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The question
was, of course, where could Eddie Ryan scrape up nineteen thousand dollars.


From down here in the warm street, he could almost hear his cell phone
bleating up in his room. The bettors wanted their money now, tonight, and the
bookie was always expected to pay up on the spot.


The
goddam Dodgers. The goddam lucky Dodgers. Cleveland was a lock, a mortal lock to win the World Series. So what if
all the action was on the Dodgers? The more the better, he originally thought,
because Cleveland couldn’t lose. They were twice the team the Dodgers were!


He
violated rule number one for any bookie: never, never, ever let your action get so one-sided that you wind up pulling for
that team to win. That’s not what the business is about. Of course, Eddie knew
that. He knew he was supposed to even out the betting on both sides, collect
from the losers, pay off he winners, then pocket the ten percent juice.


Sure,
he knew that, but he went ahead and took all that Dodger action anyway, without
even moving the betting line! And now, he needed nineteen dimes right away.


The
damn World Series hadn’t been over twenty minutes and already a stream of sweat
had slinked its way down the gully of his spine.


Eddie
tried frantically to think of a way out, some kind of angle — anything —
but he came up dry. He thought about just splitting town right now, walking out
and leaving his players holding the bag. Then he eyed his old orange Toyota
parked around the corner, and he thought again, realizing the car was even money just to get him to the
Houston city limits. Even if it held up, he didn’t have the cash to go
anywhere. He didn’t have a hundred bucks to his name, so leaving town was not
an option.


Besides,
if he did leave, Danny B, who had five thousand coming, would dedicate his life
to finding him.


He knew
of only one play he could make. Fishing some change from his pocket, he went
over to the gas station and found a pay phone. He knew Raymond Cannetta’s
number by heart.


“Raymond?
Eddie Ryan. I need to see you. Tomorrow? Where? Okay, Denny’s at noon? Got it.
See you then.”


He
detoured into the liquor store for a pint of bourbon, watching a sizeable chunk
of his remaining estate go to pay for it. Bag in hand, he crossed the street
and headed up to his room to let the brown bottle work its magic.
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Eddie was no stranger to hard luck. He could usually feel it sticking
to him like black tar on a humid summer day, while the big chips always fell
just outside his reach. It was that way his whole life. But this World Series
was supposed to turn it around for him. He was ready to pick up a nice piece of
change from it.


If only
the goddam Dodgers hadn’t gotten lucky.


If
only, if only.


He
gazed out the window from his booth at Denny’s, until a sharp glint flicked
across his eye, snapping him out of his misery. It was the sun reflecting off
Raymond Cannetta’s shiny blue Lincoln as it pulled into the parking lot.


On
first glance, there was nothing scary about Cannetta. His medium size and
soft-spoken manner didn’t add up the beefy loan-shark stereotype. But when he
slipped into the quiet booth across from Eddie, icing down the area with his
volatile brown eyes, Eddie shivered. This close, he could see the dark streak,
the violence lurking right under the surface, as though he’d held Cannetta up
to the light.


He
tried to still the nervous hand that stirred his coffee. Cannetta poured a cup
for himself from the pot on the table.


“What’s
up, Eddie?”


“I had
a bad week. I’m a little short, you know, and I-I need some cash to pay off my
bettors.”


“How
much?”


“Nineteen
grand.”


Cannetta
didn’t reply right away. Rather, he gently blew on his coffee and sipped at it,
letting the figure hang out to dry, so Eddie would understand this was no
ordinary loan.


“Where’d
they make this shit?” His thin face contracted into a grimace as he set the cup
back down. “My stomach’s been telling me for some time now to quit this stuff.
I ought to pay attention. But you know, I been drinking it for thirty-five
years now.”


“Thirty-five
years?” Eddie’s leg developed a slight twitch under the table, out of
Cannetta’s sight.


“Six,
seven cups a day. That’s a long time, Eddie. Hard to break a habit that’s been
with you for that long.”


Eddie
mumbled something in agreement, while rattling his spoon against the sides of
the cup.


“I’ll
let you have twenty,” Cannetta finally said, his eyes burning into Eddie’s. “Every
Friday at noon you meet me here” — his index finger poked the tabletop —“and
you pay me a grand plus
another grand worth of vig. In twenty weeks, it’s paid off.” The expression on
his face asked Eddie if he agreed.


“Agreed,”
Eddie replied.


“Let’s
go out to the car.”


Cannetta
retrieved a briefcase from the trunk of the Lincoln. They got into the front seat, where he opened it. Eddie saw a
flash of stacked currency inside. Cannetta pulled out a few of the banded
bundles, then counted out twenty thousand dollars.


He held
out the thick handful of hundreds, and Eddie reached for it. But before
Cannetta released it, he warned, “Remember, Eddie. One grand every Friday plus
another grand in juice. No excuses. No bullshit.”


“Right,
Raymond. Two grand. You’ll get it.” Eddie surprised himself at how confident he
sounded, as he took the money and stuffed it down his pants.
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Back in his room, Eddie returned the calls from his cell phone, arranging
to pay off his players, as well as booking their bets for that weekend’s
college and pro football games. He encouraged them to make bigger bets. He had
to. Clearing two thousand a week wouldn’t be easy, but what was the
alternative?


When
all the bets were in, the action was divided more or less evenly on each game.
He silently congratulated himself on doing it right, and he kept the juice.


That
next Friday, Eddie delivered his first payment of two thousand dollars to
Raymond Cannetta in Denny’s parking lot.


The
following week, the action was a little more one-sided, especially on Sunday’s
NFL games. He moved the lines around, but the betting just wouldn’t even out.
He sweated out the Sunday games, but a couple of upsets saved the day, so he
made his second payment on schedule.


The
third week was rough going. A lot of teams failed to cover the point spread. In
addition, there were no major upsets. Fortunately, however, one of his players
had dropped thirty-three hundred on a middleweight fight, and Eddie was
literally saved by the bell.


He knew
his luck — and that’s really what it amounted to — couldn’t hold
out forever, and for him, forever meant exactly seventeen more weeks.


Even
under ideal conditions, which were pretty scarce these days, he could barely
come up with the two grand payment plus his meager living expenses. And of
course, if it came down to a choice between the two, he’d have to make the loan
payment, because if he missed it, there wouldn’t be any need for living
expenses.
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Eventually, the piano fell. After a serious run of one-sided losses on
the Saturday college games and the Sunday NFL action, he had no money for
Raymond Cannetta. Almost as bad, he owed his bettors over thirty-five hundred.
The Monday night football game, which he hoped would pull him out, had just
ended in disaster, and his cell phone was already going off.


Groaning,
he flipped off his black-and-white TV, and sank back into the thin cushions of
his cheap couch. Truth showed itself now like a dirty little secret. He
remembered what Raymond had said about excuses and bullshit. His future had
started to decompose before his very eyes.


All
available options rapidly narrowed to one. Thinking about it made him sick.
Seeing Val Borden’s phone number on the matchbook made him sick.


He had
never committed a crime in his life — not a real crime, anyway — but
here he was, about to stick his head inside the jaws of a big one.


He just knew this was crazy — his churning
insides told him so. This is wrong! Wrong! they screamed. All wrong! His
stomach shook and quivered, while he considered running to the john. The spasms
backed up into his brain, as he wriggled in the grip of uncertainty. But then …
why was his hand so steady as he dialed the phone?
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Val Borden lived
in one of those budget apartments off McCarty, slapped together in the early
seventies during Houston’s frenzied stampede for development. Back then, “garden
apartment living” meant escape from the hardscrabble redneck neighborhoods of
junk cars and dirty yards and dirtier kids. It didn’t take long, though, for
the rednecks to fill these places up, turning the garden into a garbage heap,
similar to the neighborhoods they’d just fled.


Trembling,
Eddie walked up the redwood steps, then down the concrete landing past cracked
windows and peeling paint. He knocked on the last door. It opened, and Val
stood in the doorway, T-shirted, with a bottle of beer in his hand.


He
stood a little shorter than Eddie, but more solidly built. A neat,
close-cropped beard covered his negligible chin. The intensity in his face
sprang from his dark promising eyes, the ones all the women loved.


“Hey
man, c’mon in,” he said.


The
door opened directly into the shag-carpeted living room. The grisly green
carpet, which probably looked pretty good as a swatch in the salesman’s book
thirty-five years earlier, now looked merely god-awful, a worn, sticky remnant
of better times. The TV was on. The pungent odor of Swisher Sweets had
permanently seeped into the room.


Val led
Eddie over to the recliner. Eddie took a seat, noticing a hole the size of a
fist dominating the wall right behind him. Then, after a full stretch, Val
plopped down onto the sofa, covering up a shock of brown naugahyde protruding
from open cuts. After he stubbed out his Sweet into the ashtray on the end
table, the little cigar smoldered, its sugary smoke drifting directly into
Eddie’s face. Eddie waved it away, but it kept coming.


Val
held up his beer. “Want one?”


“Sure.”


“Honey,”
he said in a raised voice toward the kitchen. “Bring Eddie a beer, will you? And another one for me, too.”


Eddie’s
blood rose hearing the tap of light footsteps. He twitched to the jabbing tingle of pins and
needles on his skin, while his head turned slowly toward the kitchen.


Felina!


She paused
at the entrance to the living room, and for that second, Eddie drank in her
image in one long swallow, and boy, did it go down easy.


Her
slender body was tightly wrapped in a plain black cotton dress, which on her
looked like a Paris tailor-made. Long bare legs, visible from about mid-thigh
down, tapered into the cheap gray flats on her feet. Glancing upward, he saw
her pouting face, dominated by fiery black eyes and a narrow, expressive mouth.
Lots of tousled black hair topped it off. Even in these two-bit surroundings,
she looked like a Mexican million. And she knew it.


“Hi,
Eddie,” she said, passing him his beer. “How you doing?” Her voice was just
right — feminine, but forceful. It hinted at her hard interior.


“Okay,
Felina. But I’ll be a little bit better once I get this brew in me.” His smile
hid his jangling nerves. Or so he thought.


His
mind wasn’t on the beer as he watched her slip onto the sofa next to Val. He
just couldn’t figure it out. Val wasn’t that great-looking. What was he doing
with a sizzler like Felina? Or any of the other women he had on the side. Eddie
had seen a few of them and they were all gorgeous. Maybe it was the beard, he
didn’t know. Nevertheless, he did know that whatever it was Val had, Eddie
wanted it.


Val
spoke. “So, how’s it been goin’, man?”


“Well,
not so good, actually. You know, I paid off the money I owed on the Series a
few weeks ago, but now I owe more … um … a lot more’n I can pay. I thought we
might, you know, go somewhere and talk about, um …”


“Talk
about knockin’ over Chico Salazar,” Val stated in a very matter-of-fact tone.
He took another long swig from his longneck.


Squirming
like a kid in a barber chair, Eddie shot a quick glance at Felina, then back to
Val. One of those whaddya-tryin’-to-do glances.


“Don’t
worry, buddy boy.” His voice was crisp and aggressive, matching his pushy
personality. It was covered with a raspy overlay, picked up after years of the
Swisher Sweets. “I got no secrets from Felina here.”


He put
his arm around her as an underline to that statement. She responded by
snuggling up to him. Turning to look her in the eye, he smiled and added
affectionately, “‘cause she’s my lady, aren’tcha, baby?” She purred in the
affirmative.


“Val’s
told me all about it, Eddie,” she added. “I think it’s a great idea. We can all
use the money.” She ran a hand under Val’s T-shirt, stroking his stomach. Eddie
felt the beginnings of arousal down below.


“We?
Wh-what’s —“ His uncertain eyes shifted to Val, then back to Felina.
Finally, they settled on Val.


“Ah, don’t
sweat it,” Val said. “We split fifty-fifty, just like I was tellin’ you that
night. I take care of Felina with my end. Plus, she won’t be there when the
deal goes down. She’s out of it.”


“I’ll
be right here at home, Eddie,” she said in her sweetest Tex-Mex lilt. “Val’s
got it all worked out. You can pay off your debts and I can quit my job at the
cleaners. Then me and Val can move into someplace nice.”


Eddie
continued fidgeting in the recliner. He took a hearty pull from his Pearl
longneck. It didn’t calm him down any.


“Look,
buddy boy,” said Val, letting go of Felina and turning to face him, “when I
brought this up to you a couple of weeks ago over at T&T’s Tavern, I wasn’t
just talking out of my ass. I meant it. We can do this.”


Val’s
face glowed with confidence, but none of it rubbed off. Eddie still wore the
jittery look of a man with a deuce in the hole.


He
remembered their little talk in the darkness of the tavern: a few beers, a
little moaning about their hard financial straits, and then in walked Chico
Salazar with a glittering blonde. Coming back to the old neighborhood to show
himself. Five hundred-dollar shirt, gold and platinum hanging all over him,
diamonds on the blonde, the Lamborghini parked out front in the red zone. It
was like somebody flipped on a bunch of floodlights, illuminating all the forbidden corners of the dingy
joint.


“I don’t
know, Val. It’s — it’s too dangerous, man.” He set his beer on the floor
and got up out of the recliner to leave.


Val
reached for his arm and yanked him back down into sitting position.


“Eddie.
Eddie. I said we can do this.”


“We can’t
just rob the son of a bitch. I mean, he’s probably surrounded by torpedoes
twenty-four hours a day.”


“That
night in T&T’s, he was only surrounded by blonde pussy.” He let go of Eddie’s
arm.


“Yeah.
In a bar, sure. But he’s a drug dealer, man. When he’s holding serious money,
you can bet there’ll be major firepower all over the damn place.”


Val
pulled a pack of Sweets from his pocket. There were two left. He broke the pair
and lit one, then gazed off at the far wall, exhaling the smoke. He held the
wooden match, still burning.


“No
matter who you are,” he said slowly, through the smoke, “no matter how
well-protected you are, there’s always one point, one moment when you can be taken.
Generals, presidents, kings …  they
all know it and they all fear it.” He blew the match out, as he watched the
dark smoke sail outward.


“Val’s
right, Eddie,” Felina spoke up. “There’s someplace, sometime when he’s
vulnerable.” Her accent tripped her up on that last word. She went on, “That’s
your advantage. You plan it out for the time when he doesn’t expect it.”


Eddie
had a hard time keeping his eyes off her lovely legs and his mind on the matter
at hand.


He
said, “Well, it’s a cinch he’s not
gonna go down without a fight. If he’s carrying sixty or seventy grand on him
like you were saying the other night, he’s not just gonna hand it over to us
because we ask him nice.”


Val
rose impatiently from the sofa. “God damn right! We’re gonna have to take it from him.” His agitation showed
in exaggerated hand gestures and a raised voice. “Look, buddy boy, I’m up
against it just like you. I got bills. I been borrowing money all over the East
End. My landlady’s all over my ass ‘cause I’m behind in the rent. I got Felina
here to take care of. Her job doesn’t pay shit.”


“Go
hustle up a game of pool like you always do,” Eddie said. “That’s how you’ve
gotten by ever since we was kids.”


“Yeah,
twenty, thirty bucks a game. I’m tired of that shit, man! Been doing it since I
was fifteen. It’s gettin’ harder and harder for me to find a game anywhere
around town anymore. I had to go all the way down to Galveston last week, where
they don’t know me too well, just to make a hundred bucks.”


Eddie
wasn’t much of a pool player, but he knew that was the chief occupational
hazard of the professional. You practice and practice, getting really good,
then eventually, everybody knows how good you are. Pretty soon, nobody wants to
play you, not even if you spot them five balls. Even in a city the size of
Houston, Val’s reputation preceded him. Very few were willing to throw their
money down for a crack at him. They might as well throw it out in the street.


Val
continued: “You scuffle around for the short money, that’s all you’re ever gonna
get. I’m ready to move up to the next floor.” He downed the rest of his beer.
It did him good, and he sat
back down on the edge of the sofa, leaning close to Eddie. “And so’re you,
buddy boy. That’s why you’re here.”


“Hey, I
don’t know about any next floor shit. I just need a few grand to pay off
Cannetta and my players.”


Val
calmly gripped Eddie’s forearm again, holding it down on the arm of the
recliner.


“Eddie,
this’s our ticket out of this black fucking hole of Calcutta. If we play this
right, our problems are gonna go away.” His grip tightened for emphasis. “It’s
our only chance. Our only goddam chance.”


It was
his desperate look, as well as his fierce whisper, that unnerved Eddie even
more. And of course, Eddie knew that for people like him and Val, big chances
didn’t roll around on the wheel of fortune too often.


“But … I
don’t know, there’s just gotta be a better way.”


Val
released Eddie’s arm, sinking back into the sofa. He said, “Oh really? A better
way? Well, just what do you suggest? That we should trot on down to the bank
and ask for a loan? Maybe we should take out an insurance policy to cover our
losses. Maybe we should just jump off the fucking Exxon Building!”


“But I
don’t like the idea of robbing him for it. And if the shit really comes down,
we might have to …”


“Relax,
buddy boy. I want it to be clean all the way. The key is we take him by
surprise. Don’t give him a chance to react. If he doesn’t give us any shit,
fine. We grab the dough and run.”


“And
what if he does?”


“Does
what?”


“Give us
shit.”


Eddie
already knew the answer but wished he didn’t.


Val
paused. His eyes narrowed a little and he said, “Then we do what we gotta do.”
Eddie started to protest, but Val cut him off, “Hey, maybe a rap on the head if
he struggles. But look, it’s not like we’re stealing from widows and orphans.
Man, the guy’s a drug dealer. He’s fucking scum.”


“But he’ll
come after us if we don’t kill him.”


“Oh,
now you want to kill him? Make up your mind, man.”


“No,
no. I just want to — I mean — “ All this swirled around Eddie way too fast. He was becoming
disoriented. Rubbing his hands together hard, he calmed himself, his eyes
darting from his fluttering hands to the label on his beer bottle, then back to
his hands. Despite all of the eye-darting, he really didn’t see anything.


He
said, “But he’d come after us for sure.”


“Damn
straight,” Val shot back. “He’ll be double pissed at first. He’ll want to tear
us apart. But how’s he gonna know who we are? He doesn’t know either one of us.
He’s from the neighborhood, sure, but he came up after we did. Anyway, that
kind of money’s no big deal to him. After a few weeks, he’ll cool down.”


“You’ll
be okay,” Felina said, “as long as you don’t show off a lot of money, and as
long as nobody finds out he was robbed.”


Eddie
frowned. “Nobody finds out?”


“It’s
the Latin macho thing,” she said. “If people found out about it — you
know, other Mexicans — then he’d have to find you, no matter what, no
matter how long it took. He’d have to make an example of you, because if it got
out that he could be taken, then everybody would try it.”


The
whole thing sounded like suicide. Eddie was about to count himself out, when
Val said, “I can find out when he’s gonna be holding the big money.”


“How?”
asked Eddie. “I mean, he’s not gonna advertise it in the paper.”


Val’s
voice evened off. “I been looking into it since that night in T&T’s. It so
happens I shoot a game every now and then with Tony Chávez, Chico’s driver.”


“I
think I remember him from around here in the East End,” Eddie said. “A few years
younger than Chico, isn’t he?”


Val
nodded. “Okay, so one night, a week or so ago, I get him into a ten-buck game
over a couple of beers, and I let him beat me two games in a row. So pretty
soon, he tells me he can’t give me a rematch the next night because it’s the
third Thursday of the month and he’s gonna be busy.”


“So?”
Eddie asked. He had one eye still on Felina, curled provocatively on the couch.


“So I
say, whaddya mean ‘busy’, and he says he can’t ever do anything the first and
third Thursday nights of any month on account of that’s when he takes Chico to
the airport. Sumbitch’s got his own private jet, can you believe that shit?” He
gestured toward the empty longneck at Eddie’s feet. “You ready for another one?”


Eddie
nodded and Val signaled Felina. She headed for the kitchen.


Val
went on. “So I call my sister’s husband. He works in security out at
Intercontinental Airport. Anyway, he calls one of his buddies in Flight Service
and finds out Chico’s filed a flight plan for the night in question, leaving at
nine-thirty for Grand Cayman.”


Felina
returned with the beers. Val took a big first swig.


