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Praise for Now Let’s Talk of Graves

“As vivid a bunch of local rogues, aristocrats and in-betweens as ever nodded to each other over coffee and beignets in the Quarter… Plenty of action… These characters slip and slide across each other’s paths more often than players in a Shakespearean farce… a grand Carnival tide.” —The Wall Street Journal

“Ms. Shankman has great flair for caricature and writes with wit and humor… A good read… There is an amusing feminist edge.” —The New York Times Book Review

“Witty, well-paced and filled with characters you want to meet again… NOW LET’S TALK OF GRAVES is a thoroughly enjoyable book and Ms. Shankman has captured New Orleans’s quirkiness and flavor through her strong supporting cast.” —Atlanta Journal and Constitution

“First-class entertainment… New Orleans and its denizens are the stars here, in a raunchy, Runyon-esque tour of the city’s social structure, streets, speech, food, and flavor not to be found in the guide books.” —Kirkus Reviews

“A rollicking novel of New Orleans.” —San Antonio Express News

“Shankman’s feisty characters and vibrant Southern setting make for a lively, enjoyable narrative.” —The Drood Review of Mystery

“Shankman makes the place and time vivid.…” —Philadelphia Inquirer

“Terrific… the setting and the characters are marvelous. And the dialogue! I could hear these people talking… highly recommended.” —Dean James, of Murder by The Book

“Sam Adams is witty and perceptive.… NOW LET’S TALK OF GRAVES is laced with insight and humor.” —New Orleans Times-Picayune

“Shankman has genuine gifts for the demanding creation of a good murder mystery.” —Houston Post

“Witty… Shankman’s engaging Southern characters speak in authentic Southern dialogue and engage in swift repartee… readers will be charmed by her spunky style.” —Publishers Weekly

“Shankman should be proud to claim this… Samantha is a delight; the writing is skilled; the plot is involved and involving.” —Washington Times
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A Samantha Adams Mystery
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To the memory of Allan Jaffe
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Let’s talk of graves, of worms, and epitaphs;

Make dust our paper, and with rainy eyes

Write sorrow on the bosom of the earth;

Let’s choose executors and talk of wills.

—Richard II


One

THEY HIT SAM with the Hurricane right at the gate.

Laissez les bons temps rouler. Let the good times roll.

The unofficial welcoming committee, a bunch of free-roaming drunks, left her holding a tall glass of the strawberry-colored kick-ass punch that had made Pat O’Brien’s famous—that and the piano players’ dirty songs. “Long John,” the one about a hard-driving dentist, had been Sam’s favorite when she was a teenager, used to pack six in a car, make the long trip down from Atlanta for Mardi Gras. Drunk as skunks Saturday through Fat Tuesday. Nobody’d ever heard of underage in the Big Easy of the sixties.

Now, on the day before Mardi Gras, half past noon, twenty-odd years later and ten years sober, Samantha Adams shifted the long black garment bag she was carrying over one shoulder and looked around the Delta gate for a place to put down the drink.

*

Over at the edge of the waiting area Harry Zack was watching Sam—though he didn’t know her yet. He was watching her because she was a tall, very pretty brunette, a lot easier on the eyes than the pie-eating lady evangelist who’d caught his attention on the pay TV, courtesy of the chubby young blonde in the waiting area who’d been stuffing the TV meter with quarters. The evangelist was famous in New Orleans; her name was Sister Nadine. The pie Nadine had in one hand, the one that wasn’t holding the tambourine, looked like lemon meringue to Harry. Looked pretty good, though the tall, very pretty brunette with the head full of soft dark curls looked sweeter. Trying not to be too obvious about it, Harry slid his eyes up Sam’s legs. Up to her great chest. Elegant nose. He had a thing about women’s ears, but hers were hidden behind the curls and silver hoop earrings. She had huge brown eyes, and a classically beautiful face that reminded him of some star he’d once seen in an old movie on TV.

Then his imagination skipped over the how-do-you-do-my-name-is-could-I-call-you-sometime-first-second-third-date business and he wondered—after all that—where would he take her? If, after a leisurely lunch at Galatoire’s, making love to her from the very first minute with his mind, his eyes, little sighs, lots of good wine, she said yes? Where would they go, skipping hand in hand out of the restaurant together?

He closed his steel-gray eyes, the one on the left having less far to go—the lid drooped just a little. He could see the place in his mind. A cottage at the Maison de Ville in the Quarter. Jammed with antiques. Bathtub big enough for two. Bed even bigger—draped with old lace. The perfect love nest.

Now, wouldn’t that be nice?

Take it to the Lord in prayer, the TV blared as Sister Nadine cut loose. Harry opened his eyes and the bedroom vanished. But the brunette, with a smart-alecky sort of grin on her pretty face, hadn’t.

It’s you she’s staring at, Harry Zack. You, right there.

*

But it wasn’t Harry she was seeing. Sam was grinning off into space, seeing her friend Kitty Lee in her mind. Kitty, who was supposed to meet her at the gate. Kitty, who was always, chronically, since they’d been roomies twenty years ago at Stanford, late. Kitty, yelling at her on the long distance every day for the past week: Why don’t you hurry up and get your butt over here, gonna miss the whole goddamn Mardi Gras. Don’t make the Comus Ball your ass is grass might as well stay home. Then, when Sam finally did get a breather, filed her story on the shooter picking off some of Atlanta’s finest citizens like deer right through their picture windows, left the Constitution and its Byzantine problems behind her, grabbed the last seat on the flight—now, where was Kitty? Well, hell, hadn’t everyone always said that woman would be late to her own funeral?

Sam’s gaze focused. Not bad, she thought, zeroing in on Harry. Not bad at all. In fact, in the looks department, great. Wide brow. Nice nose. Couldn’t see the color of his eyes from here. Blue, maybe. Or was that gray? High cheekbones with bright spots of color just beneath. Fair-skinned with a dark shadow of stubble. Wide mouth—a little pouty. That look was in, wasn’t it, at least for models. Well, he could model. Broad-shouldered and lean, though not much taller than she. A ringer for Paul Newman’s son. Grandson? Oh, Lord. He was pretty young. Pretty and young. That wild tangle of black curls could use a shearing. So is that what she’d say to him if she got the chance? Young man, you could do with a haircut. Sound like his aunt. His mother.

