleans for the ID, so he came up with a plan to use a photo lineup to confirm Jay’s ID. The kid seemed pretty sharp, so Whittaker figured he could do it the way it needed to be done.


  He put seven photos in an envelope along with careful instructions. He even thought about the order of the photos—if he made Thompson photo number 1, or number 7, he’d get crucified on the stand for drawing attention to him by the order of the photos. So he made him number 5, and put in the letter all the instructions necessary to ensure that nothing in the photos or the letter could prejudice Jay’s ID.


  If all three Lagarde kids independently identified Thompson in the photos, then the jury would see each of them separately ID Thompson in open court. The defense would still make the argument that the kids were tying the photo ID to the photo in the newspaper, but there was nothing he could do about that. All the men in the photos looked a lot like Thompson—the closest matches Whittaker had been able to find in the Bureau of Investigation books. He put the envelope in the mail.


  MARCH 7, 1985


  WHITTAKER PARKED IN front of the Lagarde house. He had waited to interview the younger kids until receiving Jay’s response. Jay had passed that test, signing on the back of photo 5 that Thompson was the carjacker. Let’s see if the younger kids can do their job, he thought. Thompson had been arraigned that day, had been assigned his lawyer, and so now was the time to make sure the DA was really going to take this case forward.


  Inside, Whittaker laid out the same seven photos, in the same order he had sent them to Jay, on the living room table for Mimi. He asked her to look at the photographs and point out the man who had carjacked them, if she could. Mimi moved through the photos carefully. When she got to photo number 5, she said, “That’s the man who robbed us.”


  Jackpot, Whittaker thought. Number 5 it was. After Mimi signed the back of the photo, she left the room and Michael came in. Whittaker showed Michael the same photos, and he pointed to both numbers 5 and 6. Michael said, “Number 5 looks like the man, and number 6 kind of looks like the man.” To be careful, Whittaker asked Michael to write that down on the back of each picture.


  Three independent IDs on the photo lineup—Whittaker was convinced. He drove back to the office to start processing Thompson for armed robbery.


  6


  GOOD COP, BAD COP


  MARCH 8, 1985


  “THOMPSON.”


  The guard woke up John roughly, poking him hard with a nightstick, smacking him on the upper arms and shins to rouse him. “Let’s go. Get up.”


  John didn’t say anything. He was a little disoriented, which made him less aggressive than he would otherwise have been, but he’d seen this drill before and knew he’d have to play along.


  They’d been sweating him for several days. They’d leave him alone during the day, letting him fend for himself in Tent City. At night, though, when he was tired or asleep, they’d come to get him for questioning. The guard would wake him up, not making a lot of noise, but enough that other prisoners would notice.


  John had already had a couple of guys look at him funny when he was brought back to the tier. Maybe they thought he was snitching. They knew he was up against a murder charge. They thought what the guards wanted them to think: that he was getting pulled out of the tier on a nightly basis to keep the guards informed of what was going on inside. Isolating him from the inmates, making him a target. It was just another one of their games.


  John’s head cleared as they put the cuffs on him and pushed him down the hall and toward the interrogation room. It looked like another night of the same questions, asking John why he killed Ray Liuzza, why he and Kojak did it, or to tell them the truth about what happened. You might be a lot of things, but you’re no rat, John thought. If this was the worst they could throw at him, he’d be fine. Even if they got rough, he was all right with that. John wasn’t a big guy—five-nine in sneakers, 165 pounds—but he was tough. He’d been in fights before, and knew he could take the punishment of getting slapped around by an angry cop if that’s what it came to.


  As he was led into the interrogation room, John found himself wondering what bruises from a beating would make the others think when he got back on the tier. Would they make him seem more like a tough guy who wasn’t talking? Or would they make the other inmates think he was definitely an informant, going the extra distance to make it look real so no one would suspect?


  It was a small room, with a steel table and three chairs, two on the same side as the door and one on the far side. The two cops that had arrested him were there, one sitting in the lone chair facing the door, the other standing defiantly in the corner, arms folded, like they’d been waiting for quite some time.


  These guys had questioned John before, and John had given them his story. It was a simple one, and he’d said it again and again, the same words over and over: “I don’t know. I wasn’t there.” John figured the simplest story was always the best, and how were they going to prove anything different? Did they have any witnesses? Did they have his fingerprints on the gun? If they had any concrete evidence, he figured they would have said so. It wouldn’t have mattered if they did, since they got the gun from someone else. How could they connect it to him—and what if they did? Did having the gun mean he’d shot someone?


  One thing was different, though. This time there was a third cop in the room, a black cop John hadn’t seen before. The black cop was half sitting and half leaning on the table, one foot touching the floor, the other propped on a chair, which he now pushed out, scraping its legs against the floor and motioning for John to sit down.


  The black cop smiled at John. “John, come on in and sit down. Sorry we had to wake you, but we got some new information on your case, thought we should talk it over with you soon as possible, you know?”


  “Uh-huh.” John had it figured out before he even sat down. Good cop, bad cop. Get the black cop to talk to the black folk, like John would just confess to this police just because he’s black. Stupid motherfuckers, he thought. “I already told you each the last three days: I don’t know what happened. I wasn’t there. You think you get a new guy askin’ the questions that’s gonna change the answer? It won’t. I don’t know; I wasn’t there.”