After a
light burp, he continued. “Okay, so I go out to the airport that night and park
outside the general aviation terminal. I get there a little before nine and
wait around, and sure enough, about twenty after, who pulls up but Tony in a
white Rolls. He gets out and opens up the back door. Out steps the man himself,
Mister Chico Salazar. And he’s carrying a metal suitcase. He goes and gets
right on the plane. No waitin’ around.”


He
stopped, eyeing his last Swisher Sweet. Decisively, he pulled it out and lit
it, crumpling the empty pack.


He
dropped his voice to a lower key. “So then, I follow Tony all the way back to Chico’s house, over off
Memorial. Instead of taking the freeway all the way back, he gets off at
Memorial Drive downtown. Then he goes through the park to get to back to
Chico’s. The damn park!”


He
exhaled with the effort of someone who had just finished off a major speech,
then leaned back as far as he could into the sofa cushions.


“The
park? So what?” Eddie said.


“Do I
have to draw you a fuckin’ map? If he takes that route coming back from the
airport, it’s safe to say it’s the same route he takes going out there. If he
goes through the park on his way to the airport, that’s where we nail him.”


“In
Memorial Park?” Eddie knew the two-mile stretch of divided road through the park.
It was a well-traveled four-lane artery, linking downtown to the elite Memorial
neighborhood on the park’s western fringe.


He made
a face and said, “You gotta be nuts.”


“I’m
dead serious.” His voice showed how serious. So did his dark eyes.


“But
there’ll be cars. Fuckin’ traffic! We can’t pull any shit out there.”


“It’s
perfect for what we’re gonna do. There won’t be that much traffic that time of
night and, as you know, there’s no houses along there. Zero.”


“Big
deal! There’s bound to be some traffic! How d’you think we’re gonna -–“


“C’mere.”
In one motion Val crushed out his cigarillo and pulled Eddie out of the
recliner.


He
guided him into the bedroom. Sliding open the closet door, he pointed back into
the far left-hand corner. Eddie peeked inside. In the darkness, he could make
out two waist-length jackets on hangers, with pants underneath them. They were
black, or maybe dark blue, he couldn’t tell. He looked closer and saw that the
sleeve of each one, near the shoulder, bore a gold patch that read Houston PD.
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The electronic
door to the five-car garage swung open as the white Rolls pulled out. It was
immediately pelted with a hard rain, which had been falling since sundown. While
it made its way out of the driveway, a winding gauntlet of hundred-foot high
Texas pines, Tony Chávez clicked on the high beams. He didn’t like the long,
boring drive to the airport, and on this particularly dark night, the rain only
made it worse.


The big
car lumbered through the watery streets like the Great White Whale, sloshing
around curves and corners, past all the landscaped big-buck mansions, until it
finally turned east on Memorial Drive.


Approaching
the 610 Loop, Tony looked in the rear view mirror and said in Spanish, “You
wanna take the freeway tonight, boss? This rain’s comin’ down pretty good.”


“I hate
the fuckin’ freeway,” Chico Salazar replied from the back seat. He reached for
a glass in his compact wet bar, then dropped a couple of ice cubes into it. “It’s
bad enough we gotta pick it up downtown to get to the airport. Besides, when it’s
like this, it’s twice as dangerous, ‘cause these assholes don’t know how to
drive in the rain. Take Memorial, like always.”


He
poured a generous shot of Crown Royal into the glass. With that first soft sip,
he fell back into his leather seat with a satisfied sigh. He’d had a rough day
and this drink was just what
he needed.


His
free hand absently fondled the gray metal suitcase next to him on the seat.
Like the whiskey, it was cold and it felt good.


After
another sip, he slipped a salsa disc into the deck, then leaned back again,
closing his eyes and losing himself in the frenetic rhythms.


Tony
was pleased, too. He didn’t like the Houston freeways, either. Bad enough he’d
have to get on one downtown for the trip north to the airport. At least he
could stay off that damn 610 Loop, which was definitely not the road to drive
on in this weather.


Passing
by the Loop entrance and under the Loop itself at the intersection, he watched
it fade into the rear view mirror as he headed straight down Memorial Drive
into the loneliness of the park. Very few cars were venturing out on this rough
night — in fact, there were none at all the first quarter mile into the
park, except the one way back there in the mirror. But just as they rounded the
first bend, he saw it gaining on him. Then he caught the flashing red light.


Tony
saw it wasn’t a full-blown cop car with the big, annoying roof lights. This one
was unmarked, with only a small Kojak light, spinning around a little off the center
of the roof.


He
slowed to a stop.


“Hey,
what the fuck’s goin’ on, man?” asked Chico in English, suddenly alert, quickly
sitting straight up.


“Fuckin’
cops, boss. I don’ know what they want.”


Tony
eyed the mirror warily, as he saw the blinding high beams of the car stopping
behind him. Two men appeared to get out, but only one of them approached the
Rolls. Tony cracked the dark-tinted window downward a couple of inches. Rain
blew in through the narrow opening onto his face.


He
patted the .357 Magnum under his jacket for good measure. Chico carefully
placed his 9mm to his left on the seat, halfway under the suitcase. He kept his
hand on it. The rain on the roof was deafening.


“What’sa
problem, officer?” Tony asked, as he looked out the window. All he could see
was the midsection of a police uniform, along with a hand holding a black
regulation flashlight. “Was I speedin’?”


“Roll
the window down all the way,” came the voice from outside the window. It was
Eddie Ryan, trying to sound serious so that the quaking deep in his gut wouldn’t
make him puke.


Chávez
complied, but only after bitching about the leather seats getting wet. Now the
flashlight shone first in his eyes, then took a measured trip around the
interior of the car. As it illuminated Chico’s face in the back seat, he
tightened his grip on the pistol under the suitcase.


“Hey,
what’sa problem?” repeated Chávez. Eddie could hear the uneasiness spreading
itself through Chávez’s voice.


“Your
taillights are out,” Eddie replied. The tension in his testicles stole over his
whole body. Why did he let himself get talked into this? “License and
registration, please.”


“Taillights?
Man, you crazy. This car jus’ passed inspection las’ week. Ain’t nothin’ wrong
wit’ the taillights.”


Eddie
hadn’t counted on resistance this early. Remember, Val had told him during
their rehearsal, you’re a cop. They’ll believe it if you just act like one.
Show authority and above all, keep cool.


That last
part was getting tricky. Looking around, he saw no cars in either direction.
Only the lonely pines,
thousands of them, watched from both sides of the road. “License and
registration,” he repeated, keeping his voice as even as he could.


Chico
Salazar spoke up, smiling. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the
pounding rain. “Look, officer, we’re in sort of a hurry. We got an appointment
we gotta make. Maybe we could just pay the fine now and you could let us be on
our way?” 


If they
give you any shit, make ‘em get out of the car.


“Step
out of the car,” Eddie said. “Both of you.”


“Hey,
what is this?” Tony snarled through a tightening jaw. “Fuck you! We ain’ gettin’ outa this car.”


Eddie
glimpsed Val standing between the two cars, silhouetted in the headlights of the stolen black Plymouth. Val had
seen enough, as he whacked the trunk of the Rolls hard with his flashlight.


The
heavy thunk brought Chávez leaping out of the car. Eddie swallowed hard and
unholstered the pistol at his side, fingers slipping on wet leather. He knew it
was time.


“What
the fuck do you think ¾“ He saw the gun in Val’s hand, but couldn’t
make him out at first. Then, “Hey, you got a beard! Cops don’ have — hey,
I know you. Val —“


The
first shot from Val’s .38 split Tony’s breastbone and put him down. The second
shot was point blank into the head as he lay in the wet road.


Inside
the car, Chico Salazar had jerked his automatic up into firing position, but a
single shot from Eddie Ryan’s weapon slammed him back into the seat. He reached
for his gut, torn open and hurting, as he stared in disbelief at his own blood
streaming swiftly through his fingers. He screamed a curse in Spanish, then collapsed onto
the seat. The soft tan leather was stained with a widening red splotch.


They
had hoped to pull the job off with both men still in the car, but now they had
to get Tony Chávez’s corpse out of the road.


“C’mon.
Help me with this!” hollered Val as he started to pick up the body.


Eddie
froze, hearing only the rain. His mouth was wide open, his smoking pistol still
pointing into the back seat of the car.


“C’mon,
goddammit! Move your ass.” Val shot a hard slap to Eddie’s face, then
reholstered his pistol.


They
loaded Tony into the front seat. Opening the back door, Val pulled out the
suitcase. The whole thing had taken around ninety seconds. Not a single car had
passed.


“Go!
Go,” he cried as they piled into the stolen Chevy and sped away.
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Both of them
were pumped, their adrenaline levels shooting right into the stratosphere.


“God
damn, Eddie! Way to go.”


Eddie
was delirious. “We did it. We got him!”


“Man, you got him. Motherfucker!”


A lot
more hooting and palm-smacking followed as they hurried through the park to Westcott Street, where they turned left
and headed for the Katy Freeway a few blocks ahead. There they would lose
themselves in traffic.


They
ditched the car in a muddy parking lot up on Cavalcade Street on the North Side,
where they’d left Val’s pickup. Once inside the truck and out of the rain, they
changed clothes, putting the police uniforms and the Kojak light into a trash
bag.


After
tossing it into a dumpster two blocks away, they headed back to Val’s
apartment, soaking wet, but still whooping in high excitement.


Walking
up the steps to the apartment, it was all they could do to contain themselves,
to avoid a commotion. Within moments they were inside, finally winding down a
little.


Felina
came out of the bedroom, excited. “How’d it go?”


“Aw,
like clockwork, baby,” said Val, still animated. “Like fucking clockwork.” He
moved the suitcase over to the floor in front of the sofa.


But
Eddie saw Felina in the doorway to the darkened bedroom, and wanted only to
drag her back inside. Her skimpy halter-top stretched outward, while Eddie
could just hear the buttons groaning under the strain. He looked at her legs
going on and on, all the way up into those short shorts. Quick, hot volts of
desire shot right through him, stirring not just his loins, but his whole body,
his whole being. His breathing became just a little bit deeper right there in
the living room.


She was
what a woman was all about, all right, and he would’ve gladly given up his
thirty grand right then and there to take her away from here, to make her his.


“Motherfucker!” cried Val over on the couch,
fiddling with the suitcase.


Eddie’s
eyes reluctantly turned away from Felina. “What? What is it?”


“This’s
one of those electronic deals. With a four-digit combination and everything.”


Finally,
reality blasted its way into Eddie’s mind. Sure, they’d pulled it off and had
gotten away clean. But there was a catch. There was always a catch. Now they
were killers.


“Shit,
man,” he shouted at Val. “We had to kill those fucking guys back there. We just
wasted them. And left them there.”


Felina:
“What? You killed somebody? What happened?” She ran to Val’s side, tugging at
his sleeve. “What the hell happened?”


Ignoring
Felina, Val leaped up from the sofa. “Eddie, man, chill out. Hey, we did what
we had to do.” He put his hands tightly on Eddie’s shoulders to bring him back
down to earth.


“We
just wasted those guys. And you said we wouldn’t hafta —“


“What
the hell happened, Val?” shouted Felina. “Who killed who?”


“Cool
down, Eddie,” Val hollered as he shook him a little. “I said we wouldn’t hurt
them if we could avoid it. But you saw what happened.”


Eddie
was still shaking, his eyes fixed on the floor. “But we didn’t have to kill them. We coulda just —“


“Val, goddammit!”
Felina grabbed him.


“Hold
it,” he snarled back at her. Eddie continued his whining. Felina lashed
back at Val, and then they
were all yelling uncontrollably, cursing to no one in particular. Finally, they
lowered their voices so as not to draw any attention from the neighbors, many
of whom were yelling at each other in their own apartments.


Val
continued gripping Eddie’s shoulders. “Hey, listen to me, man. We did what we
had to do. It was them or us.”


“But I
just shot that fucking Salazar right where he sat. His blood — it was all
over that fucking car seat.”


Val
grew firm. “Yeah, you shot him right where he sat, all right. You see what he
had in his hand? Well, it damn sure wasn’t his dick, buddy boy. It was his
fucking piece. And he was fixing to
blow your Irish ass to kingdom come.” He softened for emphasis. “Look, you did
right, man. Like I said, it was him or you.” Then he returned to the couch and
added, “Besides, they were just lowlife Mess’can drug dealers. We oughta get a
fucking medal.”


Felina
looked at Eddie, then back at Val. “All right, now do you want to tell me what
the hell happened?”


The air
conditioning had quit. Eddie could see sweat trickling down her throat,
disappearing beneath her halter-top. He fought the urge to lick it.


Val ran
it all down for her, downplaying the carnage. He concluded by standing the
suitcase upright on the floor.


“And
right in here’s what we came for. This’s the star of the show.” He messed with
it some more trying to open it, then said to Felina, “Get me a screwdriver.”


She
went to the kitchen and returned, long phillips head in hand. Val attempted to
pry the case open, but it wasn’t happening. He cursed the case.


Eddie
had a thought. “Hey, maybe the thing’s wired. You know, if you don’t know the
combination and you try to force it open, it blows up or something.”


Val
brushed that aside with a glare. “We got anything stronger around here?”


Before
Felina could answer, Eddie said, “We could try the tire iron in my trunk. It’s
got one end on it like a crowbar.” Val nodded and Eddie went out to his car.
Moments later, he was back with the tool.


Val
pushed the case against the wall for leverage and wedged the sharp end of the
tire iron into its opening crevice. After a couple of tries, it popped open.
There was no explosion.


But there
was money. And plenty of it.


A ton
of cash, all packeted in bank wrappers, filling the suitcase right to the brim.
The trio gasped all at once, as they sat down on the shag carpet in a
semicircle, then fell silent, while the loot glittered before them, begging to be touched.


Felina
reached first, fingering one of the packets, flipping the cash, all hundreds.
It didn’t bite, so she pulled it out to hold it in both hands. Then she held it
up to her face, caressing her cheek with it, and started counting.


Only
one packet, and so many more stuffed inside!


Then
Eddie and Val gingerly reached out. They each touched a packet, hesitating at
first. Then Val buried both hands deep inside the case, pulling out dozens of
packets. He let them fall from his hands onto the floor, as he laughed out
loud.


“Holy
shit! Look. Will you look at what we got.” He threw the packets up in the air,
no longer afraid of them. “Look at this shit, will you?” He laughed and
laughed.


Eddie
had never seen so much money in his life. Not even anything close. And he was
used to seeing lots of cash. But this — shit, this was something else
altogether.


The
only thing he could think of at this moment was, This is more money than I’ve
ever seen, but it was just a routine twice-a-month delivery for Chico Salazar.
The thought that Salazar’s successor would be hauling another load like this
one down to the islands in just two weeks was overpowering.


He
reached into the case and pulled out some wrapped bills, banded wads of twenties,
fifties, and hundreds.


Jesus, I don’t believe this.


Felina
lifted the case and overturned it, allowing the remaining money to tumble out,
while the three of them giggled. The giggles crescendoed to frenzied laughter
as they all rolled around on the green carpet, wallowing in the packets of the
green dough, tossing them into the air.


Felina
continued counting the hundreds in her packet. On completion, she announced: “Five
thousand. There’s five thousand bucks here in this one little packet.”


The two
men stopped what they were doing. Slowly, they turned and looked at her, then
at the packets of money strewn around on the carpet. They gazed at each other
in thick silence, all three of them holding their breaths, until Val finally
whispered, “Let’s count it.”


It took
over forty-five minutes. Although each packet contained fifty bills — some
twenties, some fifties, a few tens, but a lot of hundreds — each was
counted. When they finished adding everything up on Eddie’s calculator the
total came to one million, nine hundred seventy thousand dollars.


When he
announced this figure, no one moved a muscle. Their jaws went slack, as though
it were all a cruel joke and the slightest movement would make the money
vanish, shoving them back into the real world. Their wide eyes glazed over, and
Felina had a tear on her cheek.


After a
few seconds of this, she said in her lowest, throatiest voice, “This is almost
two million bucks.”


“Holy
shit!” Eddie exclaimed. “What’re we gonna do?”


Val
took charge. “We’re gonna split it up. Now.” He took the calculator and started
figuring.


“But I
mean, what’re we gonna do?” Eddie insisted. “We can’t just take all this to a
bank.”


Val
chuckled. “No shit, Sherlock. One thing’s for sure, though. The government won’t
be on our asses. They don’t even know about this dough. It ain’t like robbing a
bank where the bills are red-hot, with their numbers all recorded and shit. This is drug money, buddy boy.
You know what that means? It means it doesn’t have to be fenced. You can take
one of these C-notes and go out right now and spend it, and nothing’s gonna
happen, you dig? Shit, man, you could even bring it to a bank and get change
for it.”


“Then
this money is worth …” Eddie began.


Val
stood up. “One hundred percent of its face value. Every penny of it.” He was
holding a packet in one hand, slapping it into the palm of his other.


Felina
put it a better way. “We’re millionaires.”


“Nine
hundred eighty-five thousand apiece,” Val announced. “Not bad for a night’s
work, eh?”


Eddie
was still near speechless. “We-we’ve …”


Val
leaned down low over Eddie’s shoulder. “We’ve hit the fucking jackpot, buddy
boy.” Eddie sat stunned while Val straightened up, adding, “But we’ve gotta be
careful not to go attracting a lot of attention. Y’understand, Eddie? No big
buys. No jewelry, no new Caddies, none o’ that shit. You can be sure that
Salazar’s goons’ll be lookin’ high and low for this bundle. I don’t have to
tell you what they’ll do to us if they find it.”


He sat
on the sofa, then crooked his finger at Felina. She moved over to him, curling
up under his outstretched arm, holding a packet of hundreds to her lovely
breast.


“Oh,
baby,” she cried. “Now we can get out of here. Maybe go to Mexico, just like
you said we could.” She just couldn’t lose that beautiful smile that covered
her face.


“Sure,
honey, sure,” he replied, his mind elsewhere.


Eddie
moved numbly into the recliner. The money stayed on the floor next to the empty
suitcase, still commanding lots of attention.


“What
can we do with all this? Like you said, we can’t spend it. We can’t put it in
the bank, we can’t do shit. We can only …”


“Hold
on to it,” said Val, turning up the intensity in his eyes. “And make sure it’s
… safe.”


A
subtle chill touched the back of Eddie’s neck, like little cold needles.
Suppressing a shiver, he suddenly wanted to get out of there. “Let’s divide it
now.”


The
split didn’t take nearly as long as the initial count. Eddie scooped his share up
from the filthy shag carpet.


“I’ll
take the suitcase,” he said.


Val
nodded, as Eddie sealed it shut with a few strips of duct tape. Then he was
gone.


The
ride home took forever, or so it seemed. Salazar’s men would surely be aware of
things by now, meaning the hunt would be on.


What if
he and Val had slipped up? What if they’d left something behind that could ID
them? What if there were witnesses? He didn’t remember any, but what if there
were?


His
insides tightened as he drove down McCarty. The dark fear of his future
squeezed his stomach, hard. Knots began to form all through his insides.
Struggling to catch a breath, he opened his driver’s side window to the Houston
humidity, as he took stock of his situation.


Knocking
over a Mexican for thirty or forty thousand apiece sounded easy, like it could
be pulled off if you planned it right.


But two
million bucks? That moved everything into the big league. A league where
violent men routinely kill each other
in large numbers, and often for a lot less. A complex league of money
launderers and fat cat bankers and Lamborghinis and life above the law.


Eddie
Ryan had never seen himself in that world, but there he was. Right down in the
god damn middle of it. Wanted, not only by the law, but by the most ruthless
cowboys this side of Colombia.


He
looked at the silver suitcase on the dirty passenger seat next to him. What
will they do to get it? He already knew the answer to that one.


What
can he do to protect it? He had no idea.


He
almost wished it only contained the thirty large they were originally after.
But there it was, bigger than shit, sitting there with nearly a million dollars
in it.


He
laughed out loud, a sardonic one-note laugh.


Me! With a million bucks.