Well, hell, why not? Younger men were in fashion these days, weren’t they? And she’d been considering, so far only in the abstract, the possibility of grabbing up one for her own amusement. And, matter of fact, it wasn’t as if the handsome young man in the rumpled raincoat wasn’t staring back. Of course, he might just be thinking about stealing her pearls. But more likely he was searching for an opening line. She straightened her back, gave him her good profile. Thirty-nine and a half wasn’t, by God, dead and nailed down. Not yet.

*

Harry caught Sam’s look and flashed her a little smile. Then, suddenly shy, he looked away, his gaze searching for a place to light, landing on the chubby young blonde whose rear was a real tight fit in the TV chair. She seemed to be mesmerized by Sister Nadine and that lemon meringue, licking her lips and fingering a little gold crucifix. Another necklace spelled her name out in big gold letters: TERI.

He wondered what the pretty brunette’s name was. Laura? Suzanne? He sneaked a look back at her. Whoops. She was still staring. Waiting for him to make the first move, maybe. Jesus! He stared down at the floor, up at the ceiling. He’d promised himself next time he’d have one ready. Well, sucker, this was next time. And what did he have to pull out of his bag of tricks? Nothing more than a handkerchief. Thank God for small favors—it was clean. But he needed it; he was sweating like a pig. He blotted his forehead, swiveled his gaze back to the chubbette.

While he was waiting for the right side of his brain, the so-called creative half, to kick in, come up with something clever to say to the brunette, he’d practice his new trade on this lady. He was an insurance investigator now, right? So investigate.

He’d start with age. How old was Teri? Nineteen? Twenty?

(How old was the brunette? Old enough to be interesting, that was for sure. But not too old, and, when a woman was as attractive as that, who was counting?)

Back, boy, back. Okay, Teri, her baby in a wet Pamper squalling on the floor beside her. Well, that’s what happened to them, girls from Westwego, Mandeville, Slidell, maybe over the state line, Pass Christian, Biloxi. He was warming to it now. They got married, got pregnant, got fat, and the good times were over before they were old enough to vote. Droves of them rolling carts out into the Kmart parking lot. Disciples of Sister Nadine. Leading the good ol’ dead-end fat-ass life.

The blonde turned her head, catching him staring. Wasn’t that always the way? Well, he didn’t want to say anything to her, which meant he could probably chat her up like crazy. But lookahere! What a nasty shiner she was wearing.

No mystery there for crack investigator Harry Zack. Miss Teri hadn’t gotten the chuck on the table quick enough to suit ol’ Billy Bob. Or hadn’t properly chilled his Dixie beer.

But she’d hang around for a while yet—time for Billy Bob to break an arm, some teeth. Harry had seen more than he cared to of women like her. They made him sad, but you couldn’t make them listen. She’d have to come to it in her own time, hang around until she got fed up lying about running into doorknobs. Then she’d take Junior there and split. After about two payments, Billy Bob’d get behind on his child support. The next thing you know, he’d decide she shouldn’a got custody of his only begotten son anyhow. He’d sneak over to the baby-sitter’s, sweet-talk her in that way he had, grab that kid and—Harry peeked back at the brunette. Oh, hell. She had company now. What difference did it make if he were batting a thousand making up stories about the blonde, when all he wanted to do was sidle up to the brunette, give her the big slow smile he’d inherited from his daddy, say howdy?

*

Kitty Lee had no problem doing that: “Lord have mercy, Sam, if you ain’t a sight.”

Sam grinned at her. There she was, ladies and gents, redheaded, blue-eyed Miss Kitty Lee, still five foot two, hadn’t grown an inch.

“Sorry,” Kitty said, breathless. “Couldn’t find a parking spot. Bastards wouldn’t let me leave it at the curb, like I used to. Nothing’s like it used to be. Jack in the Boxes and Burger Kings. Not a single sign left of graciousness and gentility.”

Sam snatched her into a big hug. “Thank God for Kitty Lee. Mouth going 122 miles per hour. State patrol ought to ticket that thing.”

Kitty stood back, tiny feet wide apart. If Jimmy Cagney had been born a Southern woman, he’d have been named Kitty. “You’re right! But shut up and let me take a look at you. Damn!” All this out of the side of her mouth. “Still beautiful, goddamn unnecessarily tall, and absolutely right. I am so glad to see you.” Taking Sam’s arm and pulling her along. “Come on, let’s go get your luggage and blow this dump. Grab some lunch, go home and visit with Ma Elise. She’s dying to see you.”

“And me her. Let’s git.” Sam could feel her Southern shifting into third gear the second she laid eyes on Kitty. “What are we waiting for, three choruses of ‘Dixie’?” She hefted her garment bag and a tote.

“That’s your luggage? That’s it? Oh, Jesus, spare me. I couldn’t get my undies for a weekend in something like that. Are you sure you—”

Sam jiggled the bag. ‘Turquoise-blue silk to the floor. Caroline Herrera. Hideously expensive. Shameful décolletage displaying thirty-nine-year-old bosom intactus. Gonna knock ’em dead at that ball.”

“Oh, Sammy! Most of ’em already are. Ancient and pickled.”

“Well, what the hell? I’ll dress for you. We’ll kick up our heels. Swig us some serious root beer.”

*

Harry’d give a lot to see Sam—wasn’t that what Kitty Lee’d called her—in her ballgown. Maybe he could get ol’ Kitty, one of his big sister Sudie’s best friends, to introduce them later. But that very minute, the Delta flight from LaGuardia had arrived at the next gate, and he faded to invisible behind a column.

Here was the lady he’d been waiting for, the one he had business with—the one who swore she’d suffered severe whiplash, not to mention all kinds of emotional trauma, when her little tobacco-brown Mercedes coupe had been popped from behind.