  The black cop seemed offended. He said, “Man, now, you getting all defensive right from the start. That’s the wrong move. I’m here to help you. We know you didn’t do nothing wrong. We know you didn’t shoot Ray Liuzza.”


  The cop got up from the table and walked behind John, and John noticed for the first time that the cop had opened John’s wallet and left it open on the table between them, revealing pictures of Denise, Tiger, and his other son, Dedric. Dedric was about two years older than Tiger, and the boys had different mothers. John didn’t see Dedric as much, but seeing that cop holding Dedric’s picture made John just as angry.


  John held his anger in, though, and looked at the policemen and at the chair that had been offered. He stood an extra second, showing them that he didn’t have to do whatever they told him unless he agreed, and then sat down. “You know so much, why don’t you let me go the fuck home? You know so much, you know I didn’t do it, why you got me in here right now?”


  “Man, why you bein’ so tough? This ain’t even your fight.” The cop put his hand over the wallet and the photos. “Listen up, now. You’re gonna lose your family, John. This girl, I don’t know if she’s your wife, your girlfriend. But you gonna lose her, and you gonna lose these two young boys here. What for? To protect some dude from the neighborhood ain’t gonna do nothin’ for ya? Come on, man. Help me out so I can help you out. Tell us what we need to know to put Kojak away for this. You don’t need to go down with him. You ain’t gonna prove nothin’ being all hard.”


  “You ain’t got nothin’ on me ’cause I didn’t do nothin’,” John said. “I got nothin’ to say, and Kevin Freeman ain’t tellin’ you shit.”


  The cop nodded, like he knew this was coming, like he’d seen it all before. He said, “Yeah, okay, I hear you. You ain’t done nothin’. That’s good. I’m glad.” He pulled a tape recorder out of his pocket. “Before you get all righteous, though, you might wanna listen to this.” He pressed PLAY on the tape recorder and set it on the table.


  The tape played Kojak’s voice; Kevin Freeman described the scene. He said he was walking down the street with John Thompson—that the two were looking for someone to rob. Kevin explained that he and John saw a white man getting out of a silver BMW and described how John said, Yo, man, let’s go hit that dude. I got the heat here with me. Freeman told the cops that this was the moment he’d learned that Thompson was carrying a gun, and it was the moment he had decided that he didn’t want to have anything to do with whatever Thompson thought was going to happen. Freeman took off running down Josephine, away from the Lake, away from John Thompson and his armed robbery. He hadn’t gotten too far away, though, when he turned back, seeing Thompson standing over the body of a man, holding the gun.


  The tape stopped, and John looked around at the cops. The white cops were wearing these satisfied looks on their faces. John ignored them and talked only to the black cop. “Man, you know that don’t mean shit. How I know that’s even Kevin Freeman? Could be one of y’all’s voices on that tape.”


  It was an act. John was far more shaken than he was prepared to let on. The voice was real. Kevin Freeman had turned on him. He couldn’t deal with that now, though. For now, it was best to keep his story clean and simple and not to get involved in a back-and-forth with Kevin Freeman. “Y’all ain’t got shit on me. You can’t, ’cause I didn’t do it, so fuck y’all sayin’ I’m playin’ it for a game.”


  At that, the nice, amused, helpful expression on the black cop vanished. He turned to the white cops and said, “You give us a minute?” They nodded and walked out. He waited for the door to close, and then turned back to John.


  “Man, John,” he said, “you ain’t thinkin’ this through real good. I know you all hard, and you ain’t got to talk to no po-lice. But you gotta play ball here, man. Look at these pictures.” He held up the photos of his family, one by one by one. “You got a good-lookin’ girl, John; you got two beautiful kids. These men here, they don’t give a shit about ruinin’ your life. Way they look at it is, you can help them get a murderer off the streets, or you can spend the rest of your life in prison with him. It don’t make one bit of difference to them. In fact, it goes the other way. You don’t help them, you’re no better than that murderer, and they are gonna enjoy puttin’ your sorry black ass in jail for the rest of your life.


  “I’m tellin’ you, man, they got all they need to do it, too. Not just this tape. Your picture’s in the paper for the arrest, man. You’re famous. Guess what’s next. White folks see a black man’s picture in the paper for a murder, they look at him, and guess what? We all look alike, don’t we? You know? So they start thinkin’, that’s the homeboy killed my son. Or that’s the homeboy robbed my wife, or my kids. And they start callin’ in, reportin’ crimes, tellin’ us you the man that did ’em all. You know that’s how it’s gonna be. And these guys”—he pointed his thumb at the door—“they are gonna take you out of this room here and walk you over and process you for a new armed robbery unless you start tellin’ us what you know.”


  John looked at the mirror on the wall. He knew the white cops were there behind it, watching to see what he was gonna do. Like there was any question.


  John started talking, but his voice didn’t sound like itself. “Man, how you think you gonna bust me on some murder I didn’t even do? You ain’t got nothin’ on me. You can’t, because I didn’t do nothin’. You know you got shit; that’s why you guys are tryin’ all this crazy made-up shit. You gonna try to get me talkin’ with some other voice on a tape accusin’ me; play that shit, I don’t even care. I know what I didn’t do, and I ain’t got nothin’ to tell you because I got no idea what Kojak did, or what anyone did to no one. I didn’t do nothin’. I got no idea what happened. I got nothin’ more I can say.”
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