Everything
would be different from here on out because of this … this stroke of good luck,
well, wouldn’t it? He’d waited for this luck his whole life, hadn’t he? Wasn’t
this his one big break? I mean, it was good luck, wasn’t it? This kind of money
doesn’t just fall into a guy’s lap every day, does it?


Whatever,
he was in it right now up to his nostrils, with no looking back. No looking
back.


Hmph, that’s a good one. I’ll be looking
over my shoulder for the rest of my life, starting now.


He
glanced at the rear view mirror.


He felt
like his guts were in a vise, as though some powerful unseen hand was turning
the grip tighter, squeezing, squeezing …
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It had stopped
raining. As he turned the corner onto the busy street where he lived, Eddie
scanned the landscape, looking for anything out of the ordinary for this time
of night. Anyone sitting in a parked car? Anyone loitering out front? Any
well-dressed Latinos around?


He
turned onto a side street to see if anyone was following him. His eyes
narrowed, shifting back and forth from the rear view mirror to the parked cars
on the wet street in front of him. After a nervous lap around the block, he
emerged on the corner, carefully eyeing the people hanging around. Finally, he
was satisfied. He was home free, at least for tonight.


The
spot in front of the greasy spoon underneath his room was illegal, ticket
territory for certain, but he damn sure wasn’t about to carry that suitcase any
distance. The duct tape barely held it together. He felt it could pop open on
him any second.


He
rushed inside with it, up the narrow staircase, bumping it a couple of times on
his way. Sticky sweat gathered under his arms as he imagined the horror of the
cash spilling out onto the stairway.


After
fumbling with his key, he made it into his room with everything intact.
Shutting the door, then bolting it behind him, he exhaled loudly, and fell onto
the bed in the corner. The only light in the heavily shadowed room came from
the flashing beanery sign just below his window. As always, the thick aroma of something deep-frying drifted in from
downstairs.


Something
pinched his side. He groped the .38 still in his waistband, then removed it,
placing it under his pillow. The suitcase lay on the floor by the bed, still
taped. He shoved it under the bed, deciding he’d worry about it tomorrow,
because by then he’d be long gone, with this dump far behind him.


What a
night. He realized how drained he felt; then sleep called and off he went.



 

≈≈≈



 

The morning sky over Houston turned bright blue, as an early sun
flooded Eddie’s room. He stirred awake soon after dawn, still dressed.


The
events of the night before flew back into his memory and he jerked himself
upright. Looking around the bed, he saw the suitcase peeking out from
underneath, right where he left it. He ran a hand across his unshaven face and
through his disheveled hair, then got up.


Walking
slowly along the wall, he carefully approached the window for a peek outside.
Again, nothing unusual. He really didn’t know what to look for, but from where
he stood, everything appeared normal for a Friday morning.


Friday
morning! He had a date with Raymond Cannetta at noon. A fast shot of anxiety
stabbed at him, but then — hey, wait a minute — his debts were no
longer a problem. He would pay off Cannetta in full, then take care of his
bettors as well. At last, he’d be square with the world. Everything was going
to be all right.


He
leaned over the sink. As he threw water on his face, he started to organize his
thoughts.


He’d
have to leave right away. The money? Well, there was no way he was leaving it
in that taped-up case. He’d transfer it over to his own suitcase. A different car, too. He couldn’t
keep that old Toyota much longer.


After throwing
on some clean clothes, he untaped the metal suitcase. It was still there, all
nine hundred eighty-five thousand of it. Reaching inside his small closet, he
pulled out his own worn-leather suitcase, secured with wide straps. He shoveled
the dough into it, siphoning off a couple of grand into his pocket for scat
money. He tossed a few clothes into the bag’s remaining space before buckling
it shut.


After
shoving the heater back into his waistband, he headed for the door, but the
footsteps in the hallway stopped him cold.


Pulling
the .38 out, he gripped it with both hands up alongside his cheek. He froze
behind the door, first heaving with tension, then, as the footsteps came
closer, unable to breathe. With the cold metal against his face, he heard them
stop right outside his room. His heart pounded louder than the sharp knock.


“Eddie.
You in there? Open up.” It was the delicate accent of Felina.


Exhaling
in relief, he opened the door. Her eyes smiled at him as she entered. She had
never looked at him that way before. All at once, his anxieties melted away
into the humid morning. Now, he was warm as the sun, loose and relaxed.


“Holy
Jesus, girl,” he said, returning the weapon to his waistband. “You scared the
living shit out of me, coming up here like that. What’re you doing here?” He
glimpsed the hallway. It was empty. “Where’s Val?”


She
shut the door, then walked over to the couch. Her face grew serious.


“Did
you see this?” she asked, holding out a copy of that morning’s Houston Chronicle. Eddie took it from her
without taking his eyes off her lovely face. She tapped the paper to redirect
his attention. He finally looked at it.


The
headline exploded at him out of the front page:



 

ONE KILLED, ONE WOUNDED IN SHOOTOUT ON MEMORIAL DRIVE



 

“A
suspected Houston drug dealer was seriously wounded and his driver killed last
night as they sat in a Rolls Royce on Memorial Drive inside Memorial Park,” he
read aloud, in complete disbelief, “Leonel ‘Chico’ Salazar, 32, is listed in
serious condition at Ben Taub Hospital with a gunshot wound to the stomach. The
driver, Antonio Chávez, 24, was killed with a bullet to the chest and one in
the head, execution- style.


“Salazar,
a Mexican-American, who says he is a foreign car salesman, has long been
suspected of being one of the city’s kingpins of the cocaine trade, with direct
ties to the drug cartels of Colombia.


“Police
speculate robbery as the motive. Salazar’s passport was found on his person,
and a check of the airports revealed he had planned to fly last night in his
private plane to the Cayman Islands, an offshore banking haven frequently used
by drug dealers. It is believed he was carrying a large amount of cash when his
Rolls Royce was stopped on Memorial Drive. A passing police car found the two
men inside the car, probably minutes
after the attack.


“There
are no suspects at this time.”



 

Eddie
looked up from the paper, eyes wide, color drained from his face.


“Son.
Of. A. Bitch,” he tried to say from way back in his throat. It almost made it
out.


“The
cops have it figured out,” Felina said coolly. “But like it says, they got no
suspects.”


“Christ,
Salazar is still alive. And he saw us. If he puts it together, we’re dead.”
Eddie looked at the paper, then back at Felina. “What’re you doing here,
anyway? And where’s Val?”


“He
doesn’t know I’m here,” Felina said. “He gave me some money for cab fare and
sent me to my mother’s place out in Channelview to say goodbye.”


“Goodbye?
Where you going?”


“He
wants to leave town now. He says he wants to take me with him. But I know too much.”


“Know
too much? What’re you talking about — why shouldn’t you go? You’re his
woman.” A twinge of regret brushed him as he said that.


“Eddie,
you don’t understand.” Her voice sharpened. “There’s a lot of money at stake. A
lot of money. This is the biggest score he’ll ever make and he knows it. He can’t
afford to leave loose ends lying around.”


“Loose
ends? What loose ends?” She looked away. “I just … I just can’t go with
him.”


“What
do you mean you can’t go with him? Why not?”


She
lifted her head up to look straight at him with those big, big dark eyes. “He wants to kill me.”


Eddie
dismissed this, waving the back of his hand.


“Aw,
you’re nuts. Why would he wanna do that?”


“He
wants to,” she replied. “I know he wants to. Because I know the whole story. As
long as he thought he was only gonna get thirty or forty thousand dollars, he
didn’t care if I knew. He thought Salazar would let the whole thing drop. But
now … now, with the shootings and … and all this money. Well, Val can’t afford
to have me around. With me out of the way, that’s just one less thing he’s got
to worry about.”


“Felina,
you’re blowing this way, way out of proportion. You’re his woman. He wouldn’t
hurt you.”


Acid
crept into her voice. “Yeah, I’m his woman, all right. He’s fucking three other
bitches that I know of right now. Probably more. Are they his women, too? Tell
me, Eddie. Are those bitches his women, too?” The sweet lilt was gone from her
accent, elbowed out by this feverish anger.


Eddie
didn’t want to get into any of this.


“Felina,
I don’t know what he does in his spare time. I —“


“Listen.
What I know could put him right in the death house. As long as I’m alive, I’m a
threat to him. He thinks I could give him to the cops. Or worse yet, to
Salazar.”


“Shit,
you wouldn’t do that.” It was more of a question. But by now he wasn’t sure
what she would do.


“No,
but he thinks I would. He thinks I’d rat him out. Last night after you left, he
warned me not to try it.”


“Well,
I think he knows you well enough to —”


“Eddie,
wait. You don’t understand.” She put a hand up to silence him. “I’m like, a
witness, you know? For a million dollars,
he’s not gonna leave any witnesses.” Then she said softly, “You, Eddie. You’re
a witness, too.”


His
head moved forward a little, in sync with the slight dropping of his jaw. He
didn’t say anything for a few seconds. Then, “What the hell are you talking
about?”


Her
tone ratcheted downward, becoming steely. “He’s gonna kill you. Today, in Denny’s
parking lot when you go to meet that loan shark. He’s gonna be laying for you.”


He
grabbed her arms, then jostled her a little. She yielded, turning rubbery in
his grip. “What do you mean, he’s gonna kill me? Why’re you saying this?”


“`Cause
it’s true!” Her eyes flared, as she shook loose from him. “He told me he was
gonna take care of you today and grab your share of the money. He knew you’d
have it with you.”


She was
right. He wouldn’t leave it anywhere, especially now that he knew Salazar had
survived. His only choice was to skip town, pronto. Val knew it, too. Val also
knew that before Eddie went anywhere, he had to get straight with Raymond
Cannetta. “He told you he was gonna do that?” His voice was ice.


“This
morning. As soon as he found out about Salazar. He said he was gonna go to
Denny’s and ‘take care of a few things’ was what he said. Eddie, don’t you see?
The prick wants it all. He fucking wants it all. And with the both of us out of
the way, he’ll get it!”


He
believed her. Shit, he wanted to believe her. Her quick eyes and hard manner
belied her childlike face. It was an innocent face, one that veiled the fiery woman he wanted. And when he
looked at that face, his fantasies took him straight into the swamp. 


Just
one look, that’s all it took.


“Why’re
you telling me this? Why’d you come here?”


“He
treats me like shit,” she exclaimed. “He fucks those other women whenever he
wants to, and then he comes home and slaps me around. He hurts me bad, Eddie.”


His
heart sank at this thought. How could she ever put up with it? Was Val’s sway
over women that powerful? “H-he hurts you?”


Turning
on the sofa to face away from him, she undid the first couple of buttons of her
gray cotton blouse. She pulled it down over her shoulders to reveal wide red
welts and healing scratches across her back. Eddie gasped for real. Then she
looked back at him.


“From
his belt. And his buckle, too. When I wouldn’t give him head the other night.”


He
gathered her in his arms, then stroked her bare brown shoulders, easing his
fingertips over the raised welts. She felt good. Better than good. Better than
he’d ever imagined, and he had imagined this moment many times.


She
whimpered a little, as if she were about to cry, so he held her just a little
tighter to guard against it.


“It’ll
be all right, baby,” he said. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”


“Eddie,
we’ve gotta do something. He plans to kill us both.”


He
continued caressing her shoulders, pulling her blouse down just a little
further. She didn’t stop him.


“I’ll
get there early and wait for him,” he said. “I’m packin’ heat, so if he tries
anything, I’ll just plug him right there.”


Felina
sat up straight. She pulled her blouse back in order.


“I
don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said.


“Whaddya
mean? Why not?”


“Because.
You don’t want to turn Denny’s parking lot into the OK Corral. The cops’d be swarming
all over the place in no time. You might not get away. There would be witnesses
for sure and somebody’d probably get your license number. Besides, he might get
you before you got him.”


“You
got any better ideas?”


“Well
…” Her arms tightened around him; she buried her head in his chest.


“What?”


“He can’t
hurt us if we’re not here, can he?” she murmured into his shirt.


“N-not
here?”


She let
out a single giggle. Then she pulled away to face him, as a trace of a smile
cracked open. “Not here. As in gone.”


“You
mean. … you mean, leave town? Together?”


“We’re
in this together, Eddie. We both need to get away. If we leave together right
now, he’ll never find us. It’s a big country.”


“But he’ll
come after us for sure. Especially if he knows I’ve got you and the money. And
then there’s Salazar. Shit, he’ll never stop lookin’ for us.”


“Salazar?
Where’s he gonna look? He’s never gonna know where we are. Think about it. How’s
he even gonna know who we are?” She
was now referring to them as a unit: we. It sounded good. He was growing to
like it.


“Where
we gonna go?”


As he
started to think about it, he became distracted. She moved just a little closer
to him. He searched the deepest part of her eyes and found what he was looking
for. At long last!


“Far
away,” she breathed. Her lips moved next to his, then her eyes began to close. “But
… oh Eddie, right now, right this minute, just promise me you won’t let
anything happen to me. Ever. Promise me. Please …”


His
mind reeled. He whispered, “I promise, nothing will ever happen to you, darlin’.
I’ll never let —”


She
shushed his lips with her slender index finger. “Please protect me, Eddie.
Please don’t let him get us.”


She
kissed him long and wet. He
reached for the top button on her blouse. Her hand came up to hold his.


“No
Eddie.” Her voice was so soft now, so feathery. He could’ve sat right there and
listened to it forever. “Not here. Not now. We’ve got to get out of here.”


Eddie
kept fiddling with the button, more quickly now, but just couldn’t get it undone.
She pulled his hand away.


“No
Eddie, please. We can’t. Please.” She slipped from his grip, but still held his
eyes. “I’ll make it all up to you, Eddie. I promise. I promise you …”


She
melted into his chest for another urgent kiss. Finally, all he had ever
hungered for in a woman was right here in his arms, her writhing chest pressed
against his, wanting him … only him.
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Eddie punched up
the numbers on his cell phone.


“Raymond?
This’s Eddie. Listen, I got your money, Raymond. All of it … yeah. Yeah, but I
can’t meet you at our usual place today. I just can’t, man … No, no, I’m in a spot,
Raymond. I’ve — I’ve gotta … No. You can’t come here. I gotta lay low for
awhile. I know, I know what I promised. This isn’t an excuse, Raymond. I got
all your money — the whole load. Right. Vig and all. Maybe I can send it
to you — you know, registered mail or something? Shit, I know you don’t
do business that way, but I’m in a jam, Raymond. No, I wanna pay you back, I
swear, I got it all right here. It doesn’t matter where I got it, I just got
it. All of it. Raymond, I’m not trying to … Raymond?” Click. “Raymond? Raymond?”


Hanging
up, he faced Felina. “We’ve gotta get out of here. Now.”


“Why
can’t you meet him somewhere else?” she asked.


“Val
knows I might not want to meet him at Denny’s if I’m carrying all this money
around. He might figure I’d make the drop in a more private place. He’s not
gonna take any chances, so he might be tailing Raymond this morning. That’s
probably why he sent you out to Channelview, so he could take care of me while
you’re gone. Now, let’s move.”



 

≈≈≈



 

Raymond Cannetta slowly replaced the receiver on the hook following
Eddie’s frantic call. He sipped his morning coffee as he studied the newspaper
in front of him:



 

Police speculate robbery was the motive.
Salazar’s passport was found on his person …  believed he was carrying a large amount
of cash … no suspects at this time.



 

Calmly,
he lifted his phone receiver off the hook and punched in a number.


“Artie?
You up? Well, get dressed. We’ve got a collection to make. Meet me at …” He
thumbed through his address book, stopping at Eddie’s name.



 

≈≈≈



 

Eddie grabbed the old leather suitcase, then started for the door.


“Is
that … is that …” Felina stammered, pointing at the suitcase.


He
nodded. They knew it might as well be loaded with TNT, as they warily headed
down the stairs.


Before
stepping outside, Eddie opened the door a crack to survey the street. His car
still sat right in front with a ticket on the windshield. Nobody lingering
where they shouldn’t be. Everything normal.


“Okay,
let’s go,” he said. “And remember, we’re just another couple loading our car
for a weekend trip.”


They
walked out casually. After placing the suitcase in the trunk, they climbed into
the car. He drove around the block to see if anyone followed. When no one did,
he aimed the Toyota for the freeway.


“You
said your mother lives in Channelview?” he asked, as they rode the ramp onto
the East Freeway. She nodded, then he said, “Let’s go there. Just like you were
supposed to. You got any clothes over there?”


“A few
things. But if we go there, Val might be waiting.”


“He won’t
be waiting. More than likely, he’s on his way over to Raymond’s right now to
see where he goes for his meeting with me. He’s probably planning to take care
of you later.” He accelerated up to about sixty-five, then cruised. “Can you believe that son of a bitch? I trusted
him. I been trusting him all this time. We been friends for years. Shit, he got
me my bettors for my first football pool back when we was in eighth grade. And
now this. Can you believe this shit?”


Felina
remained silent while they headed out of Houston. Eddie ran it all over again
in his mind. He let Val talk him into this crazy heist, which was bad enough.
That right there could’ve got him killed, you know?


But
then, the betrayal. He would’ve been shot dead today in Denny’s parking lot,
right in broad daylight, without even knowing what happened! Without even
knowing. Val was just going to let him have it, probably in the back.


Son of a bitch was gonna do me in. Yeah,
with me outa the way, he’d be in the clear. Right in the clear … and with all the
goddam money. Son of a bitch!
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Channelview was
a short drive out the East Freeway. Felina’s mother lived in a tumbledown
trailer park a minute or so from the exit.


They
motored to a unit near the south edge of the park, bordering on a vacant lot.
As Eddie pulled up, he saw the aging trailer listing a little to one side,
although it really looked no worse than any of the others in the drab
collection.


Dark-skinned
kids ran around everywhere, while clothes hung from makeshift lines. A few dogs
moved listlessly here and there. Heavy vegetation around the perimeter of the
park helped keep the air still. He noticed the trash hadn’t been picked up in
at least a couple of days. The odor didn’t travel well in the high Texas heat.


“Give
me a minute,” Felina said. “Just let me run in.”


Eddie
shut the motor off. As Felina skipped up the narrow steps to the door, he
reached into the clutter of the back seat and fished out a week-old newspaper.
Luckily, it was the sports section.


Felina
put her face up to the aluminum screen door. She looked into the trailer’s
compact interior and from back in the bedroom, she heard the TV.


“¡Mami!” she called. “¡Mami!”


“Ay!”
came the response. “Felina.” Her mother came quickly. “¿Qué pasa, querida? Todo va bien?” There was motherly worry in her
voice.


“Yes,
Mami, everything is all right. But I can only stay a minute.”


Her
mother unlocked the door and Felina greeted her with a big hug. The trailer was
the same as she had left it on her last visit a couple of weeks ago. It had always
been the same her whole life, spare and clean, except for the new couch her
mother bought about three years ago. A loveseat, actually. The place was too
small for a full-sized couch, but the loveseat fit perfectly.


Her
mother had saved for a long time to buy it and she was thrilled the day it
arrived, delivered and everything, straight from the outlet store. Felina had
made a special trip out there that day because she knew her mother wanted her
to witness the arrival. Since that great day, it had held up pretty well.
Before anyone sat on it, her mother always placed towels on the cushions to
keep them as free from wear as possible.


Felina
hugged her and kissed each cheek, wishing there were something like that she
could do to protect her mother’s once-flawless face from the onset of aging.


She
knew her mother was at least forty, or maybe older, and the woman’s classic
Latin beauty was being slowly devoured by time. The first etchings of lines
were just now attacking her around the eyes and cheeks. Her satiny skin had
grown thicker and dryer, surrendering the resilience Felina had always felt
when she touched it. It no longer emanated that honeyed glow, and while she was
still a lovely woman, she had relinquished her youth forever.


Upon
seeing this, Felina recoiled slightly. With a touch of horror, she saw herself
twenty years from now, and heard the ticking of a clock for the first time in
her life.


Ticking
second by second, downward to zero.


Even
though she was now only twenty-four,
she realized these same forces were right now planning out their attack on her
own radiant skin and sleek figure, patiently waiting for the first moment when
they would decide to show themselves. When they did expose those first tiny
signs, Felina realized, the floodgates of aging would be flung wide open, and
she would be helpless to resist, able only to kneel and surrender, as her dear
mother was doing now.