She sure didn’t look like she was feeling any pain right now, this redhead scooting right along in a too-tight white jumpsuit, big shoulders, with a red fox coat thrown over one arm. You’d think the gentleman of Italian descent in the dark, shiny suit who’d been waiting for her would carry the coat, what with the whiplash and all. But maybe the gentleman—whom Harry knew to be Joey the Horse, a famous, in some circles, man-about-town—was having a hard time remembering about the neck injury. The lady, whose name was Chéri, wasn’t wearing her neck brace, or much of anything else, under that jumpsuit. Now she was tossing her red hair like a mane and twisting her neck this way and then that to kiss Joey on both cheeks. Not just once, but twice. Well, she was French, Chéri, right?

The camera Harry carried in the canvas duffel over his shoulder was clicking away like crazy.

Yes, indeedy, his uncle, his mama’s brother, Tench Young, and, more importantly, sole proprietor of Young Preferred Reliance Insurance and Investment Company, was gonna be right proud of him.

Harry, he’d said not too long ago, now here’s your chance to stop breaking your mama’s heart, straighten up, and fly right. Come work for me and learn to be an insurance investigator, join the real world, give up that crazy songwriting dream, and get real. Son, ’fore you know it, you’ll be a vice president. Take over old Preferred Reliance from me when I get ready to step down from this son of a gun.

Hell, why not? Harry had given Uncle Tench the slow smile. Why not bag the off-again-on-again jobs—cab driver, process server, oil rig jockey, anything he could think of to maintain his reputation as a hell-raising bad bad Uptown boy pretending he was trash. After all, boy was losing some of its cute, especially since he’d awakened one morning a couple of months ago after a night of too many Dixie beers and too few women and realized he’d crossed over the line into thirty while asleep.

Harry clicked off another couple of shots of the sashaying Miss Chéri. Yep, Uncle Tench—who never paid a dime to anyone unless they could prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that their claim was purdee, absolute, no question about it, watertight, not even to a pretty woman, yeah—Uncle Tench was gonna be right proud of this boy. Correction, young man.

*

Out past the automatic sliding doors Sam and Kitty and Joey the Horse and Chéri all sort of banged together—everybody except Harry, who’d faded off to one side, not wanting to be seen.

“Excuse me,” said Joey the Horse, bowing a little at the waist, always the Old World gentleman around the ladies. Sam smiled.

Kitty smiled.

Harry smiled too—at the back of the cab dispatcher, who just then glided by where he was standing hunkered down behind a luggage cart.

Which is why he didn’t see what happened next. Sam did though. Eagle-eyed reporter never missed a trick.

What happened was this: A little guy—young, light hair, slight build, snub-nosed cute, the Michael J. Fox type, and about that size, smaller maybe, five-four or -five—started walking through the crosswalk over to the sidewalk where Sam et al were standing, when just about the same time a gigantic white stretch limo belonging to none other than Joey the Horse started to pull in curbside.

The little guy, still on the other side of the car from Sam, yelled something. She didn’t quite catch it, but she could fill in the blanks. Then the little guy slapped his hand up against the driver’s window, which began to power down. Slow.

Real slow.

Then the door whapped open. Hard. Knocked the little guy down. A huge black driver looking like a Sub-Zero refrigerator-freezer in a powder-blue suit was standing there, looking sub-zero cool behind his shades, staring down.

Then, as if in slomo, Sam watched the little guy reach into his jacket. Uh-oh. She’d been witness to this kind of scenario several times in a professional capacity, but this was vacation, thank you very much. She grabbed Kitty’s arm, jerked open the door of a cab waiting at the curb, pushed Kitty inside, and fell atop her, head down.

“Drive,” she said.

“Lady, I have to wait till my dispatcher—”

There were popping sounds outside now, like a car backfiring. Three times.

“Drive, dammit! I’ll make it worth your while.”

He drove fast—just like in the movies—and for a good long time before he asked, Where to?

“Bourbon Street.” Sam sat up off the grumbling Kitty when the coast looked clear, ran a hand through her curls, and said, “I didn’t come all this way to spend my afternoon as a material witness to one goddamn more shooting when I could be eating oysters at Galatoire’s.”


Two

THE TOURISTS ON Bourbon Street were waiting in a long line. Galatoire’s takes no reservations—except the walk-to-the-front-of-the-line-if-they-know-you kind.

“Miss Lee,” the man at the door had said, and, smiling, had passed them right on in. Sam had to admit she liked that.

It wasn’t until they were at a table in the middle of the one bright, high-ceilinged dining room, waiting for a glass of white wine and Sam’s Perrier, that Kitty came to.

“I left my car in the goddamn parking lot.”

“Oh, my God!”

They laughed like young girls, heads back, mouths open wide. Well-tailored businessmen at neighboring tables smiled at them. Bons temps rouler. Why not? It was New Orleans. Carnival time. Anytime.

“So later we’ll go back. Maybe we’ll run into G.T., you remember her, Aunt Ida’s granddaughter. Wait, great-granddaughter. She’s over to the house a lot, and maybe she’ll give us a ride back out. Got herself a job as an ambulance driver.” Then Kitty looked up at their waiter, who hadn’t bothered them with a menu. “Gerard, I’ll start with the shrimp remoulade, then the trout meunière.”

Sam ordered oysters en brochette and trout Marguéry. She’d been dreaming for weeks about the battered and fried oysters with bacon and lemon on toast. And the Marguéry sauce: a thick yellow roux chock-full of shrimp and mushrooms.

“Soufflé potatoes and green salads,” the waiter suggested. “And share plates?” 

Sam nodded. Here was a man after her own heart. She sipped her water and looked around. “Kitty, you remember that time we were here with—what was his name? Chauncey? Boisvert? Duplessy? Trey? One of your fancy New Orleans monikers, but I know it ended in a Jones.”