Suddenly
aware of this time limit, she knew she had to do something with her life before
the zero hour arrived.


As they
broke from the hug, their eyes met. Smiles leaped off their faces and Felina
embraced her mother once more for good measure.


They
exchanged loving phrases in rapid Spanish, and her mother went to the bedroom
to retrieve her can of Dr Pepper. When they finally sat on the toweled
loveseat, Felina asked, “How is everything?”


“Oh
honey, it couldn’t be better. I have picked up two more houses to clean. One is
for a city councilman of Pasadena. That’s a very good one. Four days a week.”


“Mami,
that’s wonderful.”


”And
with the extra money, I now have cable TV.”


“Cable
TV?” Felina knew the breakthrough that represented. Even with the taped-together rabbit ears, her tiny,
antiquated TV could barely pick up the Houston stations out here.


“Yes
honey. I now get Univisión. The all-Spanish channel. I can watch all my telenovelas, and even Don Francisco
every Saturday night.”


“I’m so
happy for you, Mami. But I don’t want you to overwork yourself.”


“I’m
not,” she replied as she finished off her Dr Pepper. “Even with the new jobs, I’m
only working about fifty hours a week.” She got up and went to the kitchen
area, depositing the empty can in the trash. “Speaking of work, how’s your job
at the cleaners?”


“Well …
that’s why I came here today, Mami. I won’t be working there any longer.”


“No? Do
you have a better job? Modeling maybe, like you always wanted?”


“No,
Mami. Not modeling.” Her mother’s jaw sagged just a tiny bit. Felina picked up
on the disappointment. “In fact, I — I — well, I won’t be working
for a while. I’m —”


“Won’t
be working? Not working? Why not? That boy Val, is he making you quit? Is that
it?”


“No, no
Mami. It’s not Val. In fact, I’m not with Val anymore. He’s …” She sighed while
she tried to think of how to explain it. “I’m with someone else,” she said, gesturing
over toward the window.


With a
little effort, her mother looked out over the sill to where the dented orange
Toyota was parked, Eddie inside reading his paper.


“Who is
this?” she asked, ready to add another male name to an ever-lengthening list.


Felina
took her mother’s hands in her own. “Mami, I’m leaving Houston.”


“¡Ay! ¡Diós mío! What is happening? What
is wrong? Why are you —”


“Everything
is all right, Mami.” Felina squeezed her mother’s hands. “I promise you,
nothing is wrong. Eddie — that fellow — and I are just going away
for a while. Just a short while until …”


Her
mother’s voice escalated to more frantic levels. “My darling, my darling
Felina! You are leaving? Why? Where are you going? Wh-what is all this?”


“Please,
Mami. Please. It is all right. I will be all right.”


“Where
are you going?”


”I’m … I’m
not sure yet, but I will call you soon. In a few days. I promise.”


”You
are leaving Houston? And you don’t know where you are going? How long will you be gone?”


Felina
hugged her to calm her down. It did, but only a little.


“Mami,
Mami, listen to me. I’m not leaving for good. Just for a little while, like I
said.” She turned her mother’s head so their eyes locked, then said, “All of
our problems will soon be over. I swear to you. But you must wait for a little
while.”


“What
are you talking about? What do you me –“


Felina
held her mother’s shoulders. “Please, Mami. Just wait and trust what I say.
Very soon, I will be able to repay you for all of the wonderful things you did
for me. And for everything you wanted to do but couldn’t.” Her mother started
to speak again, but Felina silenced her. “I will call you and let you know
where I am. I promise I will. In just a couple of days. But now I need to get a
few things and then I must go. Quickly.”


This
stab of news plunged deep inside her mother’s heart. Her sharp black eyes
turned wet with pain. When the tears came, she buried her face in her hands.
Within moments, Felina came out of the bedroom with a small carrying bag.


“Please
don’t cry, Mami.” She helped her mother to her feet. “I will call you, just be
patient. I promise I will call you.” Then she added, “Everything will be all
right. You will see.” They hugged again in the doorway. Felina was having her
own problem fighting back the tears. “Mami, Mami! I love you so. I love you.”


As
Felina pulled away from the embrace and slid down the steps, she heard Eddie
start the car. Then her mother called out through her tears, “I love you too,
honey. Oh, be careful. I love you, I love you.”


“I love
you, Mami,” she cried as she got in the car. As it pulled away, she looked back
through the rear window at her mother standing in the half-open aluminum screen
door, waving.








 


 


 


 


 


 

8



 

“Everything
okay?” asked Eddie, as he wound his way to the trailer park exit. His casual
tone told her he didn’t want any details.


“I feel
terrible, Eddie. I couldn’t tell her anything. Only that I’m leaving, and I don’t
even know where I’m going.”


“It’s
okay, baby,” he said, trying for consolation. He saw a tear or two had made it
out onto her cheek and he knew it must have been rough.


A few
large raindrops began splattering the roof of the car. Within moments, they
became a downpour. It didn’t chase away the heat and humidity, though. Eddie
turned up the air conditioning, looking for relief, but it didn’t do the job.


“Listen,”
he said, “my sister Linda lives in New Orleans. We can stay with her till we
get our bearings. Then we can call your mother later on when we’re sure it’s
safe.”


“New
Orleans?” she cried. “Eddie, that’s not very far away. Don’t you think Salazar —”


Eddie
gestured reassuringly with a free hand. “Hey, don’t worry, darlin’. We’ll be
okay there. It’ll just be for a few days, and then we can really take off.”


Her
voice turned downward. “Eddie, it’s not a good idea. We’ve got our chance now.
We’ve got to get away from here.”


“We are
getting away from here. New Orleans is not close. It must be three, four
hundred miles from here. And it’s just for a couple of days. Besides, nobody
knows we’re going there. So don’t worry about it.” He pounded the air
conditioning unit with his hand, trying for increased output, then he guided
the car up onto the eastbound freeway.


“Well I
am worried about it. It’s my ass, too.” With clenched fists, she added, “And if
Val or Salazar catches up to us, I’m gonna be just as dead as you!”


Eddie
gripped the steering wheel more tightly. He spoke very slowly, squeezing his
sentences out. “We are going to go to my sister’s. I am not going anywhere
without seeing her. You don’t understand. She raised me. From the time I was
little. I’m not gonna disappear without seeing her. Now, we stopped at your
mama’s so you could say goodbye. So we are going to New Orleans and that’s
that.”


Felina
leaned back hard into the seat, folding her arms in disgust.


Eddie
went on: “Look, baby. Salazar doesn’t know where we are. You said it yourself.
He doesn’t even know who we are. We could be in New Orleans, we could be in
Dallas, we could be in fucking China for all he knows.” He softened his voice
and reached over to touch her thigh. “Now c’mon, darlin’. I’ve gotta see Linda and then we can go anywhere you want to.
Okay?”


She
looked at him without anger. “Oh Eddie, it’s just that I’m so afraid. I’m so
afraid they’ll find us. They’ll all be looking for us and …”


“Yes,
they will,” he said. “There’ll be some heat for a while, especially from
Salazar. But after a while, things’ll cool off. I’m telling you, we’ll be all
right.” Even though he was patting her thigh, he wasn’t at all sure.


The
rain picked up. A few more miles down the road Felina began to cry. “My mother
is so wonderful. I love her so. And we might never come back here. Oh Eddie,
promise me I can see her again!”


He had
no real reply. So he just said, “We’ll send for her one day real soon. I
promise.”


She
sobbed for a few minutes as they moved down the freeway, slicing through
driving rain. After she had gone through a couple of Kleenex, she sniffled. “You
know, when I was growing up, it was just the two of us. I never knew my father.”


“Is
that where y’all lived, back there? In that trailer?”


“Y-yeah.
That was it. Oh, but it — it wasn’t as bad as it looks.”


Eddie
realized he’d scraped a sore spot. “Hey, it didn’t look bad,” he said, trying
to rescue himself. “I was just wonderin’. Just …”


“Don’t
worry about it, Eddie. I know it doesn’t look like much, but you know, Mama
really loved me. I mean she really, really loved me. I guess she was about the
best thing ever in my life.
It about killed her, though, when I left years ago to go out on my own. You
know, she didn’t want me to go.”


“How
old were you when you left?”


”Fifteen.”


”Shit,
that’s pretty young.” It really is, he thought. “No wonder she didn’t want you to leave.”


He
tried hard to imagine what life must have been like for her. He got nowhere.



 

≈≈≈



 

Even though his own life hadn’t exactly been a real big party, there
was no way Eddie could have known the trials of Felina’s impoverished
upbringing. He could never have known about the nights she spent in front of
their little television, stoking her curiosity and filling herself with hunger
for the wider world. The world she knew must have existed outside her own
ramshackle surroundings.


And
what a world it was! A world apparently filled with beguiling women, who had
everything they wanted, courtesy of anxious men gathering at their feet.
Dazzling clothes, shiny cars ¾ nothing was beyond their reach. They had
merely to desire it and it would be theirs.


With
puberty, she realized that her own appearance had acquired considerable value,
even in her confined setting. With practice, she emulated the small-screen
vixens, their walk, their gestures, the way they used their eyes. Before long,
boys — and soon after, men — clustered around her with tribute in
hopes of ravaging her firm, nubile body. She learned how to play this big trump
card, until she eventually parlayed it into a ticket out of the trailer park.


But how
could Eddie have known anything about what she went through at fifteen?


And how
could he have felt the awakening that surged through her when she first saw
tourist brochures of Mexico? Had he seen them, she knew it would have been
through his own gringo eyes. For Felina, however, each colorful photo, each
alluring description, resonated deep within her Latin belly.


Such a
beautiful place. Here was the place of her people. Her people, her country. It
was her place, a notion she could never apply to Texas.


She was
pretty sure Eddie wouldn’t have bothered to learn about the vibrant Mexican
culture; shit, they’s just Mess’cans,
he would say. She’d overheard him say
that more than once. He had no way of knowing the complexities of Mexican
society, the importance of family, of music, of the very border itself. He
would never have fallen asleep on countless nights the way Felina did, with the
endless chatter of Spanish-language radio by her cramped bedside.


Sometimes,
there would be men who knew of Mexico through their travels, or were from there
— real Mexicanos — and
they would enchant her with stories of México
lindo. How could his insides quiver the way hers did when she heard these
tales?


“Mama
named me, too,” she went on. “Felina, like the girl in that Marty Robbins song,
El Paso.”


And in
a soft, sultry voice, she began to sing, surprisingly on key:



 

“Blacker than night were the eyes of
Felina


Wicked and evil while casting a spell


My love was deep for this Mexican maiden


I was in love, but in vain I could tell.



 

“A lot
of Mexican girls born in the sixties and seventies, and even the eighties, were
named after her. Did you know that?”


He
shrugged.
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They kept going
east, and the sun soon came back out. They were less than forty miles from
Beaumont when, without warning, a loud shot came from outside.


They found us! Eddie thought, ducking reflexively as the
car swerved.


He
glimpsed Felina sidelong. She was looking around in panic, but unhurt. But what
the hell’s wrong? What — the car. The
car! Now veering wildly across the interstate, they nearly dusted a pickup
in the left lane. With a lot of effort, Eddie brought the vehicle under
control. He guided it to the side of the road, slowing the thwoppa-thwoppa of
the blown tire.


He got
out to examine the unraveled remnants of his right front tire. Opening the
trunk, he reached behind the leather suitcase for the jack. He retrieved the
stand, but there was no handle.


“Shit,”
he cried. Felina rolled down the window. “I left the goddam jack handle over at
Val’s last night. It’s what he used to pop open Salazar’s suitcase.”


Felina
laughed a throaty tune. “Now we got a million bucks and no jack.”


The
sign up ahead told of an exit two miles down the road. Eddie was still looking
for a way out when a 1980s-vintage lemon-yellow cargo van pulled up behind
them, rolling to a stop. Two young men in sunglasses got out, their
bright-colored sport shirts clashing
with the van. As they approached, Eddie could see they were Latinos.


“You
habbing some trouble?” asked the driver as he walked around to the front of
Eddie’s car.


Eddie
looked around. His piece strained his waistband under his shirt, clammy against
his sweating skin. He eyed the open trunk and replied, “Y-yeah. A flat tire and
no jack.”


“Man,
that tire ees really gone,” observed the driver. “Bu’ you can jooze our jack if
you want.” The passenger was standing directly between the van and the yawning
trunk.


“That’s
very nice of you.” It was all he could think of.


The two
strangers conferred in Spanish and then produced a jack from the rear of the
van. “Here, I get the spare for you,” said the driver, reaching into the trunk
and shoving the suitcase aside.


“No!
No,” cried Eddie. “No, I’ll get it.” He rushed to the rear of the car and
jostled the driver aside, grabbing the spare. “I mean — I don’t want you
to get dirty. You’ve been very nice … stopping to help. I don’t want — I
mean, your clothes, they’re …” Then he shut up.


He made
the tire change, then after thanking the two men, Eddie and Felina pulled back
onto the freeway. They both exhaled loudly, as though they had held their
breaths during the entire episode.


At the
next exit, Eddie left the freeway. After pulling into a service station to
clean the carbon black off his hands and arms, he continued eastward down Route
90, the old Federal highway to Beaumont. Soon, along this stretch of forgotten
road, he found a small used car lot, where he traded up for an eight-year old
vanilla Ford sedan, paying for it out of his pocket. He deposited the suitcase
into the big trunk, as they took off, staying on the old two-lane.


Shortly,
after one o’clock, they crossed the Sabine River. The sign said “Welcome to
Louisiana”. Eddie noted to himself that this was his first trip ever outside
the Lone Star State.


And I wouldn’t be makin’ this trip now if
the goddam Dodgers hadn’t got lucky.


As
Texas and the Toyota faded into memory behind them, they felt a little safer.
Just outside Lake Charles, they stopped to eat.


It was
a diner-gas station combination, one of those flyblown roadside places that
used to do big business a long time ago. But since the dawn of the Interstate Highway
era, there hadn’t been much outside of a slim local trade, mostly lunch, mostly
oil and construction workers. Eddie reasoned that was why the flimsy screen
door hadn’t been fixed in a while.


He and
Felina took a booth near the back. He remembered he hadn’t eaten since
yesterday afternoon. The big hamburgers he saw on the grill sizzled almost as
loudly as George Strait’s plaintive pleas pouring out of the jukebox.


The
waitress took their orders, then brought their drinks. Eddie stirred the sugar
into his iced tea, while his mind raced.


At this
very moment, Val Borden, Raymond Cannetta, and Chico Salazar’s pals were surely
hot to find him, to say nothing of the cops. He had gotten himself into a tight
trick bag and now he had to get himself out. It wouldn’t be easy, but he had no
choice. If he needed any incentive, though, there was plenty to go around.


The
stakes were as high as they
ever get: his own skin, a million bucks in cash, and a woman.
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Eddie was
digging into his cheeseburger, while Felina was fanning mosquitoes away from
hers, when he approached their booth.


“Excuse
me, but didn’t you folks pull up a few minutes ago in that car out there? The
one with the Texas plates?” He stood about Eddie’s height, with a dark mustache
and a hint of anxiety.


Eddie’s
nerves were already stretched wire-tight. Any reference to the car, any
attention they attracted, twanged him into a state of high tension. All he
wanted was to get through the day without being singled out.


“Yeah,
that’s our car,” came his wary answer. He stopped eating.


The
stranger turned humble. “Well, since you’re from Texas and maybe traveling
east, I wonder if you might could help out a fellow Texan. I’m headed for New
Orleans and my car’s gone out on me. They’re gonna fix it here in the garage
next door, but they’ve gotta send away for a part. It won’t be ready for a few
days, and, well, I’ve just gotta get to New Orleans right away. And they tell
me there won’t be another bus through here till tomorrow. If I could impose on
you folks for a ride maybe as far as you’re going, why I’d just —”


“Sorry,
but we can’t —” Eddie said.


“Why,
we’d love to help you out.” Felina turned to Eddie and said sweetly, “Honey,
the man’s got car trouble and he needs our help. We can’t turn our back on him
when we’ve got all that room in our car.” Then, as she looked back at the
stranger, her mouth slipped into a promising smile. “We can take you all the
way to New Orleans ‘cause that’s where we’re going.” Eddie glared at her, his
jaw tightening.


“Say,
that’s great,” he replied. “I want you to know I sure do appreciate it! I’d be
much obliged if you’d let me pay for — “


“Oh,
you won’t have to pay us anything,” Felina said, sugar seeping through her
voice. “We’d be happy to give you a ride.”


“Why,
that’s mighty nice of y’all. Mighty nice.” Then he extended his hand. “By the
way, I’m Lowell Garner. From Brenham, Texas. Big B.”


“I’m
Felina. And this is Eddie. We’re from Houston.”


She
gestured for him to sit next to Eddie. He did.


”Ah,
Houston,” Garner said. “Lotta things happening there, all right. Lotta things. But it’s just too damn big for my
tastes. Ha! Bet you’d never thought you’d hear a Texan say that about anything.”
He shook his head once as if he’d really amazed himself. “In this case, though,
it’s true. Houston’s just gotten out of control. Too much traffic. Too
expensive.”


Felina
nodded. “You’re two hundred percent right, Mr Garner. That’s why we’re leaving.
We’re moving to New Orleans.” Her smile held Eddie’s eyes. He loved it.


Garner
beamed at this disclosure. “Yeah, now there’s a town for you. New Orleans …” He
didn’t seem aware that his voice
had trailed off to a whisper, while his eyes drifted just a little farther
away.


Finally,
Eddie quit fidgeting with his burger. He pushed his plate a couple of inches to
the side so his elbows could park on the tabletop.


Clasping
his hands together, he said, “If you got any stuff you want to take, you better
get it, ‘cause we’re leaving in a few minutes.”


“Right,
yeah. I got my bag in my car. I’ll go git it.” He jumped up from the booth and
started for the door, then turned and said, “Hey, thanks again, y’all. I sure
do ‘preciate this.”


The
screen door slapped shut behind him. Eddie leaned across the booth, as he
growled through clenched teeth. “What the hell are you doing, dragging him into
this? What is this shit? We don’t need —”


“Eddie
honey, listen to me,” she interrupted. She put her dainty hands in his and
spoke with patience, like a teacher talking to one of her mediocre students. “There’s
people after us and we’ve got to get away from them. This guy sounds like he
knows New Orleans. Maybe he can help us out somehow.” Then she returned her
attention to her hamburger. She picked it up to take a bite, but before she
did, she shifted her voice to business level. “Besides, Val’s gonna be lookin’
for you and me in your old Toyota, not three people in this car we got now.
Okay? It’s bad enough we’re only going to New Orleans. So we need all the cover
we can get.”


Eddie
definitely didn’t like this, but she had a point. He had to admit, it was a
good one. Then his eyes swept over her again, as he began to soften. While she
sat there eating, even as she
dabbed her napkin at the dressing dribbling down her chin, she was so easy to
look at, so hard to stay mad at.


“Okay,”
he said. “We’ll take this rube with us. But we can’t keep him with us forever.
Just long enough to get to New Orleans.”


A
minute later, Felina looked down at her plate. She swished a french fry around
in a pool of ketchup.


“Eddie.”
Her voice turned singsongy.


“What?”


“When
we get to New Orleans …” She looked up at him and licked her lips once. Just
that one lick made them look so wet. “… I want to make love to you like no one
ever has before. I told you I would make it up to you and I meant it. Is that
okay?”


A blush
tinted his face as he quit breathing and there were big stirrings south of his
belt buckle. Breaking a slight smile, he looked around to make sure no one
could hear.


“Baby,
we’ll do whatever you want. When we get settled down, I’m gonna buy the biggest
damn bed they make. Round. They make ‘em round, you know. And I’m gonna get
sheets of the best silk.”


“What
are you gonna do to me?” she giggled.


More
stirrings — deep, nervous ones, the kind that always took control of him,
that always gave him the whimwhams. They began to drown his thoughts and slur his
speech.


“Oh,
that’s easy. First, I’m gonna take your sweet, sweet legs and I’m gonna put —”


“Okay,
I’m all set.” It was Garner, bag in hand, splashing cold water all over them. “Want
me to wait outside or … or whatever?”


Eddie
cleared his throat, jumping back into the real world. “No. No, we’re ready to
go now. I’ll pay the check. Y’all go on out to the car.”


Outside,
Eddie opened the trunk. As Garner put his bag in alongside Eddie’s and Felina’s,
he said, “Say, that’s some old suitcase you got there, Eddie. Real leather,
with those buckles, like they used to make ‘em. You must’ve had that one quite
a while.”


“Yeah.
Quite a while.” He slammed the trunk shut. 
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They stayed on
the old road, away from the Interstate, drifting through the lovely, lazy towns
of south Louisiana. New Iberia, Jeanerette, Morgan City. All were quiet in the
deep afternoon, their low, flat buildings somehow blending with the bearded
oaks and pecan trees spread-eagled beneath a reddening sky.


All
through this silent backdrop, Lowell Garner yakked and yakked from the back
seat. He wouldn’t shut up.


“Yep,”
he said, “I used to have four clubs in central Texas. Smallest one seated
eighteen hundred. Willie Nelson played all four of ‘em several times — he’s
a good friend of mine, you know. I been knowing Willie for about twenty-five
years now.”


“Ooh,
Willie Nelson,” said Felina. “He’s really big.”


Garner
tossed off a smug grin. “No brag here, young lady, but the money really did
roll in pretty good for a while. And I’d still be in the damn saddle if I’d’a
kept my eyes open. But that’s what happens, you know, when you get to a certain
position, when you get a little bit o’ success.”


“What
do you mean, Mr Garner? she asked.


“Well,
you know, you start thinking that the top of the pile is all yours by divine
right. Like you’ll be there forever. You get to feeling that nothing can touch
you. And you forget what put you there in the first place. Hard work and sharp
eyes! Yessir. Hard work and sharp eyes, especially in the back of your head.”


Eddie
reflexively eyed the rear view mirror. Felina seemed to be listening, and
increasingly Garner directed his monologue toward her, in search of an
audience. Eddie tried rolling
down his window, hoping to drown him out with road noise, but no luck.


“`Course,”
Garner went on, “I like to make a bet on an occasional football game, too. And
you know, that doesn’t usually help the ol’ finances.”


The old finances, Eddie thought. Occasional bets! That’s what put me here in the first place. If only
the goddam Dodgers … I’d …


Then
Felina’s words came floating back to him: We’re millionaires.


Hmph. What good’s all this dough if I can’t
spend it?


His
foot remained steady on the gas, but his insides rolled over. He was fearful,
mortally fearful, of the tracking that by now had surely begun. But of course,
he would never know the status of the hunt, nor even the identity of his
pursuers, apart from Raymond Cannetta and Val. He was certain, however, that
they would never quit. And he knew that they carried with them the assurance of
long, horrible death, with no compromise. Only in the deepest, darkest corners
could he hope to find a sometime-sanctuary from the sweeping beams of their
searchlights.


The
thing was, nobody made him do this. It’d be a damn sight easier to deal with
this whole thing if he only had someone to blame. But he’d walked into this
bargain with his eyes open, then closed the door behind him. Now it gnawed at
him like a dentist’s drill that just wouldn’t stop.


Exactly
what did he think he was going to do with all this cash? Where did he think he
could go? Where was he going to live? He’d never lived anywhere but Houston
till now. He and Felina couldn’t stay long in New Orleans, that was for damn
sure.


But he
just had to see Linda. He had to. He couldn’t go away without telling her. She’d
never forgive him.


For
now, though, the only thing he could count on was Felina. He’d taken her, and
now she was all his. God damn, it was what he had always wanted. He couldn’t
stop saying that to himself. He didn’t want to.


He
looked at her as she sat there in the passenger seat, turned slightly toward
him. She was now the other half of this … this new thing he had become.


The she
half.


This
she was powerful, wanton, and like all the shes Eddie had known, cruelly corrupting.
He’d already stolen, killed, then put his own damn neck close to the dangling
noose. He didn’t originally do it for her, for this she, but he might as well
have. Because given the chance, he damn sure would’ve.


God
damn right he would have.


He’d do
it all over again if he had to, whatever the hell it took, he’d do it in a
heartbeat. Make no mistake about it.


Not
only that, he’d turn that car around right now and go straight back to Houston
if he thought he could give Salazar back his money and walk away with her. But
no, it was past that now. He couldn’t do that.


Now he
was a millionaire.
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The car rolled
at a leisurely pace, keeping pace with Eddie’s thoughts. By nightfall, they
were on the outskirts of New Orleans.


“Where
can we take you, Mr. Garner?” asked Felina.


“Down
in the French Quarter, if it’s not too far out of your way,” he replied. “The
Louis Philippe Hotel. You know where it is?”


Eddie
spoke for the first time in over fifty miles. “I know that place. My sister
plays piano in there.”


“Your
sister? She that pretty blonde gal — the one that’s been playin’ there a
few years now?”


“Yeah,
that’s her,” Eddie replied.


“Man,
can that li’l ol’ gal sing or what! I’ve heard her a buncha times.” He leaned
forward and tapped Eddie’s shoulder. “She can play a pretty mean piano, too.
She’s your sister, Eddie? Hot damn!”


A
shiver of pride swept over Eddie as they crossed a huge bridge, which appeared
to be the gateway to the city.


“You’re
gonna have to direct me,” he said over his shoulder to Garner. “I’ve never been
to New Orleans before.”


“It’s
on Bourbon Street, in the French Quarter,” Garner said. “Just turn up here, the
other side of this bridge, and we’ll be there in no time.” Eddie made the turn.
Some minutes later, they crossed a wide, wide street, then entered the cramped
confines of the French Quarter.



 

≈≈≈



 

The narrow old streets, barely separating tucked-together buildings,
made Eddie slow down and take notice. They were old, these buildings, older
than any he’d ever seen. They splashed color, too, even now at dusk. Not the
vivid riot of Mexican primary colors, but subtler, more unusual Crayola shades:
mulberry, jungle green, burnt sienna. After a lifetime in the wide, dried,
gray-white expanses of Houston, he twitched uncomfortably from being suddenly
enveloped by the closeness of these bizarre, aging structures.


Balconies
protruded from almost every one of them, while upstairs lights behind curtained
windows made him feel as if someone was watching from a hidden position. On the
street, people moved languidly. He saw no telephone poles or wires overhead,
which made him think. Apart from electric streetlights and a few other
concessions, the nineteenth century had stood still here, like an embalmed
memory.


Garner
was guiding Eddie through the one-way streets, when he said, “Say, how’d y’all
like to join me for dinner? They’ve got a great restaurant at the Louis
Philippe, and I’d like to treat you to a good meal. Kind of show my
appreciation.”


Eddie
was about to decline the offer, when Felina smiled and said, “Oh, that’s very
nice of you, Mr. Garner. We’d love to.”


“Mighty
fine, said Garner. “Here we are. You can park in the hotel lot, Eddie. And by
the way, y’all, please call me Lowell.”


Eddie
pulled into the hotel’s auto entrance. The attendant handed him a ticket, then
slid into the driver’s seat, all in one practiced motion. Garner was still talking to Eddie, arm draped around
his shoulder. But Eddie’s nervous attention remained riveted to the car as it
whisked up the ramp, tires squealing, with the hot fortune in the trunk.
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The restaurant
of the Louis Philippe Hotel reeked of class. Eddie had never been in such a
place. He was impressed by the sheer size of the handsome chandelier hanging
over the center of the room, even though he had no way of knowing that it was
made of Spanish crystal from another century. Nor could he ever spot the
high-priced original artwork on the walls.


Eddie,
Felina, and Garner were shown to a table. As soon as they ordered drinks, Eddie
said, “I’ll be right back. I gotta make a phone call.”


He
stepped out into the small, smart lobby with his cell phone and dialed a
number. A woman answered.


“Hey,
Linda. This’s Eddie.”


“Eddie?
Eddie? What —” She made no attempt to mask her surprise. “What the hell —”


“I didn’t
know if you were playing tonight or what. I was hoping I’d catch you at home.”


“Yeah,
I’m playing tonight. Just getting ready to go in. But what the hell’s going on?
Is it Christmas already?”


He
slipped into his friendliest gear. “Hey, can’t a guy call his sister if he
happens to be in town?”


“You’re
in New Orleans? What’re you doing over here?”


He just
had to melt her suspicions. He knew what a tough trick that would be. She’d
always been sharp-eyed and quick, a lot quicker than he, even when they were growing up.


She had
just turned fourteen when their mother died, so she had to take charge.
Cooking, cleaning, taking care of Eddie, and of course going to school and
waiting tables — it all honed her feminine softness to a steely edge.


Her musical
talent didn’t really develop for another three or four years. It had to wait
around while she learned so early the painful lessons of adulthood. But when
she finally sat down at a piano, it all seemed to just flow out of her, like
water from a downturned canteen.


“Well,”
Eddie said, “we were just out driving, and I got to thinking I haven’t seen you
since, uh … when’s the last time you was back in Houston? About a couple of
years ago? Anyway, we were out driving, and the next thing you know, here we are.”
He hoped she could hear his smile through the phone.


“We?”


“Yeah.”
He was still smiling. “Me and my new girlfriend. We were just —”


“Okay,
Eddie. Okay. How much this time?”


“No,
no, Linda. You got it all wrong! I don’t need any dough. In fact, I’m fixed for
li — I’m — I’m fixed pretty good right now. What I want to do is
pay you back for what you’ve loaned me over the years.”


“Pay me
back? What the hell are you —“


“I
figure when you add it all up, it must be close to six or seven grand. Let’s
make it an even ten, including the interest.”


Linda
didn’t bite. “Behave yourself, Eddie. You didn’t drive all the way from Houston
just to drop ten Gs in my lap. Now what’s the pitch?”


“No
pitch, Linda! No pitch! I just wanted to pay you back. And I thought maybe we
could stay by you for a few days until we get our bearings. I’m thinking of
leaving Houston.”


“Leaving?
Leaving Houston?””


Why
yeah, I am. I —”


”Eddie,
Eddie, who do you think you’re talking to here? Outside of a few trips to Beaumont and Galveston, and maybe once or
twice to Dallas, I don’t think you ever been outside Harris County in your
whole life. And now you show up in New Orleans? With ten thousand dollars to
give me? With some girlfriend? Telling me you’re leaving Houston?” Eddie was
silent as she added, “What happened, did you have a good week with your
football business? Now you want to spread a little green around? Is that it?”


This
wasn’t working at all. He just couldn’t slide anything past her. She was … she
was just too much for him. She always had been, and he guessed she always would
be.


Another
short silence slinked into the phone line before Eddie said, “Linda, if I could
explain. Can we come over and I’ll tell you all about it?”


“Well,
right now I’m fixing to go play. I don’t get off till two.”


“Hey,
better yet! We’re eating dinner here right now. Right here at the hotel you
play at. I’m calling you from their lobby, in fact.”


 “You’re
eating at the Louis Philippe? In the restaurant there? The King’s Landing?”


“Yeah!
And it’s some ritzy joint, I’m telling you. They got guys in there wearing
tuxedoes and everything. This meal’s gonna cost a fortune.”


“What
in God’s name are you doing in there, little brother? I didn’t think you ever
got too far away from those grease-pit hash holes.”


“Naw, I
know, it’s not exactly my style. But we picked this guy up along the way and
he’s paying — well, I’ll explain everything when I see you. We’ll be
there in a little while.” Then he put on a hoity-toity accent. “After we sip
our brandy, of course.”


They
both laughed a little and hung up. He returned to the dining room, still trying
to believe that everything would work out just fine.


Back at
the table, Garner was spinning tales of New Orleans and its potential for
pleasure. “And believe you me, I’ve been to all the other hot towns —
Vegas, New York, the Coast — and little old New Orleans will still give
you the best damn time you ever had.”


Felina
smiled. “You know, Lowell, I’ve heard that, too. I used to know this man who
came here a lot and he used to say that the only way —”


“And I’ll
tell you something else,” he murmured. He leaned forward over the table, toying
with his thick mustache. His eyes darted left and right, like someone about to
reveal forbidden secrets. “We are sitting right smack in one of the hottest
party palaces in the whole damn state.”


Eddie
and Felina looked around. They saw only elegance. The guy who showed them to
their table looked like he’d been born in that immaculate tux. The soft music
could put people to sleep. It didn’t look like there’d ever been a party held
in this place.


“Oh no,
not in here,” Garner said. “Not in this restaurant. I’m talking about the hotel
itself. And the lounge. The Louis Philippe lounge is known far and wide for
having the prettiest, the most expensive - ah — ladies of the night that
you’re ever gonna find anywhere. That’s one reason why I always stay here
whenever I’m in town.” Having spilled that piece of information, he sat back in
his chair, quite satisfied with himself. He chuckled once. “A first-class
whorehouse right in the middle of one of the top hotels in the South. Ha! How ‘bout
that!”


Eddie
turned to Felina. “I just talked to Linda. It’s all set. She’s playing tonight.
We can go in and hear her when we get done here.”


Felina
nodded. “Of course, Eddie. But perhaps Lowell would like to go along.” She eyed
Garner. “Would you like to come with us, Lowell? We’re going to hear Eddie’s
sister sing and play piano.”


Eddie
made a face. Garner missed it and said, “Why, it’d be a real pleasure, Felina.
I don’t really have any other plans for tonight myself. Shoot, I was probably just
gonna go in there anyway. `Course, I don’t want to be in the way, what with
y’all seeing your sister …”


“Oh
Lowell, you’re not in the way,” said Felina. “We’d love for you to come with
us.”


Sure we would, thought Eddie. In your fucking dreams.








 


 


 


 


 


 

14



 

The Louis
Philippe lounge was a hot little spot, all right. The fire-engine red grand
piano leapt out of its brick nook along the left side, catching everyone’s eye,
just as it was supposed to. But when Linda sat down to play it, as she did now,
it became merely a rhythmic extension of her singing.


Every
night, people gathered around the piano in large numbers for a taste of her
sexy, white-girl blues. Eddie couldn’t believe the wild response. But as he
drew closer, he felt the old familiar cry in her voice tugging at him the way
it always used to, transporting him back through the long years. The customers
loved her. Out in the lobby the sign read “Appearing nitely, Linda Lavelle,”
but that couldn’t begin to tell the story.


The
music she played was her music, done
her way. It had been filtered through all the tough times, all her lonely
teenage nights, when it was just she and Eddie. She was plenty scared during
those nights, but she didn’t want her little brother to know how close to the
edge they really were. So she would take him in her arms, soothing his
anxieties with song.


They
would sit by the window, overlooking the moonlit jumble of ratty courtyards and
clotheslines, while she softly sang what words she could remember — words
to the songs that had come crackling to her that day over her tiny transistor
radio.


She
sang until he fell into peaceful sleep, and even then she wouldn’t stop.
Sometimes, with streaming eyes, she continued as much for her own peace of mind
as for his. Back then it was all she had to give, the only way she knew to
preserve Eddie’s childhood for him. He was so young, so helpless. She just had
to keep him from being corrupted by the fear that had threatened to consume
them both.


Now,
she transformed all her past hardships into a soulful musical style the New
Orleans public lapped right up.



 

≈≈≈



 

Eddie scouted the room. Away from the piano, there was another kind of
activity.


Guys in
suits sat on expensive loveseats scattered here and there, sipping drinks. A
few were alone, but most were in groups of two or three. At many of these
tables, the men were in the company of a woman or two.


None of
this looked funny to Eddie. The women looked high-toned, not like whores. They
seemed properly dressed for a night out in a fancy bar — no tight,
street-slut outfits or overdone makeup. The men all appeared to be unwinding
after a hard day at the bank.


Laughter
and high spirits filled the room, while the good times rolled. Everything
gleamed with a kind of alluring polish. Eddie had never actually been in a real
whorehouse before, but he sure didn’t think they looked anything like this. As
a matter of fact, it all reminded him of that one time he was in the lounge of
the Hyatt Regency back in Houston.


Now that was one classy joint.


They
took the last available table. As they sat down, Linda gave Eddie a big smile
from behind the piano during a song, along with a head-gesture hello.


The
waitress came over. Garner gave her a fifty, then said, “Honey, you take twenty
out of here for yourself and
let us know when the rest is drunk up, okay?”


She
smiled and took their order. Since Garner was buying, Eddie went all the way,
ordering Jim Beam.


As the
drinks arrived, Garner said, “Damn, Eddie, that gal can sing! If I had a place
like this, I’d damn sure never let her go.”


Eddie
didn’t reply. His mind fled to the trunk of the Ford back in the hotel parking
garage.


The
crazy-quilt crowd noise overpowered Linda’s music. The laughing, the drinks,
the clapping, Garner’s endless talking — it just wasn’t right somehow.
All this good-time shit in here, all these people enjoying themselves. They
just didn’t know.


He eyed
the doors that led to the street. Outside those doors — who knows where? —
there were men in frantic pursuit.


Shouldn’t I be on a plane out of the
country or something? No, wait, they got Customs agents in those other
countries, searching your bags and shit.


Well, how about somewhere else in this
country. I mean, shouldn’t I be running right now? Moving? Doing something?
Laying low? Driving to, like, South Dakota or someplace, where Salazar’ll never
find me?


Why am I sitting here right out in the
open? Just a six-hour damn drive from Houston. Felina was right. We should be
on the move … but … but … I gotta see Linda.


I just gotta see her.


The
music escalated. So, eventually, did all the other noise, up and up, in all
keys, major and minor, dominant and relative, louder and faster than before. He
couldn’t feel any letup, until he reached for his shot of bourbon and slammed
it back, ignoring the chaser. It scored.


He
pulled himself together a little for a few more minutes of quivering calm. Soon, Linda took a break,
then came over to join them.


She
gave Eddie a big, long hug, as all her earlier hostility melted away. “How are
you, baby? Oh, it’s so good to see you. I swear.”


He
settled down, lovingly patting her back, as he returned the hug. “It’s been way
too long, darlin’. I wish I’d come here before. I’ve really missed you.” And
right then, he meant it.


They
whispered a few more personal things to one another, while their hands ran
across each other’s backs. Eddie held onto her just an extra moment or two,
losing himself in the familiar, sensual contact with her body conforming to his,
inhaling her natural scent that took him way back.


He
broke the hug, and then he said, “Linda, I want you to meet Felina. She’s very
special to me. And — and this’s Lowell Garner. He’s from Brenham. We gave
him a ride over here — well, not all the way, exactly, y’see his car broke
down over by Lake Charles an’ —”


Linda’s
eyes stayed on Felina. She didn’t like what she saw. Cheap cotton clothes
clinging to firm curves, lips parted in a permanent pout, with an invisible
sign hanging from her neck, asking Wouldn’t
you love to fuck me? Searching her black eyes, Linda found nothing, only
inky veils covering everything that lay behind them. She extended a cool hand.


“Welcome
to New Orleans, Felina.”


Felina
returned the hand, as well as the scrutiny. Linda’s hair bothered her right
away. Not because of its thick, wavy style, which Felina knew would draw
maximum attention from men, but because of its natural strawberry blonde color.


Felina
always resented this accident of nature. So did a lot of other dark-complected females, who
sometimes questioned their own sexuality whenever men rushed right past them to
endlessly fawn over women with blonde hair.


She
also noted Linda’s body, neither particularly voluptuous nor sexpot-tight. Her
slim, well-tended contours integrated well with her personality, allowing her
to move stylishly, with a fluid grace. Her face didn’t hide her age, but like
finely-weathered wood, it looked pretty good.


“Thank
you, Linda,” replied Felina. “And thank you for letting us stay with you. It
was very kind.”


“Uh,
Linda,” Eddie broke in. “Like I said, this’s Lowell Garner. We gave him a lift
from Lake Charles —”


“Why,
they did more’n that.” Garner shook Linda’s hand. “They helped out a stranger
in trouble along the roadside, and now they invite me over here to meet you. So
I guess that makes me twice grateful and ten times happier.”


Linda
smiled a thank you at Garner, their eyes locking for the moment. Then she
slowly turned to Eddie.