“Well, I guaran-damn-tee you he’s never forgotten your name, sugar pie. Not even after twenty years. Every once in a while at a party, real late, this dreamy look comes over Boley Jones’s face and he says, ‘Kitty, do you know that time in Galatoire’s your friend Sam from Atlanta took all her clothes off and—’”

Sam was somewhere between flattered and embarrassed. “Well, hell, you can’t let every little old thing that ever happened when you were on the booze keep you out of places. Hell, I’d have nowhere fun left to go. You either.”

“Why, what on earth do you mean?”

As if she didn’t know. Kitty had always been one to kick up her heels. Had even turned her high spirits, her way with people into her very own, very profitable public relations company.

Now Sam watched Kitty reach into a pocket of her sea-foam-green silk blazer and pull out a silver lighter and a pack of Picayunes, a local brand. She lit one of the forty-plus cigarettes she would smoke that day, sucked the smoke down, and exhaled hard.

The cigarette’s funky aroma took Sam right back. She closed her eyes, remembering how the Quarter used to smell on steamy days when she was visiting Kitty from school, before the Jax Brewery over by the river became a bunch of boutiques. The smell of Picayunes was rich, yeasty, always bespoke New Orleans.

Kitty.

And Eddie Simms.

For it was that same smell which lingered in the still, quiet San Francisco bedrooms where Eddie, a Southern boy who smoked Picayunes while he worked, had left the carved and cross-hatched bodies of women he’d come calling on with a Buck knife and a bouquet of snow-white roses. Sam’s series about him on the front page of the Chronicle had earned her prizes as well as several job offers, including the one from the Constitution that had taken her home to Atlanta a couple of years earlier.

Now she was telling Kitty how that move was looking like a less than judicious one, as the then-newly-serious Constitution had run aground.

“So what’s happening now? Sounds like you’re up to your ass in rattlesnakes, that piece I read about the newspaper in Vanity Fair.”

“Just about. Pit vipers. We should have known Kovach, the editor, wouldn’t last. It’s been a mess since the suits with the calculators ran him off. Should have known they weren’t going to let the man run the newspaper as if folks were literate. Wanted to read the news, for chrissakes. Graphics, the suits say. Give ’em color pictures, like on TV.”

“Doesn’t sound good.”

“Excuse me, ladies.” Gerard was back with their food.

“It ain’t, sweetcakes. But let’s don’t let it ruin a perfectly good shrimp remoulade.” Sam reached over to Kitty’s plate and speared a bite of the cold shrimp smothered in creole mustard sauce. “Ummmmm. Maybe I’ll find work in New Orleans. Lunch here every day. The Bon Ton. The Bistro.”

“Wait a minute, before you get me deep into lunch, I just want to know, you gonna fish or cut bait on the paper? Or do you have a choice?”

Sam shook her head, her mouth full of shrimp. Then: “They’re not firing people, if that’s what you mean. Folks are just disappearing. Going off on vacations that are really job interviews. Hell, we lost our Pulitzer-winning political cartoonist, turned around, and stole yours.” She pointed with her fork. “The Times-Picayune’s.”

“Et tu?”

“I’ve had offers. It’s that I feel like I only got back to Atlanta. I’m just getting used to it again, speaking Southern, getting the freeways down.”

“Any other game in town if you want to stick around?” 

“Certainly no other newspapering. And the great old days of magazining there are long gone.”

“So?”

“Right now I’m planning on eating shrimp and oysters till I pop.” She caught the waiter’s eye and pointed for more of both. “Hoke—that’s my managing editor—keeps trying to tell me things are gonna turn around. He’s wrong. The only thing’s gonna turn is me. Turn forty.”

“Isn’t that a shame?”

“You too, toots.”

“Yeah, but you go first. You’ll be sure and let me know how it feels?”

“Probably about like a swift kick in the tuckus.”

“You know,” Kitty said, leaning back in her chair a little. “I’ve been giving this matter a lot of serious consideration, and I’ve decided Perrier makes you mean.”

Sam laughed. “You could be right. But the tradeoff with bourbon is that at least I have all my shoes now.”

“Oh, yeah. You and your Ferragamos. Dropping ’em all over the Bay Area.” She leaned back even farther in her bentwood chair.

“You know you look just like an old man chomping on a cigar when you do that?”

Ignoring her, Kitty continued. “Tossing your tennyrunners in the gutter ’cause they pinched.”

Sam couldn’t resist joining in, poking fun at her former self. “Spending half my days buying new ones and every night getting rid of them ’cause I never broke ’em in before I was wasted again. There must have been a trail over half of northern California of my eight and a half double A’s.”

“To the old days.” Kitty raised her glass.

“And the new, improved ones.” Sam paused. “The nineties an improvement? I can’t believe I said that. Drunk or sober, I miss the hell out of the sixties, don’t you?”

“You better know it.” Then Kitty got serious. “The drinking here gonna bother you? You know what Carnival is.”

Sam shook her head. “Amateur night. Give me some interesting folks, something worthwhile going on, the alcohol’s no problem. Not that boozers are exactly the crowd I hang with these days.”

“Except for me.”

“Except for you.” That was a joke. Kitty drank, but hardly kept pace with most New Orleanians. “So, listen, about Carnival, I didn’t get a chance to ask you what’s this business with the callouts—those things that came along with the invite? And just by the way, sending it registered mail was cute but unnecessary.”

“Why, honey, we have to make sure invitations don’t get in the mitts of the hoi polloi who are lying in wait for them. We’re talking about the Mystick Krewe of Comus here. We’re talking tradition back to 1851. We’re not talking fly-by-night.”

“What I really don’t understand is how on earth do such fine folks put up with your mouth?”

“No choice. Whole thing’s hereditary. ’Course, I’m not a member anyway. Comus is an old boys’ club. Brother Church belongs. Daddy did. I get it from both sides, actually. My mama’s daddy was Comus too.” Kitty waved an imaginary fan. “We ladies just come along with our gent’-men, like any other property—cattle, cotton. ’Course, I was a Queen of Comus. Third straight generation. My mama, Estelle, God rest her soul. Grandmama, Ma Elise. This year Church’s Zoe makes it an uninterrupted fourth.”