“Now,
why’d you come to New Orleans, little brother?”


Eddie
fidgeted. He shot his eyes once toward Garner, who still focused on Linda. “Well,
um, uh — we’re just here for a, um, a couple of days. We, uh —”


She
picked it up. “Okay, okay,” she said, waving it off. But those two okays also
said, We’ll get to it later, and you
better let it all out, and Eddie knew it.


Another
round arrived at the table, and his hand shook a little. He brought the shot
glass to his lips, trying to steady the tremble, but with no success. A little
of the blended whiskey ran down his chin.


Linda
looked at Garner with interest. “So why’d you come to New Orleans, Lowell?”


“Business.”
He almost let it go at that, but then he added, “Actually, to get away from
business. I was kind of forced into a — a temporary retirement. And I’m
just — well, I’m just taking a rest from the stress, if you know what I
mean. But lemme tell you, lovely lady, I know that AJ Frechette owns this
hotel, and whatever he’s paying you, it ain’t enough. Not near enough. You’re
damn good! And you can draw the people. Look at this!” He made a wide Texas
gesture, taking in the whole crowded place.


“Well,
thank you, Lowell. That’s very nice of you to say that, but I think there’s
another attraction here too.”


“What?
Oh, you mean the girls? Well, yeah, but there’s a lotta people who aren’t here
for that. They’re here for you and your music. Listen,” he added, cupping his
ear with his hand. “Listen real careful to the sweetest music of all. The
ringing cash register.”


Although
she sensed more than just a compliment, she accepted it modestly. “AJ’s right
over there,” she said with a coy smile, indicating the rail-thin owner standing
at the end of the bar, “so don’t let him hear that he’s not paying me enough.”


Garner’s
big grin was accompanied by a gesture. It wasn’t much of a move, just a little
flip of his hand. But it made Linda blink twice. There was something about that
gesture. Then it hit her. It was Eddie’s. He flipped his hand the very same way
sometimes when he smiled.


Garner
started telling a joke. As he delivered the punch line with perfect timing, he
jabbed an elbow into Eddie’s side while Eddie forced a nod and a chuckle.


Garner
added through his laughter, “Besides, Eddie, your sister’s a whole lot better
lookin’ than you are.”


Felina
jumped in from the other side, grabbing Eddie’s arm. “Oh, I don’t know about
that,” she said.


“No,”
said Linda, as her body stiffened. She took Garner’s arm. “I don’t think you
do.”


“Well,”
she replied, “it’s pretty obvious which one in the family has the looks.” She
nuzzled Eddie, rubbing a round breast against his arm.


“Right.
Same one that’s got the brains,” Linda shot back.


“Linda,”
Garner said, “can I buy you a drink? What’re you having?” Without waiting for
an answer, he signaled the waitress for another round, adding, “Bring Linda
one, too, sweetheart.”


“Uh,
Lowell,” Eddie said, “I think we really ought to go. We’ve got a lot of —”


“Naw, y’all
can have another round with me. C’mon. I’m buying.”


“Sure,
little brother,” said Linda. “Stick around.” She slid a little closer to
Garner, moving her eyes in on him. Up close, she saw traces of a resemblance to
Eddie.


She had
always thought her brother was really sexy looking, and it bothered her that
other women only saw him as a sucker to be manipulated for their own selfish
ends. His wiry build and angular face showed a lot of sensuality, the kind that
stirred her soup, but of course he was blood, so that was that. But here was a
man who had the same kind of look, the same appeal, only with a more forceful
personality.


She touched
his arm, trying to picture him
without the mustache. When she finally copped the image, a giddy spasm rolled
over her insides.


“Yeah,
stick around,” she said. “Lowell’s buying. Besides, where you gonna go?”


Garner
returned Linda’s move with a smile. Then: “That’s right! Where y’all gonna go?
This’s the best place on the street, anyway. The place to be!”


So they
stayed. As the night wore on, Linda cranked out her remaining sets. Her bright
blue spangly dress somehow blended with the blazing red of the piano to form
the perfect visual for her driving blues and boogie-woogie. The crowd cheered
raucously and sang along.


Over at
the tables, the businessmen cracked lame jokes, while the whores laughed.


Through
it all, Eddie Ryan pitched and rolled on a sea of Jim Beam. The stuff kept
coming, everybody kept singing and laughing. As the whiskey tide rose, he
floated farther and farther away, away from the hot music, away from Felina and
the noisy crowd, until eventually the whole place swirled like a rowdy neon
dream.
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By the time two
o’clock rolled around, Eddie felt like he’d been in that bar for a week. He’d
already puked once in the men’s room, but when he and Felina walked out onto
Bourbon Street just ahead of Linda and Garner, he felt another one coming on.


The
street was mercifully quiet. He tried to straighten up, but no luck. He felt
the first spasm as soon as he hit the sidewalk. Luckily he made it to curbside
before spitting up the soupy mess.


Felina
grabbed some napkins from back inside, then wiped him clean, as he hunched down
on one knee for another minute or so. Finally, with most of the poison drink in
the gutter, he got to his feet, rasping, “Let’s go get the car.”


“Eddie,
we don’t need the car,” Linda said. By now she was very cozy with Garner. “I
live just a few blocks from here. Corner of St. Louis and Burgundy.” She
pointed down Bienville Street toward Burgundy. At the end of the dark block, a
gay whore in hotpants and white boots stood under a streetlamp waving at a
passing car.


“No,
no, we gotta get the car. We gotta —”


“All
our stuff is in the car,” Felina said. “We really should get it.”


“Well,
where is it?” asked Linda.


“It’s here
in the hotel parking garage,” Garner said, putting his arm around Linda and
moving her in that direction. She responded by nuzzling him.


“Yeah,
in the garage,” Eddie said, the rasp still all over his voice.


They
walked toward the garage. “Here, Eddie,” Garner said, “gimme the parking stub.
I’ll get the car and drive us to Linda’s.”


“Yeah …
yeah, the car,” he repeated through the remaining foggy fumes of the Jim Beam.


“Eddie,”
said Linda, “give Lowell the stub.”


Hhe
fumbled through his pockets until he dragged up the ticket. Garner took it.


“Y’all
wait around the corner by the exit. I’ll go get the car.”


The
street had grown silent, so the sound of the Ford’s howling tires coming down
the garage ramp seemed like the loudest sound on earth. Eddie ground his teeth,
wishing it would stop.


Before
he got into the car, he pulled the keys from the ignition. He stumbled around
to the rear of the car, opening the trunk. The big leather suitcase lay
undisturbed.


Garner
took back the keys. He got into the driver’s seat, while Linda sat next to him.
Felina poured Eddie into the back seat.


They
pulled out of the garage turning right onto Bienville past the iron-gray Jaguar
sitting just to their left. When they slowly ambled up the street toward
Burgundy, no one noticed the Jag humming to life, moving in the same direction.
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There were no available parking spots on Burgundy, so they turned up
St. Louis, locating one near the corner. Garner maneuvered the car into the
spot. They all piled out, not seeing the dark-tinted Jaguar pulling up
alongside. When the door opened, the woman in the driver’s seat whispered a
word to the man who stepped out. He was somewhere in his forties, with a stocky
build that filled out his western-cut shirt. He approached Garner, still
standing in the shadowed street, shutting the driver’s side door of the Ford.


“Lowell?”
he asked in a low-pitched voice.


Garner
became nervous. “Wh-what can I —”


”Mr.
Kilgore sends his greetings.”


In an
eyeblink, his right hand
thrust forward, underhand style, into Garner’s midsection. It was so quick no
one had time to see the glint of the blade. Garner uttered a soft groan,
followed by a throaty rattle as he doubled over, collapsing to the pavement.


The
killer jumped back into the gray sedan, where he disappeared behind black
windows. The car sped off, vanishing around the next corner by the time the
others realized what had happened.


The
women let out a few hysterical shrieks, rattling the quiet side street. Eddie
sobered up immediately, and they all rushed around the car to Garner’s side.


Gasping
frantically, trying to catch a breath, he clutched his gaping gut. His eyes
bulged wide from their sockets, seeing only his own approaching death. Eddie
and Felina and Linda all knelt helplessly beside him, their anxious hands
trying to give comfort.


Before
any of them could speak, his final breath had left him.


“Lowell,”
cried Linda. “My God. Lowell.”


“God
damn,” Eddie said. “They — they killed him. He’s dead!”


“Lowell.
Lowell. My God.” Linda shook the corpse, trying to restore its life. “Lowell.”


Felina,
meanwhile, bent over him, fishing through his pockets until she found his
wallet. She checked it for a moment, then quickly said to Eddie, “Gimme your
wallet.”


Eddie,
still in shock over the brazen murder, said, “Did anybody get the license
number of that car?”


“Never
mind that,” snapped Felina. She was all hard edge and toughness. “Gimme your
wallet!”


His
eyes flicked back to the scene. He finally acknowledged her.


“Wh-what’re
you talking about? My wallet?”


She
reached around into his back pocket till she located the billfold. She grappled
with it for a second, then pulled it out. After checking it, she removed the
money. Wiping it clean, she then placed it on the street in the bloody puddle
by Garner’s body. Her eyes scanned the street. No one yet.


“What
the fu —  Hey! Felina …”


“Just
shut up and let’s get out of here.” She stuffed Garner’s wallet into Eddie’s
pocket.


Linda’s
hysterical shock had melted down into fury. “Hey, hold it right there, honey.”
She grabbed Felina’s forearm. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?”


Felina
shook loose of Linda’s hard grip.


“I’m
saving our asses!” she cried, her nostrils flaring. “And unless you want more
trouble than you ever thought about, you’re gonna let go my arm and we’re all gonna go into your
apartment. Eddie! Get our suitcase. Get Garner’s, too.”


Eddie
went around to open the trunk. As he was retrieving the suitcases, Linda had
reached the point of explosion. “Don’t you give me any of your shit, you little
bitch. Now you tell me what —”


Felina
gestured with her head down the street. A group of happy drinkers were in the
next block, headed their way, singing their version of When The Saints Go Marching In.


“You
want them to find us here next to this stiff? Because if you do, Eddie’s gonna
join him before too long, take my word for it.”


Linda
snorted in disbelief.


”Tell
her, Eddie,” Felina said. He half-nodded. “She’s right, sis.”


With
the righteous weight of truth finally in her pocket, Felina growled, “Now get your goddamn
hands off me and let’s get the hell into your apartment. Now!”


Linda
glanced down the street. The carousers were moving slowly, but their drunken
path was taking them straight to the scene. Garner’s blood oozed from his body
into a widening puddle in the street.


“All
right, inside. The both of you.”


She
guided them into the building, through the silent courtyard behind. The
nineteenth century French fountain dominated its center, barely disturbed by
the bobbing of the blue water hyacinths in its dark pool. Surrounding the
courtyard, the three-story building showed only dark windows, with bushy ferns
hanging in the galleries.
Grimly, the trio trudged up the stairs to her second floor apartment.


Once
they were all inside with the door shut, Linda grabbed Felina from behind, spun
her around, and flung her back against the wall. She held her there with a
forearm on her throat.


“Now,”
she hissed, “you little fucking taco queen, you’re gonna tell me just what kind
of shit you’ve got my brother into.” She flung Felina’s head back hard against
the wall without removing her forearm. “Tell me!”


As
Felina tried to speak, only short, hoarse grunts came out of her throat. Linda
leaned harder and her taut face reddened around a tightening jaw, fury pouring
from her eyes.


“Linda!
Linda,” shouted Eddie. “Let her go.”


He
reached around his sister from behind, pulling her off, and Felina slid down
the wall to the floor, sucking wind. He dropped down to her side, holding her
close, while she leaned her head into the sanctuary of his chest. “For
Chrissake,” he bleated. “You could’ve killed her.”


“Goddammit.
Lowell’s lying dead down there and she’s pulling some wallet switch. Now I
wanna know what the hell’s going on!”


Still
on the floor, Felina regained her breath in spurts. Finally, she managed to
say, “I changed the wallets to save your brother’s life.” Between coughs, she
added, “And maybe yours and mine, too.”


Eddie
added it up. He looked at Felina.


“So
then if they think that’s me down there, then they —”


“Then
Salazar and Val and everybody else might buy it.”


A few
seconds later she was breathing steadily. Then the corners of her mouth turned downward in
sadness. Her eyes clouded over to match. She reached up, twining her arms
around his neck, pulling her soft cheek up next to his.


“Oh
Eddie, I just did it for you. For us. Please don’t be angry with me. I just don’t
want them to ever find us.”


“Shh,
it’s okay, baby.” He stroked her hair, her beautiful black hair.


“Don’t
want who to find you?” Linda bellowed, still steaming. “Saved your life? Eddie,
somebody better tell me something, and fast!”


Eddie
remained on the floor embracing Felina.


“Okay
Linda, okay,” he said. “There’s some people in Houston who’re after me, big
time. So, if the cops think that’s me laying dead down there in the street,
then maybe the word’ll get back to Houston, and they’ll call off their dogs. I’m
sorry about the thing with the wallets, but I see why Felina did it. It’s the
only chance I got.”


“Bullshit!”
cried Linda. “You show up here out of nowhere with this fucking wetback and a
nice guy from Brenham who’s face down in his own blood right now out in front
of my apartment. Then you tell me there’s people after you. Like that could’ve
been you down there. You better start filling in the blanks, Eddie, or I call
the cops.”


He
leapt to his feet. “No, Linda! No! You can’t. Listen, I don’t know what
happened down there, why Garner was killed. I swear to you I don’t know. But
you gotta believe me, there’s guys just like that after me. And if you call the
cops about Garner, then we’ll be involved in it. Felina and I won’t be able to
leave town. It’ll make the papers, and you might just as well send out engraved goddam invitations to the guys who’re
after me.” His desperate eyes told it all.


“If
they come after Eddie and me,” said Felina as she struggled to her feet,
coughing, “they’ll find you, too.”


“Who’s
gonna find me?” She turned to Eddie, eyes like knives aimed at his face. “Gimme
the straight shit, Eddie. Right now.”


“Linda,”
he pleaded, “you just gotta trust me. I can’t—”


“Give
it to me!”


She
stood there, feet planted, hands on hips, looking like she was ready to uncork a solid right to
his jaw if he didn’t spill. Once again, the familiar authority in his life had
taken hold, the source of everything. The power.


“We
gotta tell her,” he said to Felina.


Felina
inhaled audibly through clenched teeth. “No-o-o, Eddie. We can’t!”


“Yes we
can. We gotta. Baby, she’s in this now. It’s like you said … if they find us,
she goes down, too.”


“I’m
waiting,” said Linda.


As
wailing sirens outside the drawn drapes signaled the arrival of the cruisers,
Eddie crossed the room and opened the leather suitcase.
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“I swear to you,
Linda, that’s all of it. From A to Z.” Eddie wriggled on the rattan sofa.
Felina sat next to him knees up to her chest, head down, and stiff-lipped, with
her arms folded, riled that he’d spilled the whole story. Linda leaned forward
in the matching chair, her elbows on her knees.


“I-I
just don’t know how we got in so deep,” he said, “and now this thing with
Garner … I don’t know what to do!”


Linda’s
eyes left Eddie. They slid over to the stacks of money packets in the open
suitcase.


“You
say this Val guy, he knows about me?”


“Yeah,”
he replied. “Well, he knows I have a sister living in New Orleans, but the main
thing is, he don’t know we’re here. I never told him you play music. And he don’t
know you’re going by Lavelle. He’d probably assume your last name is still
Ryan.”


“Lowell’s
death has nothing to do with all this?” Her eyes were still glued to the cash.


“Nothing.
I got no idea at all why he went down. Shit, I’m just as shocked as you are.
Although he did seem like he was in a hurry to get to New Orleans.”


“He
did?”


“Yeah.
On the way over here, he was talking about how somebody screwed him out of his
business, his nightclubs. Maybe it had something to do with that, I don’t know.”


“He never
mentioned that name? What was it —Kilgore?”


Eddie
shook his head.


“This
drug dealer — Salazar — does he know you? Ever seen you before?”


“No.
But me and Val knew who he was. He grew up in the East End, just like us.”


“How
about Chiquita Banana here?” She gestured toward Felina. “Does he know her?”


“Hey,
fuck you!” Felina lifted her head up from between her knees. “No, he doesn’t
know me. And I don’t know him.”


“Knock
it off,” said Eddie. “We’re all in the same boat here. We can’t be at each
other’s throats all the time. We gotta figure out what we’re gonna do.”


Linda
clasped her hands, making a steeple with her index fingers. She touched the
steeple to her lips, her mind in fourth gear. Finally, she got up and closed
the suitcase.


“The
first thing is to put this away.” She went to the kitchen, returning with a
large black trash bag. Without saying a word, she began transferring the money
into it.


“Hey!
What’re you doing?” Eddie was uneasy at this casual handling of his worldly
estate.


“Keep
your shirt on.” Linda shoveled the last of the dough into the trash bag. “This’ll
be the last place anybody’s gonna look for something valuable. And that
includes any of your everyday garden-variety burglars that might just pop in
while we’re gone.” She applied a twist-tie to the bag, then lugged it into the
kitchen, where she plopped it on the floor next to her tall swing-top trashcan.


Eddie
had to laugh. There it sat. The score of a lifetime, big-league drug swag. Men
in Houston were strapping on shoulder
holsters and getting in cars right now because of this. They were ready to
dedicate years of their lives to searching for it. And there it was, lying on
the kitchen floor looking like last week’s garbage. Linda should’ve thrown in a
few rotten eggs for the authentic touch.


Back in
the living room, she said, “Next thing, Eddie, if you’re gonna take Lowell’s
identity, you’re gonna need a mustache like his.”


“Well,
sure, I can grow one. It probably wouldn’t take —”


“No,”
said Linda. “No time. There’s a shop here in the Quarter that sells theatrical
stuff — makeup, costumes, and whatnot. We’ll go there tomorrow and get
you a fake mustache. A thick one, just like his.”


“What
about the money?” Felina asked.


Linda
caught just a little snottiness creeping into her voice. “What’s the matter,
sweetheart? Don’t trust me, hmm?”


Felina
was about to backsass her when Eddie said, “What she means, Linda, is what’re
we gonna do with it. I mean, we just gonna leave it there on the floor in the
kitchen?”


“For
now.” She got up and went to the window. Peeking through a crack in the drape
at the activity down on the street, she saw the ambulance, the flashing cop
cars, the gathering crowd, the yellow tape — all the usual crime scene
stuff. She turned back toward the living room.


“It’ll
probably take a few days for this thing with Lowell to cool down. The cops won’t
find anything and pretty soon they’ll write it off as another street crime.”
She returned to the chair. After shifting around in it a little, she said, “Meanwhile,
you take the money and your
honey and get the hell out of Dodge. As far away as possible. Y’understand?”


Eddie
nodded. “But what about the money? I mean, we can’t just put it in a bank. What
can we do with it?”


“Hey,
that’s your problem, little brother. I
didn’t pop that Mess’can, I didn’t
steal my best friend’s girl, it wasn’t me
that screwed over some loan shark.”


She saw
the old hangdog expression sliding down Eddie’s face. She knew he was at sea
without a sail, with violent storms moving in fast. Slipping onto the sofa, she
took his hand.


“Listen,
Eddie, I didn’t mean it like that. We’ll figure out something, but we got to
cover all the angles. You’re in deep shit here. Now, by making it look like you’re
the one down there in the street, you’ve built a good scam, a good cover for
yourself. For now. But the longer you’re here, the bigger the chance of it
falling apart. Think about it. You can’t be hanging around the very block where
you were supposed to be killed. There’s no telling who all’s gonna be nosing
around here and for how long.”


Her
voice slipped way, way down as she turned his head so his eyes connected with
hers. She said, “I don’t want anything to happen to my little baby brother.
Ever.”


He
almost broke a smile. It was all right now. The churning waves inside him were
dying down. Linda had spoken, issuing her ruling on this whole situation.