“I know you’ve explained all this rigamarole to me a million times. But—you know I’ve never been except when I was a kid.”

Kitty nodded. “In the street with all the other riffraff. That’s the public Carnival. Krewes put those on for everybody. The balls are another matter. ’Course, even some of them are public. But not Comus. God, taste this trout.”

“Eat half and we’ll swap plates.”

“When did you turn into such a gourmand? Not that you weren’t always a healthy eater, but—”

“Gourmet, my dear. You know how we recovering drunks are. Got to have something to obsess about. Food’s my latest. I’ve even become a rather spectacular cook since Peaches is never in our kitchen at Uncle George’s. She’s too busy teaching all of Atlanta how to read with her literacy campaign.”

“Well, you’ve definitely come to the right place. In this town we’ve always talked restaurants before sex or politics. Even beats football.”

“You think I could get the recipe for this sauce?” 

“We’ll ask Gerard. Now, is there anything you want to know about the ball tomorrow night?”

Sam whispered, “Maybe we shouldn’t even be talking about it here—it being so secretive and all.”

“Secretive?” Kitty hooted. “Darlin’, you don’t even know the meaning of the word. Exclusive is what we’re talking here. You’ve got your attitude on crooked. Why, there are still geezers grousing about having had the Duke and Duchess of Windsor as guests of honor forty years ago. What with her past. And poor old Huey Long never got an invite to anything. Made him so mad he tried to ban Carnival. Might as well have tried to close the river down.”

“No wonder most people just drink in the street.”

“Great. Great. That’s the thanks I get for breaking my butt to get you in. I had to put your name in to the invitation committee months ago to get you certified.”

“Come on.” Sam laughed.

“I’m not kidding. You think the Piedmont Driving Club over in Atlanta is something? They are nouveaux upstarts compared to us. I want to tell you your pedigree barely got you in.”

“Yeah, well, you know how seriously I take all that bull.”

“Oh, my, yes. You always were so proud of trading in your debut for that little green Triumph you had at school. You’re the biggest reverse snob I’ve ever known, Miz Adams. But your uncle George still flies the flag, doesn’t he?”

“Belongs to the Driving Club? Sure, for business. But since his retirement he never goes. Now, lay off my grand egalitarianism, and quit changing the subject, and answer my question about this callout business. I didn’t come all the way over here not to know what’s going on, make a fool of myself.”

“They don’t call them reporters for nothing, do they?” Kitty rolled her eyes up at the ceiling. “Okay, okay, callouts are dance cards—of which I wangled you two. Your name gets called out loud when it’s your turn to dance with the gentlemen who have sent you the callouts.”

“And the rest of the time I boogie with whoever I want?”

“It’s more like a waltz than the boogie, and the rest of the time you sit. There are only about six tunes, and the members first have to make sure they’ve taken care of their own women. So two puts you in the Ms. Popularity stakes. With none you’d sit up in the balcony and watch with the other biddies who’ll be checking you out through their mother-of-pearl binocs. Who’s she? they’ll say.”

“You think I’d come all the way from Atlanta to watch?”

Kitty sighed. “There are local women who have never done anything but watch. You don’t understand how exclusive this all is. How important to us. Why, there have been threats over callouts not forthcoming. Acts of vengeance over queenships. Suicides.”

“Why don’t those who are snubbed just move to another town?”

“Because—”

And then Kitty realized that Sam was putting her on. No matter that Sam had chosen to skip her debut in Atlanta, that she had lived for many years in California, or that she had a liberal education and an even more leftish turn of mind. Once a belle, always a belle with those Deep South sensibilities—even if they were well hidden most of the time.

“Quit wasting my breath with your bullshit, woman,” Kitty said.

“You’re absolutely right. We have more important things to worry about. Like does Galatoire’s still make jelly crepes for dessert? And where’s our coffee?”


Three

IN THE CRESCENT City, drinking in a neighborhood bar is a legitimate and time-honored avocation that has nothing to do with which side of the blanket a man was born on or the amount of cash in his pocket. Such bars are egalitarian clubs where Uptown and Downtown mingle, where one sees old and new friends and neighbors, exchanges gossip, bets on sporting events. The clientele is mostly male, though not exclusively, New Orleans being an equal opportunity drinking town.

The Pelican on Magazine was such a bar, a few blocks downtown and riverward from the house in the Garden District that Kitty Lee shared with her grandmother, Ma Elise. In fact, the Pelican was the very spot where Kitty’s husband, Lester, the well-bred prize who had come her way after she was Comus queen as easily as if he popped out of a Cracker Jack box, had literally lost his mind. On the eve of their first wedding anniversary, Lester Lee, Kitty’s second cousin as well as her husband, had pulled a .38 out of his jacket and splattered said mind all over the Pelican’s well-oiled mahogany. Right now, at just about that very spot, sat the red-haired Chéri whom Harry Zack had followed.

It had been easy to tail the big white limo from the airport to Chéri’s house on the very private Audubon Place—a location so private, in fact, Harry had had to park his car outside the gate and do an end run around the guard on foot. He’d strolled by Chéri’s great cream-colored Victorian extravaganza just in time to see the lady jump out of the big car, pop in her front door. No sooner had the white limo pulled out of sight than she’d popped out again. While Harry watched from across the street, she backed out of her driveway in a blue Mercedes coupe, a twin, except for the color, to the one she’d cracked up. Probably a loaner—or, who knew, maybe the lady had a spare. Then she wheeled over to the Pelican, a place Harry knew but didn’t frequent, tending to do his hanging out in the Quarter near where he lived.

As Harry had sauntered in, about ten beats after Chéri, the barman had stopped polishing glasses to greet her. She’d leaned across the bar for the big buss, working that pretty neck again, and kissed him on both cheeks.