Instinctively,
he started to put his head on her shoulder, then retreated. But she pulled his
head down anyway, so the unwinding was complete. He was finally at rest on her
familiar bosom, with her arm securely
around him. From his other side, Felina reached for him. She held him tight
around his waist, then she laid her head on his rib cage, as he slid his arm
around her.
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Soon, he was sound asleep right there on the couch. The women eased up
from him.


“The
guest bedroom’s in there,” Linda whispered to Felina, clicking off the light,
pointing over her shoulder, as she walked into her own room.


Stepping
softly, Felina crossed into the guest room, where she quickly fell asleep
herself. As she drifted off, she shook loose the events of this horrid day, and
soon she was dancing in peaceful, vivid dreams of México lindo.
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Morning broke
over Houston, the harsh rays of dawn attacking the
waiting room of Ben Taub Hospital. The young doctor emerged from the intensive
care unit, his haggard face telling the story. He had endured a particularly
demanding graveyard shift. His muscles ached, especially the ones between his shoulder
blades just below the back of his neck. They were always the first to go.


Fortunately,
he had only one more thing to take care of, then he could go home and give
himself over to sweet sleep. He approached two well-dressed men standing over
by the sofa. Concern covered their dark-complected faces.


“You
can go in and see him now, Mr. Vega,” he said to the shorter of the two, “but
only for a couple of minutes. Don’t do anything to get him excited. No raising
your voice, no sudden moves. Mr. Salazar’s had a very rough day. He’s lucky to
be breathing at all.”


Vega
spoke. “How ‘bout it, doc? Is he gonna be all right? Is he gonna make it?”


“The
bullet tore open his stomach. He lost a lot of blood. It’s a good thing they
got him here quickly, or he’d have been DOA. We’ve kept him alive so far, but
he’s young and pretty strong, so he might make it. But there’s another problem.”


“Whatsat?”


“There
was an exit wound also. As the bullet left his body, it shattered his spinal
cord. If he survives, he’ll be paralyzed from the waist down. I’m afraid he’ll
never walk again.”


The two
men stood there open-mouthed. They hadn’t expected this. Chico’s graceful
presence, his lithe gait, even when he just walked into a room, had always
signaled his charisma, his power. And now...


“You
sure?” asked Vega, as if he hadn’t heard right. “He’s never gonna walk again?”


“Yes.
But he’s not to know that until we’re sure he’s going to live, all right?”


Glassy-eyed,
Vega nodded. They started toward the room, and the doctor cautioned them once
more about keeping calm.


“Only a
couple of minutes,” he called to their backs.


He
slumped into the sofa, trying to relax his tired body. He would wait for them
to come out. Then he could finally go home.
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The men gasped as they entered the dim, quiet room. Chico Salazar
looked terrible. His complexion was whiter than the sheet that covered him.
Life-giving liquids poured into him continuously from hovering IV bottles.
Breathing tubes were taped to his nostrils. His arms and legs were bound up in
plaster casts, suspended from aluminum contraptions to prevent movement against
his broken spine. And all around the bed, space-age machinery whirred,
monitoring his every bodily function.


Vega
leaned in. “Chico. Chico … it’s me,” he whispered in Spanish. “Rafael. Can you
hear me? Chico?”


The
grim presence of near-death in that room held the two men motionless for what seemed
like hours.


The doc was right, thought Vega. Chico might not make it. He might. …


He
quivered. Chico. You can’t, man. You can’t
die on me.


A few
seconds later, however, Chico Salazar summoned what little strength he had
left, as he lifted his heavy eyelids to half-staff. Vega breathed an inward
sigh of relief at this tiny sign of recognition.


“Chico,
it’s me, man. Tomás is here, too. Man, we’re with you all the way.”


Vega
reached down, taking Chico’s hand in his, then giving it a slight squeeze.
Chico squeezed back as best he could, while he took a stab at a smile. He didn’t
quite make it. Vega caught the attempt, however, and exhaled as he smiled
himself.


“That’s
it, man. It’s us! Man, you got the best doctors, the best equipment, the best
everything. You’re in Ben Taub. You know that’s the best hospital for this
kinda thing. The doc says you’re gonna make it.”


Chico
gave a little nod, as he tried hard for another smile. Not yet.


A
low-wattage bulb flickered a dim yellow from a small lamp on a dresser along
the far wall. The new day’s sunlight barely trickled in around the edges of
tightly-drawn curtains. Intimidating tubes and medical apparatus cast ribboned
shadows across the faces of the three men.


A
minute or so passed in silence before Vega said, “Who did it, Chico?”


The
opening of the door startled Vega as the doctor entered. “Time’s up. He needs
rest.”


“Just
another minute, doc.” Urgency clouded Vega’s voice.


“I’m
afraid not. He’s —”


Vega
stood up, fully five inches shorter than the doctor. But when he faced the taller man
toe-to-toe, the fire in his black eyes more than compensated.


“I said
we’ll be through in a minute,” he snarled.


“All
right. But only a minute. He has to rest. His life depends on it.”


The
doctor left the room, as Vega turned back to hold Chico’s hand.


“Who
did this, Carnal?” he repeated.


With
great effort, Chico moved his lips. Vega hunched over the bed ever closer.
Finally, he heard something.


“What?
What? I can’t hear you, man. Say it again.”


He put
his ear close to Chico’s barely-moving mouth.


“T-t-two
guys.” Vega could scarcely make it out. Chico repeated his weak whisper. “Two ...
two guys. Dr … dressed … like cops. Tony …”


“What?”
demanded Vega. “What about Tony?”


“H-he
knew one of them. V-V-V...”


”What!
Say it!”


”V-Val.
Val.”


“Val?
Val who? Tell me, man! Tell me.”


But it
was no use. Chico had lost consciousness.


“What
did he say, Ese?” asked Tomás, who was out of earshot. “Did he tell you
anything?”


Vega
straightened up and smoothed out his expensive suit. “He said enough. Let’s get
to work.”
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Rafael Vega
spent most of that morning on the telephone, assembling valuable scraps of
information. Eventually, he spoke with someone who would lead him to a ship
channel poolroom where Tony Chávez used to hang out.
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At the very moment Vega hung up from this call, Eddie Ryan was walking
out the door of Linda’s apartment in New Orleans’ French Quarter.


Eddie
had slept fitfully and he looked like it. Although his body ached from stress
and his head pounded from last night’s bourbon, his senses sharpened. He made
his way around the corner, then down Burgundy Street, glimpsing here and there
for unusual movement.


The
street looked normal. All traces of last night’s cold-blooded killing had been
wiped away. No cops around. The Ford had been impounded. A sunrise rain had
erased the chalk outline of Garner’s body as well as what was left of his life’s
blood. A cold front had raced through just after dawn, producing a stiff,
unfriendly wind. It was the kind of gray hostile morning where there was no
doubt the temperature would just keep dropping. Eddie shivered as he walked.


He
hurried the three blocks to the Post Office, where he waited impatiently in the
short line. Fear staked a claim on his insides. He felt conspicuous, as though
Salazar himself were about to leap out of the shadows, two guns blazing. By the
time he arrived at an open window,
he was positive he had been made. Shit, his picture was probably already up on
the wall, and people were probably whipping out their cell phones.


He
ordered up a thick mailing envelope, a sturdy nine-by-twelve, then addressed it
to Raymond Cannetta. He slipped another envelope containing forty thousand
dollars into it, along with an apologetic note dated the previous day. He
sealed it, stamped it, and off it went.


This
was Linda’s idea. Eddie had already pissed Raymond off by missing yesterday’s
payment. There was no telling what revenge he was cooking up. One thing for
sure, no loan shark just sat around, passively allowing this kind of account go
by the boards.


Maybe
he’ll never find you, Linda said, but if you don’t send him the cash, he’ll
never quit looking. And because he’s mob, then they’ll never quit. Pay him off to make sure he’s off your back. He
won’t tell Salazar, because he’s got no reason to once he gets the dough. If he
hears about you being knifed to death, it’ll look like you sent him the money
late yesterday and got your ass killed last night. At any rate, forty grand’s a
small price to pay to make him go away.


Eddie
arrived back at the apartment, greeted by the aroma of frying bacon,
accompanied by the sound of the sizzling strips in a skillet. Linda hovered
over it, also guiding eggs and toast through their motions. After last night,
though, Eddie wasn’t yet ready for food.


“Got
any coffee?” he asked, slouching at her furniture-warehouse kitchen table. The
black trash bag still lay there on the floor looking like yesterday’s garbage.


“Coming
right up.” She poured him some of the fresh brew into a thick white cup.


“Where’s
Felina?” he asked.


She
motioned toward the bedroom. “Where else?”


”C’mon,
Sis, why dontcha cut her a little slack. She’s really okay.”


Linda
continued turning the bacon, flipping several pieces at once.


Without
looking up, she said, “You still don’t understand, little brother. I know you
better than anybody ever has. Better’n anybody ever will. I know what’s going
on here.” She turned away from the bacon to face Eddie, then said, “She’s a
looker and she’s probably great pussy, and that’s why you’re taking up with
her. But let me tell you the real deal. This looker’s only looking out for
herself. I shit you not.”


Eddie
slowly shook his head, while the hot coffee slid down his insides, warming
everything it touched. Perfect stuff for this kind of morning.


“Nope.
I don’t think you got it right this time, Sis.”


Linda
went back to fiddling with the food.


“You’re
the one that’s got it wrong. You always do when it comes to this stuff.” She
faced him directly. “You remember that little North Side bitch you knocked up
that time? I told you all about her, right? Told you to ditch her, remember?
What’d that wind up costing me? About a grand? Twelve hundred?”


“Now
wait a second, she wasn’t —”


“And
what about that my-shit-don’t-stink college girl from Tanglewood? You thought
just because you were living over on Woodway Drive, all them classy women were
gonna come running. All she
really wanted was a taste of the gambling world, a look at real live lowlifes.
Slumming around, that’s what she was doing. How much did you blow on her? Hm?
Don’t you know that she’s probably giving head right now to some rich-lawyer
boyfriend while they tool around River Oaks in his fucking Porsche.”


His
elbows on the table, Eddie dropped his head between his hands. “Linda, you
don’t understand. I just wanted to —”


She
wouldn’t let him finish. “I know what you wanted. You wanted gorgeous women
falling all over themselves to get to you. But you never could understand why
they always fucked you around in the end. If you’d’ve only listened to me, you
might’ve learned a thing or two.” She sat down at the table with him, putting
her hands on his cheeks, propping his head up level with hers. “Eddie, you’re
my brother. I love you. I really and truly love you. But don’t you see? You’re
an easy mark for these women, and as long as you let them, they’re gonna take
full advantage of you. And I will do everything
in my power to prevent that.”


“But
Linda, Felina’s not really that way.” Linda was about to interrupt him again,
but he halted her. “No wait, listen. She warned me about Val. She showed me the
newspaper that said Salazar was still alive. It was her who suggested we leave
town. Her neck’s right out there with mine. If it wasn’t for her, I might be
dead right now. For real!”


“You
gotta trust me, little brother. You know
I got your best interests at heart. You can only hope that she does. I can tell you right now that she’s thinkin’
about her own tight little ass first and foremost. I know women like her. They’re
born mistreaters. Goddam wrong
numbers, all of them. They wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire. Not if it
didn’t suit ‘em. But you know I’d never steer you wrong. Never.”


“No …
you wouldn’t,” Eddie said.


 Linda’s voice ratcheted downward, as
their eyes met in complete understanding. “Oh, I know it’s not really your
fault, baby. You can’t help it, being the way you are. But when I see these
bitches trying to move in on you like that, I get real defensive for you. You’re
my blood, Eddie. I raised you. And it’s my job to watch over you as best I can.”


She
softly kissed his forehead, then patted his hands. Their faces relaxed into somewhat-smiles,
their hands squeezed tight.


“I know
… I know,” he whispered, closing his eyes, and making the world go away.
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By
mid-afternoon, Houston had turned cold, and the ship channel area looked more
miserable than ever. An ashen film seemed to have descended over everything. The
whitening sky suggested midwinter, not November. Foreign tankers steamed up the
channel from the Gulf seeking Texas crude, strange-colored flags flying from
their masts, flecks of rust showing at the waterline.


Jimbo’s
Tavern stood on a colorless corner in a neighborhood where people lived because
they had to. Cats darted from yard to yard, occasionally scooting under houses,
always hungry, always on the prowl for rats. They were never disappointed.


A drunk
stumbled out the door of Jimbo’s, almost knocking over the two men who were
coming in. He was so loaded, he never acknowledged them. Because he stank, they
reeled backward in disgust.


But
once they straightened up, they entered with purpose. These two didn’t fit in
here, with their silk shirts and ties and their long dark topcoats. This was
the land of the lost, of little money, and of unshaven men endlessly searching
for whiskey and willing women, never finding enough of either.


The
bartender, barely distinguishable from the few customers, moved uneasily. These
strangers were too fancy-looking; they were here because something was wrong.
On top of everything else, they were Mexicans.


“What
can I do for you fellas?” he asked.


The
shorter one looked over at the pool table in the corner. “Did Tony Chávez ever
play pool in here?”


With a
slow move, the bartender rubbed the loose, stubbly skin around his chin.


“Tony?
Yeah, Tony. I remember him. Young fella, good- looking.” The two strangers
nodded. “Yeah, he useta come in here. But it was a long time ago. Lessee, maybe
a year or more.”


“He
like to shoot pool a lot?”


”Well,
I guess he — say, who are you fellas, anyway?”


Rafael
Vega reached across the bar — a long reach for him — and grabbed the bartender’s
filthy shirt. His voice was mean and frosty. “We’re the guys who gonna break
your fucking face unless you tell us what we wanna know. Now, did he like to
shoot pool?”


The
bartender’s chest trembled under Vega’s iron grip.


“Yeah.
Y-yeah. Tony was pretty good, all right. He liked playing pool. But I swear, I
swear I ain’t seen him in over a year.”


Vega’s
quick eyes scanned the joint for any sign of interference. A couple of men at
the far end of the bar silently slurped their draft beers. In the back booth, a
fortyish drunk made wild gestures to the slovenly older woman across from him.
Or maybe she was younger. In any case, she ignored him, fixing a vacant stare
into the bottom of her beer glass.


“Where’d
he go?” Vega asked.


“Well,
I-I c-can’t say for sure, but I heard he got a job workin’ for some rich Mess’can
fella and started making a little money.” Vega relaxed his hold on the shirt
collar, as the bartender breathed a little easier. “Y’know, when fellas around
here start makin’ some money, they generally don’t come around anymore. That’s
how it was with Tony. He just quit comin’ around.”


“Where’d
he go to shoot pool?”


“Well,
now, lessee … I, uh …I think … yeah, thassit. I think I heard he was hanging
around a place over on Navigation.”


“What
place?” Vega’s bad intentions were showing.


The
bartender sank deep into thought, rubbing his chin again.


“Lessee,
um … what was that place? Shoot, it was my cousin who told me he saw Tony over
there. Was it T something? Wait, I think it was something like T or — yeah,
thassit. T & T’s. Over on Navigation.”
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At the very
moment the Mexicans were leaving Jimbo’s, Eddie Ryan was watching Linda walk
out of her apartment. She was off to run a few errands, including the purchase
of a fake mustache at the local greasepaint shop. Following their little chat,
he felt a lot better about things.


He had
become more and more convinced that going through life as Lowell Garner, at
least for the time being, didn’t sound like such a bad idea. Especially since
he had the money … and Felina.


Felina.


He
looked in the bedroom. Here it was, going on two in the afternoon, and she was
still off in dreamland. He tiptoed in, only to stand over the bed as she slept.


There,
in the heavily draped room, he felt as though he were watching her from a
hiding place. Through light, measured breathing, she radiated that certain
delicate innocence he’d always imagined about her. Even like this, with her
hair messed up and makeup gone, she was enchanting. All those times he’d seen
her with Val — when she was his, his property — he had always
wished for this moment. This moment right now, when he could look over her
slumbering figure and say, this is mine.


All
mine.


He just
knew it was true. She had gone to the mat for him, risking her life just for
him. He couldn’t believe a woman like this would do something like that. It
coated him with this, this sweet sensation of … of … love?


Was it
love? Is this what it felt like? Could this be it?


Could
this bewitching young beauty actually have found the love inside him? The love
buried in his deepest recesses? The love he always suspected was there?


He
hesitated because he wanted to do so many things right then. He wanted to bend
down and kiss her cheek ever so lightly. This feeling of affection swarmed over
him, warming him all over. A smile made its way onto his angular face, and he
knew he wanted to protect her forever from all the snares and treachery that
awaited them in the world outside the door. Then, he would kiss her, and she
would slowly lift her lids to reveal those alluring black eyes, still shrouded
in sleep. After a petite stretch, she would breathe his name with a smile, and
a wonderful day, his second full one as a millionaire, would begin.


But if
he did all that, he would spoil this picture. Because he also wanted to isolate
this fabulous moment, like a freeze-frame, and yes, freeze it, keep it just
like this, for always. To press it between the pages of a scrapbook, tucked
away somewhere in a secret drawer where no one would ever find it. Where he
could pull it out some day in the future and gaze at it, bathing himself in the
warmth that filled him right now. That way, he could retain this delectable
feeling for all time, this feeling of having it all, as well as knowing that,
for right now, for this one single solitary second, nobody could take it away.


But if
he just stood there looking at her, her luscious curves visible beneath the
bedcovers, he would be denying the quavering that welled up within him at this
very moment. The fearfully intoxicating desire that always defied reason, that
made him peel off his shirt and fumble with his belt buckle the way he did now.


And
when those familiar flames were fed, as they were now, he could only surrender.
He could only jerk his pants down as the fire began to envelop him. And when he
startled her by jumping into bed, he could only take her, take her hard and
rough, yielding to his own exciting compulsions.
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The mustache fit
perfectly. Thick and wide, it covered the entire area above his upper lip. And
it gave Eddie a passing resemblance to the late Lowell Garner. His first look
in the mirror made him smile.


“Goddamn,
if I’d’a known I looked this good, I’d’a grown one of these a long time ago.”
He touched it with the fingertips of both hands, stroking it downward toward
his mouth.


“Ooh, I
like it,” said Felina. “It makes you look like...like you mean business.” He
recalled the bedroom business they had just completed. He’d give her more of
that later.


“Damned
if you don’t kinda favor him, little brother,” Linda said with admiration. “Eyes
are different, though.”


“Makes
me look a little older, doesn’t it, Sis? Whaddya think?”


“Maybe
a little,” she replied. “But that’s okay. You always had a babyish look about
you, anyway. This makes you look … better.”


“Yeah,”
Felina added. “You look really different.”


He
continued preening in the mirror for a minute more, then Linda said, “It’s
almost time for the news.”


She
went over and turned on the TV. Soon,
a well-coiffed anchor appeared on the screen behind fancy graphics, announcing
the first look at the news.


The
graphics faded, the music died, as the anchor intoned, “The city’s murder rate
continues to climb as a tourist was stabbed to death last night in the French
Quarter.” They sat there holding their breaths as he solemnly continued: “Edward
Ryan, thirty-two, of Houston, was found late last night lying in a pool of
blood in the one thousand block of St Louis Street. He had been stabbed once in
the stomach, apparently as he was getting out of his car. According to police,
there were no witnesses, but a search of the victim’s clothing revealed robbery
as the likely motive. Time of death is estimated to be around two a.m.


“Ryan’s
occupation is not known, nor have any next of kin been located. The mayor today
moved quickly to assure everyone that tourists are safe on our streets, despite
this isolated incident. However, the appalling number of street crimes
continues to soar. A new task force on crime is expected …”


Linda
clicked it off. Audible sighs filled the room. Both women hugged Eddie,
squeezing the breath out of him.


“Awri-i-ight!
We did it,” he cried.


“Now
let’s just hope your friends in Houston get wind of this,” Linda said.


Felina
was exhilarated. “Oh Eddie, I’m so happy for you. This clears the way for us.
Now we can get out of here.”


“Yeah,
and it’s all because of you, darlin’.” He lovingly stroked her hair as he
smiled. “That was great thinking right there on the spot.” He turned to Linda. “Now
Sis, you got to admit, she done good.”


His
eyes bore in on his sister. “Come on, come on,” he said through a wide grin. “You
c’n admit it.”