Now, down at his end of the bar, Harry signaled for a Dixie draft. Chéri gave him a quick glance with nothing on it, then turned back to the barman, who was named Calvin. “You would not believe what happened at the airport. Here, at Moisant, I mean. My friend picked me up, and just as his car, his limo, pulled in, this little bitty guy who was crossing the road on foot, like, took offense. Thought the limo had cut him off. Beat his little tiny hand on the window. My friend’s driver, who is this gigantic black dude, got out and I thought, Oh, Jesus, sucker’s bought the farm now, driver’s gonna turn him into mah nez. Then right next to us this car backfired, and that little dude, he—”

“Crapped his pants,” said Calvin.

“No!” Chéri shrieked, getting high off the telling of it.

Harry looked around the room. The whole bar’s attention was focused on her, which it would have been anyway considering that she was the only pretty woman there and certainly the only one in a too-tight white jumpsuit unbuttoned to East Jesus.

“No! Lissen! What he did was, he fainted. Fell out right there in the middle of the road. Thought he’d been shot, I guess. The driver just picked him up like he was a little old kitten and held him in his arms till this cop car made it on around the circle and they called an ambulance. I tell you, the traffic was a mess. We stayed there, couldn’t get out till the ambulance came.” Chéri flopped her red mane. “Hit me again, Calvin.” She paused for a moment, downed the drink. “Did you know,” she continued, “they have women ambulance drivers? I didn’t know that. But this one was. Pretty black woman, young, about my age give or take a year or two.”

“You thinking about getting yourself a job driving an ambulance, honey?” asked a portly, red-faced Uptown lawyer whom Harry knew to be Maynard Dupree.

“You think I ought to, Maynard?” Chéri dimpled.

“I don’t know. You did, casualties might get up off their stretchers and walk on into the emergency. Healed by the sight of you.” Maynard let his eyes drift down slow to her bosom, like he was being cool, forgetting that his wife, Marietta, sometimes played tennis with this woman, a fact that, when he thought about it, was a puzzlement indeed. “You know what I mean?”

“Oh, Maynard,” laughed Chéri, twisting and posing on the barstool like a beauty queen, “can’t you just see me racing through town with that siren blaring?”

Harry pushed his duffel bag with the hidden camera a little closer, getting what he hoped was a good shot of her long neck preening, with the front page of the Times-Picayune he’d dropped on the bar in the picture. With the date showing. Yep, Uncle Tench was gonna be proud of him all right, all the money Harry was saving him and Preferred Reliance Insurance on Chéri’s claim.

Just about then a tall, lanky man in a pearl-buttoned shirt, sitting down the bar from Maynard piped up. “You say the woman driving that ambulance out at the airport was a skinny black bitch?”

“Now, watch your mouth in front of the lady,” warned Calvin.

“Sorry, ma’am. No offense,” he said.

Harry had seen this man—long, tall, looked like a cowboy in his jeans—where? Yes! When he was working rigs off Grand Isle. Pipe-handler. One of those nervy, macho bastards fitting new lengths of pipe onto old while the end was still drilling, whirling a couple hundred miles an hour.

“No offense taken.” Chéri dimpled at the tall pipe-handler, proving she was a good ol’ girl who could hang with the best of ’em. “You’re right though. Driver was skinny. Skinny, light-skinned woman.”

“Bet it was G.T.”

Calvin nodded. “Bet it was, Jimbo.”

Jimbo. Harry knew he’d seen him before. Jimbo King.

“That G.T.’s Jimbo’s neighbor, lives in the other half of a duplex, double shotgun, over on General Pershing, right off St. Charles,” Calvin was explaining. Jimbo’s always bellyaching about her. Messing in his bi’nis.”

“Who’s bellyaching?” Jimbo leaned into it. “And the street’s General Taylor, not Pershing.”

Calvin jumped back as if he realized a good bartender never would have stepped out that far anyway. “Hell, Jimbo, you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, well, you’d be griping, too, some bi—somebody wouldn’t even let you have a fight with your wife without sticking her nose in.”

“You ought not to be fighting with your wife in the first place,” Chéri put in.

“Well, I’ll tell you, pretty lady, you may know what you talking about when it comes to your life—fancy clothes, talking about limos and showfurs—but not my life. Times ain’t been this bad in the oil bi’nis since, shit, since things was powered with steam. That’s why wimmenfolk is acting so uppity.” He turned away from Chéri now, addressing the other men. “Wimmen’ll do that when you got so much weighing on you you cain’t hardly see over it. Just keep pushing and pushing. Trying to wear the pants.”

“That’s what you were saying before,” said Maynard. “When you were talking earlier about your wife. What was it you said to her?”

“You mean after she got back up off the floor?” Jimbo grinned.

Harry looked away, stared out toward the door. Slime-balls like this made his flesh crawl.

Jimbo answered Maynard. “Said, ‘Cain’t you see I’m carrying a heavy load here, woman? Man out of work don’t need none of your shit.’” Then he paused for a sip, following his shot of bourbon with a slug of Diet Dr Pepper. He ignored the pout growing on Chéri’s face like she’d been popped by a bee.

Harry didn’t miss it though. Then he looked back at Jimbo. Mean sapsucker—sucking his diet soda through his crooked grin and his bad, white-trash teeth. Yeah, a man like Jimbo would think diet pop was just the thing when he was out of work. Laying up, his lean would turn to blubber when times were bad. But Harry could see Jimbo had lost neither lean nor mean.

“So what’d she do then?” asked Maynard.

“After she picked herself up off the floor? She commenced to screaming.”

“And then?” Maynard asked, then looked around, hoping he didn’t sound like he was getting off on this tale—which he was.

With that, Chéri pointed her pretty nose in the air, picked up her soft suede bag and said, “’Scuse me, gentlemen,” coming down hard on that last word, then wheeled back to the Ladies.

Jimbo didn’t miss a beat. “Why, then, she got up on her high horse and started badmouthing my plans.”

“What plans are those, Jimbo?” asked Calvin.

Maynard turned his big bright meaty face to look at Calvin, who sneaked him the tiniest of winks.

“The plans for my getting on the ‘Tonight Show.’” Jimbo paused, then belched. “With the lawn chair.”

“The lawn chair?” Maynard repeated, asking the question in that way lawyers do.

“Whyn’t you tell our friend here about it?” Calvin poured Jimbo another shot. Gave Maynard another little wink.

“Well,” said Jimbo, “I’m gonna fly out to my old rig in a lawn chair so’s to show them dumbasses in Washington what a man can do iffen he’s got some ingenuity. What they ought to be doing, they wasn’t so busy jerking off.”

“Ought to be flying in lawn chairs, you think?” said Maynard.

Harry could see the effort it was costing Maynard to keep a straight face.

And he was right. Maynard was wondering, what the hell was this redneck talking about? And, more important, was there any action in it for him? Maynard hadn’t gotten to be where he was—senior partner of his law firm, chairman of the United Way, not to mention captain of Comus (a not-very-well-kept secret)—by just sitting around snapping at flies, not knowing how to figure the percentages. That was for damned straight.

“Yep. I read in this paper about a guy flew a whole long way out in California tying a bunch of helium weather balloons to a lawn chair. Got up to sixteen thousand feet. Got on Letterman, too. And he didn’t even have anything to prove. But I do, see?”

Maynard said, “You think it’ll make a statement to the gov’mint?”

“Yeah, that’s my plan. That’s her, all right.”

Jimbo kind of hunched himself forward on the bar for a minute, then leaned back and looked Maynard up and down. Taking in his thousand-dollar gray wool suit with the little chalk stripe, fitting just great over his prosperous belly. The fat, well-barbered cheeks. The short, dark hair. The almost-handsome face, the muddy brown eyes a little too close together. The buffed black calf lace-ups. The gold cuff links. The serious watch.

“Well, fuck a duck, man.” Maynard leaned over and slapped Jimbo on the back. “I think that’s a damned great idea.”

Jimbo’s pale eyes shifted just a tad. “Whut is?”

“Your plan. It’s fantastic.”

Jimbo considered that for a minute. Harry could see it in his eyes: Fantastic was a word used by sissies who usually slugged their single-malt Scotch at the hoity-toity Bombay Club. “You do, huh?”

“Sure, I do. Might even be willing to get behind it with you.”

“Whadd’ya mean?” Jimbo’s eyes moved slowly, considering, the way country people do.

“Put some cash into it. Help you get some publicity.” 

“Why’d you wanta do that?”

“’Cause I think the U.S. gov’mint sucks. Letting this city go down the tubes, that’s for damn sure, selling our oil bi’nis out to the Ay-rabs.”

“Damn straight,” said Jimbo. He lowered his shot glass to a spot on the bar which Calvin had just wiped clean. Let it sit there for a minute. Empty.

Maynard didn’t get to be chair of the United Way being stupid.

“Calvin.” Maynard signaled with a forefinger. Two more.

One for him. One for his buddy—the wife-beater. “I can’t believe your wife doesn’t think it’s a fantastic idea too.”

Ah, Harry thought. Now we’re getting back to the part of the story that interests old Maynard.

“Hell, you know how they are. Women never appreciate a damn thing you do, are always trying to get things their way.”

“So what happened?”

“Happened? I slapped her ’round some more. Didn’t really hurt her. Tiny little ol’ trickle of blood coming out of her mouth. That’s what really set off that colored girl we wuz talking about. The ambulance driver, my next-door neighbor, that G.T.”

“What’d she do?” asked Maynard.

“Banged on the door. Called up on the phone. Said she’d already called the cops. Said she was getting Teri out of there if I was gonna beat her bloody. Like it wuddn’t Teri’s house. Teri’s bi’nis. Our bi’nis.”

Teri. Harry’s mind flicked back to the necklace on the chunky blonde he’d seen earlier in the airport. The gold letters spelling out TERI, her name. The shiner starting to come on, purple and blue. The wet baby squalling. Teri watching Sister Nadine. Waiting for a plane to get the hell out of Dodge or just waiting?

“The cops come?” Maynard asked.

“Yeah. They come. It was all over then. Nothing for ’em to see.”

“Teri’d shaped up?”

“Nawh. She went on over to that bitch’s. I let her go.” Then Jimbo revised that. It didn’t sound right. “I told her to go. I said, ‘Get the hell out of here. And don’t come back either.’”

“Unh-huh.” Maynard shook his head.

“Hell, I had enough truck with the cops. Don’t need no more. Besides, it’s better that way. She’ll be sorry soon. Come crawling, begging me to take her back in.”

“I wouldn’t count on it if she’s staying with that G.T.,” Calvin said. “Everybody knows she’s a witch, practices that voodoo. Dyke too, prob’ly. She’s gone have your Teri turned queer, Jimbo, you don’t hurry up and get her back.”

“Shee-it.” Jimbo dragged the word out so long you could see it like a smudge of paint, then slapped his empty shot glass down on the bar again.

Maynard gave Calvin the nod.

“You know,” Jimbo said, turning his glass this way and that, staring into the amber liquid as if it could tell him things. “I been thinking seriously about stringing up that little old voodoo queen.”

Maynard laughed nervously. The way little boys do, Harry thought, when they realize they’ve wandered into a big boys’ game.

“Nawh. I ain’t kidding.” Jimbo shook his long blond hair back out of his eyes, stared right at Maynard. “What you think about killing her?”

“What are we talking about here, Jimbo?” Maynard’s voice climbed an octave.

“We ain’t talking about nothing, man, ’less you decided you want a piece of this action too.” Then he got real slow and real sly, giving it some. “Along with my flying-lawn-chair deal.”

Calvin laughed. Harry allowed himself a little smile since nobody was paying him any attention anyway. Jimbo, he thought, wasn’t as dumb as he seemed.

“I don’t think you ought to talk about killing people,” Maynard said, “Even joking. It’s just not good bi’nis. You can’t never tell what might happen. I mean, something might happen, and then people’d remember what you said.”

Jimbo leaned across the bar and slapped Calvin on the shoulder. “You see, Calvin. That’s why this man here’s wearing the fancy suit and I’m busting my butt and wearing these raggedy jeans. Man knows how to think.”

“That’s right,” said Calvin. “That’s what lawyers get paid for is thinking.”

“That’s right,” said Jimbo. “So what you’re telling me you’re thinking, see if I got this right, is that if you were fixing on killing somebody, you wouldn’t say nothing about it? That right, Mr. Dupree?”

“That’s right.” Maynard grinned, comfortable again with words, terms, definitions.

Yeah, Old Maynard was feeling like a quarterback now, Harry thought. The stud hoss from University of Virginia. Calling the shots. Everybody looking at him. Not knowing they thought he was a fool. “I wouldn’t breathe a word. I’d just do it.” That’s right. Maynard Dupree was a man of action. Sheeeeit.

Jimbo and Calvin slapped high-fives, a salute to Maynard Dupree and his way of doing things.

Slick.

Yep, yep, thought Harry. Slick bullshit.

Just about then Chéri made her way back down the bar, finished in the Ladies, a fresh coat of orange lipstick glistening.

“Well, don’t you look pretty,” Maynard said. “I sure hope we didn’t say anything to offend you, Chéri.”

“You couldn’t offend me if you tried, Maynard Dupree.” She smiled, but with something behind it. Harry thought she’d been cogitating on more than lipstick and hair spray during her trip to the Ladies. “But I was just wondering, seeing as how, you being the captain of Comus and all, running things, and that pretty little Zoe Lee getting to be Queen of Comus this year…”

Maynard gasped. Way to go, Chéri. Harry grinned. Got him. The identity of Queen of Comus was a big secret, the kind Uptown stiffs took more seriously than death or taxes.

Chéri went right on. “I was just wondering if that’s why you were sitting around this bar tying one on like any other N’Awlins trash, if it stuck in your craw that Zoe’s being queen…”

“How do you know that?” Maynard sputtered.

Chéri didn’t even blink. “As I was saying, Zoe Lee’s being Comus’s queen makes her Miss Hot-Shit Society of N’Awlins this year. I mean, what with you being Comus’s captain and seeing as how her daddy Church Lee is not exactly your best friend, it seems to me all you’d had to do was say no, blackballed her. But maybe balls are the question here. Am I right, Maynard honey?”

“Go fuck yourself,” Maynard snapped.

“Now, wait a min—” Calvin started.

“Never mind, darlin’.” Chéri grinned, picking up her orange fox and flinging it over one shoulder pad like she was the linebacker here.

Harry had to give it to her. Hell, if it wasn’t his job to get in her way, he’d be glad to see her screw Uncle Tench out of a couple hundred thousand. She wasn’t his type, but this past half hour he’d warmed considerably to her.

“Now that we know who’s who and what’s what, I think I’ll just be moseying,” Chéri said, then sashayed on out like she knew the whole room was watching her rear, which it was.

A few minutes later Harry drained his beer, threw some bills on the bar, and slid out. A couple of other men farther down the bar did the same now that the floor show was over.

As he passed behind Jimbo, who didn’t even give him a glance, the pipe-handler was muttering, “We could do ’em both. That redhead and the nigger. Two-for-one deal.”

“Throw in Maynard’s buddy Church Lee,” Calvin said, “and I bet you got yourself a taker.”

And then they all three laughed. The pipe-handler, the Uptown lawyer, and the barkeep. Booze laughing. Booze talking. Tough guys, Harry thought. Jesus.


Four

EARLY THE NEXT afternoon, Mardi Gras, Fat Tuesday, in a big old house on Prytania Street in the Garden District, blue-eyed Zoe Lee was standing in her candy-striped bedroom, staring at her naked self in a full-length mirror.

She didn’t like what she was seeing. 

Of course, no woman ever does. Breasts too large, too small, cockeyed, too low, too long. Then you could move on to waist, bottom, thighs, knees, calves, upper arms. But why bother? It’s always the same song—taught to them by their mothers, their grandmothers, all the way back to Eve, who got it from Adam that she was a little heavy in the keister and ought to try running a few laps around the Garden and laying off the pasta.

Who was Zoe to fight the tide?

Yet her story, like all stories when you look at them up close, was a little different.

Twenty-year-old Zoe Julianna Lee was five feet six inches tall and weighed an even one-twentieth of a ton.

At least that’s how she always thought of her one hundred pounds.

“Gotta get the tons off,” she said to herself, pulling her masses of dark curls atop her pretty head while she turned and squinted at a bulge on her backside.

To anyone else it would have been the beginnings of a cute behind.

She reached for the Ex-Lax. Chocolate. Radical. Yummy-yum.

Well, hell, what was a girl to do when she was, like, practically force-fed for an entire debutante season at one breakfast, brunch, luncheon, tea, cocktail party, dinner, supper, a grand total of five hundred disgusting party meals one right after another?

After all, this was New Orleans, where hostesses couldn’t show their faces in public, not to mention polite society, if they didn’t lay on buffets of oysters and shrimp and crawfish floating in béarnaise, béchamel, beurre blanc, cream, hollandaise, lemon-butter, mushroom, mustard, remoulade, and veloute sauces. And that was for starters.

Just the thought of the food she’d faced since the deb season began made Zoe want to puke, or, as her friend Chloe would say, talk to Ralph on the big white phone.

Zoe stepped into her pink and white bathroom and did that very thing, smartly.

Zoe was very good at praying to the porcelain goddess, or, as her father would say, vomiting.

It was one of her talents that Ma Elise, her great-grandmother, had failed to enumerate when catching Sam Adams up to speed on the family. No, Ma Elise hadn’t talked to Sam, who was visiting Ma Elise and her aunt Kitty a couple of blocks away in the house where they lived together on Third Street, about Zoe’s daily vomiting.

But, yes, Zoe actually did do a few things other than sleep, try on endless clothes (size three) that she wore to all those parties, and look at herself in the mirror—not that Ma Elise knew about them all.
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