Linda’s
head lay on his chest. Reluctantly, she nodded.


“If it’s
gonna keep those scumbags away from you, then … well, then I guess it was good
thinking. This is probably the best thing that could’ve happened, if it means
you’re staying alive.”


“Alive
is right,” he said. “Speaking of which, I think I’m gonna go out right now. I
need some clothes. I only brought a couple of things with me.” He eyed Felina. “You
too, darlin’. C’mon. We could both use some new things.”


She sat
up straight. “Eddie, shouldn’t we be leaving? I mean, now is our chance and —”


He
patted her reassuringly. “We will, darlin’, we will. We gotta get a car first,
you know. The cops took the Ford. It’s too late in the day right now, but first
thing tomorrow, we’ll get one and then we blow this town, okay?” She made a
gesture, kind of like a shrug, and he added, “Meanwhile, let’s go get those
clothes. C’mon.”


She
went to get her jacket. It was too thin for this rapidly cooling day, but it
was the only one she had brought with her. Eddie, meanwhile, went into the
bedroom and retrieved his .38 from the suitcase.


“Hold
it, hold it,” said Linda. “Where the hell you think you’re going with that
thing?”


He
slipped it in his waistband under his shirt. “I gotta have protection, I mean,
we’re running this game okay right now, but it won’t mean shit if Val Borden
comes walking down the street. He’ll recognize me a mile away, even with this
mustache.”


She
snatched the gun away from him. “And what if he does? You gonna plug him right
in the middle of Canal Street? Right in broad daylight? Use your damn head,
little brother. You can’t go walking around the French Quarter carrying this.
You’re living on Lowell’s ID as it is, and the last thing you want is for the
cops to find this.”


She put
the rod in a kitchen drawer, clattering around with spoons and things.


“You’re
just going out to buy clothes,” she said. “So do it. Act like a couple of
tourists who need some extra things. It won’t be hard to blend in around here.
Just walk down Burgundy a few blocks. It’s not a real busy street, so you
shouldn’t run into too many people. Turn left on Canal, and in a block or two
there’ll be some stores. Buy your clothes and come right back here using the
same route.”


“Burgundy
to Canal,” he repeated. “Turn left.”


“Right.
And Eddie —” She took his hand. “For Chrissakes, be careful.”


He
nodded as Felina said, “Don’t worry. I’ll see that he doesn’t get careless.”


I’ll
bet you will, thought Linda.


Eddie
went to the kitchen and peeled off a thousand dollars, then — sure, why
not — another five hundred for good measure.


Shit,
if I want a thousand bucks, or ten thousand, or even a hundred thousand, there
it is! All I gotta do is go get it outa the bag.


Felina
eagerly took his arm, and they went out the door and through the courtyard.
From the window, Linda watched as they left the building, smiling and joking.


Beyond
the apartment buildings across the street, she eyed the tip of the downtown
skyline peering over their rooftops, a reminder of the big world Eddie was
about to enter. Her thoughts turned to his uncertain future, and the danger
that would certainly hover around him for the rest of his life, however long
that was.


She
felt him slipping from her protective grasp, into the waiting arms of a Mexican
siren, whose motives were questionable at best. Even when he was in Houston,
she still could protect him. He would call her when he needed her, and her arms
would reach out across Louisiana and East Texas, where they would wrap around
him, shielding him from the pitfalls and double-crosses of life. But she knew
now that, once he left New Orleans, he would be lost to her forever.


Through
her window, she saw them turn down Burgundy Street. A taxicab honked at the
intersection of Burgundy and St Louis, behind a stalled pickup truck. Off in
the distance, she heard the joyful cry of a steam calliope drifting off the
deck of a big paddlewheeler, just arriving from somewhere upriver.
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Rafael Vega
cursed the traffic. It wasn’t supposed to be heavy like this, coming back into
town in the late afternoon. But a stalled eighteen-wheeler and a minor
fender-bender had caused a major pileup, turning the Washburn Tunnel into a
parking lot.


“What
do you think’s gonna happen with Chico?” Tomás asked.


“You
heard the doc. He ain’t never gonna walk again.”


“No, I
mean with the business. The organization.”


Vega looked
at Tomás with wary eyes and turned defensive. “What do you mean by that?”


“You
know. The business. If Chico can’t run it, then you’re probably the one who —”


Vega’s
coal-chunk eyes narrowed into thin, dark lines.


“Listen
to me, Ese. As long as Chico’s breathing, he’s running the business. I work for
him and so do you. And don’t you forget it.”


“Hey,
man, I didn’t mean nothing by it. It’s just, you know, that if Chico’s laid up
pretty bad, well, we all know that you’re his number one man, and this could be
your opportunity …”


“Opportunity
for what?”


“Hey,
you know, Ese. The opportunity to take over. I mean, we’d all work for you and
everything, because we want —”


Vega
slapped his face. The resounding crack startled Tomas, and Vega could see it
stung.


“I don’t
give a fuck what you pendejos want.
Chico’s in charge. I don’t care if he can’t even sit up. He’s still the fucking
boss!” He slapped him again, harder. “If I hear you talking that shit again.”


He
pulled his nine millimeeter semi-automatic from under his cashmere topcoat,
then held it hard to Tomás’ forehead.


“If I
even think you’re talking that shit again,” he said, “you die. ¿Me entendés?” Vega could see the chilly fear slinking
into Tomás’ eyes, even though he knew that Tomás was not easily cowed.


The
reply came. “Y-yeah, Ese. I understand, man. I understand.”


Tomás
quaked in the passenger seat under the cold steel against his flesh, while Vega
growled more threats. He pressed the heavy weapon tighter against Tomás,
forcing his head back into the passenger side window. The gun looked
dangerously large in Vega’s small hand, like he wasn’t really up to handling
it. It also looked like it could go off any second, spreading Tomás’ brains all
over the snowy interior of the new Cadillac.


The
thing was, Vega had more than enough backbone to use it, and he knew Tomás had
gotten the picture.


Vega
seemed the natural choice as a successor in the organization. Chico had
fostered his rise up the ladder, and Vega owed him. He had sided Chico all the
way, and he wasn’t going to dump Chico overboard now. Vega wasn’t that kind of
man.


Beneath
the threats, however, he knew all too well what Tomás meant. The word on Chico’s
condition would eventually get out, leading to fast-spreading talk among
certain ranking members of his organization. The general consensus would
undoubtedly be that, while they all wished Chico a speedy recovery, no one wanted to work for half a
man.


It was
that simple.
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As they stepped
out of the department store onto Canal Street, blustery winds bit into Eddie
and Felina, causing the shopping bags to nearly blow out of their hands. They
linked arms, then forged headfirst into the fierce gusts. In the fading
daylight, the mercury had dropped off the table, but neither one cared as they
buttoned up their new warm coats just before turning the corner onto Bourbon
Street.


The
street had changed its clothes, its quaint daytime persona retiring for the
evening. The afternoon version, lit by the sun, begged to be seen. Obliging
tourists wandered around aimlessly, looking at everything. With every T-shirt
purchase, they acquired just a little more of the Big Easy to take home with
them. The daytime Dixieland bars served up costly drinks, with only the promise
of the livelier action sundown would bring. Early-shift barkers, pledging
untold delights in the strip joints, were only loosening up their spiels for
the really big show later on.


Night
on the street was something else altogether. Neon-lit and fueled by whiskey, it
begged to be touched, to be felt, to have strange hands softly slide their way
up its bare leg. It offered a quick sniff of perfumed hair, along with the
tantalizing promise of sin away from home. Raunchy bars seemed to explode out
of quiet cafés. Even the T-shirt shops turned profane, their doorway displays now straddling the cusp of
indecency.


A
couple of blocks up the street, Felina said, “Hey, isn’t this where we were
last night?”


Eddie
looked up. The understated sign said, Louis Philippe Hotel.


“Damned
if it ain’t. That sure was a top-drawer spot. What I c’n remember of it,
anyway.”


“Didn’t
Garner say he was staying there, too?”


“Come
to think of it, he sure did. Hey, whaddya say we get a room? Right here in this
fancy joint.”


“No
baby, that’s not a good idea.”


“Come
on,” he cooed, slipping his arms around her waist. “We c’n take up where we
left off a while ago.”


She
pulled away from him. “No, Eddie.”


“Hey,
why not? I’m Garner now. He was s’posed to be staying here. Maybe they even
kept his room for him.”


Felina
pulled him away from the doorway.


“Look,
you got Garner’s ID. You kind of look like him now with the mustache and
everything, but we can’t go in there. We can’t take the risk. Maybe Garner was
really well-known in there, we don’t know. Remember, he told us he knew all
about this place, knew the owner and everything. He probably was fucking one of
those whores in there on a regular basis. If you try to pass for him, who knows
what would happen. Somebody who really knows him might come up to you. You
wouldn’t know what to say if we ran into someone like that.”


She
flicked a quick glance around her to make sure no one nearby was listening. “Shit,
you don’t even talk like him. They’d spot you right away. We can’t afford even
one slipup. Then she added “We’re
out on the edge already.”


He gave
her half a nod, his shoulders sagging a little. She put her palms on his chest,
fondling his new Italian linen shirt.


She
said, “I’ve been trying to tell you, this is our chance. Our one chance to get
away clean with more money than we’ll ever see in our lives. We can’t screw
around right now.”


“Yeah,
I guess … I guess you’re right.”


“Now
let’s get on back to Linda’s and lay low. We don’t know who might be out here.”


She
guided him into the oblivion of Bienville Street, heading toward Linda’s
apartment. Too bad, because he was heating up at the thought of Felina coming
to him in a classy hotel room. But it all subsided the farther away they got
from the quickening Bourbon Street night action.
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T & T’s was
pretty full, even for a Saturday night. The vinyl booths along the wall were
all taken. Only one stool stood vacant at the bar. The TV played the Rockets
game. Few watched.


In the
back, regulars crowded around the pool table, hypnotized by the click of the
heavy balls. Video games chattered, while the jukebox hadn’t stopped all night.
The bartender fired off the drinks nonstop, raking in the dough.


Amid
this barroom baroque, the two topcoated Mexicans entered unnoticed.


They
elbowed their way into the single empty space at the bar. There was a “Hey,
watch it!” from the guy Tomás shoved, but a chilly glare silenced him. Shortly,
the bartender came over to them.


“What’ll
it be?”


“We
want information,” said Vega. He had to raise his voice a little to be heard.


“Information?
What are you lookin’ for?”


”Did
Tony Chávez ever shoot pool in here?”


”Tony who?”


”Chávez.
Tony Chávez!”


”Chávez?
I dunno. We get a lotta guys in here playin’ pool.”


Vega
looked around. This wasn’t Jimbo’s. No point in creating a scene in this crowd. He pulled out his money clip.


“Well,
try to remember this guy,” Vega said, sliding a twenty across the bar. “Good-lookin’
Mexican guy, about twenny-fi’, black hair. Maybe hung aroun’ a guy named Val.”


The
bartender palmed the bill. “Oh, now I gotcha. Val. Yeah, you bet. Tony came in
here every so often. Too bad about what happened to him and Chico. Chico used
to drop in here, too, you know. Back when he was on his way up. Matter of fact,
he was raised right around here, in this neighborhood.”


“You
know this Val?”


“Aw
sure. I been knowin’ Val a long time.” He looked over his shoulder at a
customer a couple of stools down, crying for another draft.


“What’s
his las’ name? Where can I find him?”


The
bartender discreetly maneuvered the twenty between his fingers. Vega coughed up
another one.


“Val
Borden. Pool hustler. He shoots in here a lot. Maybe three, four nights a week.”


The
waitress impatiently hollered out drink orders, cursing the bartender for
wasting time.


“What
if I wanna find him right now?”


The
bartender eyed Vega carefully. Cops didn’t wear cashmere. This was no social
call. It was obvious that Val was in very deep shit.


 “You the cops?”


 “Just answer the fucking question. Where
can I find him?”


“Well,
I think he lives over around McCarty someplace. Can’t say for sure. But he
hangs out with a guy — a good friend of his — who lives right down
the street here.”


“Good
frien’ o’ his?”


 “Yeah. Guy by the name of Eddie Ryan.”
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Linda was
incredulous. “You were gonna do what?”


“Check
into Garner’s room at that hotel where you play,” Eddie replied.


“Why’n
the hell would you wanna do a damn fool thing like that?”


“What
do you mean, damn fool thing? Besides, we didn’t do it. I told you. We came
straight back here.”


“This
sounds like it mighta been one of your bright ideas, señorita,” she spewed to
Felina.


“Kiss
my ass, bitch! Eddie, you gonna let her talk to me like that?”


No, he
wasn’t. “Linda, you’re outta line. Now chill out.”


“I’ll
say any fucking thing I want. She’s getting you into more shit —”


“No,
she’s not! I’m telling you, nothing happened. It was my idea, and it was Felina
who said we shouldn’t do it. Now let’s not lose it among ourselves here. Come
on! Chill.”


“All
right, all right.” Linda was still furious. She went out to the kitchen for a
root beer. “But listen to me. You got to start thinking about leaving. Where
you’re gonna go. What you’re gonna do.”


Her
eyes demanded an answer.


“We can
go anywhere,” Eddie said. “We can do anything. We just gotta decide.”


“So
start deciding.”


“Well,
we’re gonna need a car. Like I said, we’re gonna get one tomorrow.” Eddie
leaned back into the sofa and allowed himself a smile. “Maybe a nice Caddy.” He
looked over at Felina. “How’d you like to leave this town in style, sweetheart?”


Before
Felina could reply, Linda said, “Oh yeah, that’s it. That’s right. Yeah. Just
waltz on in to some Cadillac dealer and buy a new Coupe de Ville — what
do they cost? About seventy grand? — and pay for it with cash money?
Sure, peel off the goddam C-notes. Ha! That’s guaranteed not to raise any
eyebrows. Like the fucking IRS wouldn’t be over there in about two seconds
flat.”


“Oh
shit, what’s wrong with wanting nice things?” He started over. “It’s just that
there’s nothing wrong with wanting a nice car, now that we can afford one, is
there? I’m just tired of driving around in clunkers.”


“Well,
you better learn to live with it for a while longer, `cause you can’t make any
big buys with that cash. Not while you got the bloodhounds on your trail.”


“She’s
right, Eddie,” Felina said. “We don’t want to attract attention. We still gotta
lay low.”


“Aw, I
guess you’re right. Yeah, you’re right. It’s just that … I mean, shit, I got
all this money. When do I get to be rich?”


Linda
sat back and swigged on her root beer. “Rich ain’t drug money in a garbage bag,
little brother.”


No one
said anything. Outside, a couple of drunks did their best version of a
serenade, whooping it up down St Louis Street.


“Okay,
so we get a used car.” He looked over at Felina sitting next to him, eyeing her
smooth legs. “Where d’you wanna go?”


“Well,
maybe we could —”


“No,”
interrupted Linda, “it’s where do you
want to go, Eddie?”


“Hey,
you know, I got something to say about this,” Felina said. “It’s my future,
too!”


“Yeah.
Your future and his money. Pretty good setup.”


Felina
was too tired to argue any more. She waved it off, letting it go. Instead,
Eddie spoke.


“Look,
Sis, we’ll figure out where we’re gonna go and we’ll be gone by tomorrow, okay?”


Linda
rose from the couch. “Suit yourselves.”


Without
looking at them, she went to bed.


As
Linda shut her bedroom door, Felina cuddled up next to Eddie, slipping under
his arm. He still wasn’t used to this kind of thing, having a package like her
always available, her switch always in the “on” position.


“So
where can we go, Eddie?” she said. It was practically a whisper. She continued
to adjust her breasts until they were rubbing just right against his side. He
loved it.


“I been
giving it a lot o’ thought. Once we get the car, we can go just about anywhere.”


“What
about Acapulco?”


”Acapulco?
That’s Mexico, ain’t it?”


”Oh,
Eddie, it’s wonderful there. I mean, I’ve never been there, but I’ve seen pictures. It’s —”


He
shook his head.


“Uh-uh.
Mexico’s out.”


“But
why? It’s so beautiful.”


“I said
no. They got customs and shit down there, ready to search your bags. And if
they find that dough … baby, that’s where the story ends.”


“Yeah,
if they find it. But we don’t go there with the money in the suitcase. We hide
it somewhere in the car and go in looking like tourists. They won’t suspect a
thing.”


Eddie
shook his head again. “Too risky.”


“Oh
baby, will you just think about it?” She ground her breasts farther into his
side. “Acapulco is like paradise. You won’t regret it.”


There
it was again. That smile.


“Okay,
I’ll think about it. An’ while I’m thinking about Acapulco, you think about
Vegas. That’s what I’ve been thinking about.”


She
frowned. “Oh no. Eddie, Las Vegas? God no, not there.”


“Why
not? It’s s’posed to be a great place. Lots of action, lots to do. I could set
up my bookmaking business there and be legal. All the gambling —”


“That’s
just it — the gambling. You know we can’t go there with this money. You’d
lose it in twenty-four hours. Then where would we be?”


“Aw
hey, I wouldn’t lose it. I wouldn’t even gamble too much. I’d set a limit for
myself. I’d —”


“No, Eddie.
We’re not going to Las Vegas. Period.”


”Shit,
now you’re beginning to sound like Linda,” Eddie said.


”No, I’m
not. Because Linda would want you to stay here where she can keep an eye on you. Where she can keep you under her
thumb.” She took a deep breath, then added, “Where she can get to the money.”


“Hey,
no. Baby, that’s not Linda. That’s not her style.”


“The
hell it isn’t,” Felina said.


”You
heard her yourself. She wants us to leave town.”


“Yeah,
that’s what she said, but I know what she meant. She wants me to leave town and you to stay here, or come right back
after you dump me.”


“Dump
you? Hey, I wouldn’t never —”


Felina
jerked herself away from him. “What’s the matter, you blind? She hates me. You
hear the way she talks to me. She’d do anything to split us up.”


“Naw,
that show don’t play, darlin’.”


“Hey,
this plays: she wants to control your life like she always has. And she wants
me out.”


Eddie
waved it off. “I’ve already told her what you done for me. What you meant to
me. What reason would she have for wantin’ you out?”


“There’s
a million reasons sitting in that garbage bag out there,” Felina whispered.


The
corners of his mouth turned down as his head slowly moved from side to side. “Off
the mark, baby. Way off.”


She
pulled back from him. “For cryin’ out loud, Eddie, hit your brights. She
figures you owe her. You know, for raising you and everything. For being the
brains of the family. For telling you what to do your whole life.”


“I’m
not buying it. She wouldn’t do me out of that money. She’s my sister, and she
looks out for me. She always has.” A spasm attacked his gut. Not a big one, but
enough to put him on edge.


“Sure,
when you were a kid, maybe. But how often have you seen her lately? Huh? Once
every few years? Eddie, I’m gonna be with you every day and night from now on.
For keeps!”


She
resumed her snuggling, parking her breasts on his side again. She could feel
him softening as she lowered her voice.


“I’ll
always look out for you,” she said. “Just like I did the other day in Houston
when Val was gonna come blow you away.”


He took
it all in and looked it over. It checked out pretty good.


“I’ll
never cross you, honey,” she added. “Never …” And she reached up and kissed him
gently on the mouth.


After
the kiss, their lips remained very close. So close, her natural scent filled
his nostrils. It was a sweet scent, hinting of her own fragrant body oils and a
tinge of her sweat, subtle as a trace of rain in a Texas summer, yet more
powerful than the cheapest street-whore cologne. It was a scent he wanted to
follow.


Anywhere.


As she
whispered something else to him, he followed her straight into the bedroom.
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The two Mexicans
crept up to the second floor. A light bulb dangled naked from the ceiling,
casting their long shadows up the staircase. About halfway up, they saw the
door to Eddie Ryan’s room at the other end of the dim hall.


As if
on cue, they simultaneously reached inside their topcoats, each hand emerging
with a .22 semiautomatic pistol, the weapon of choice for this kind of job. Then
from their pockets came the silencers.


They
remained stone-calm as they attached the metal cylinders to their gun barrels.
Neither broke a sweat. But a certain tingle did crawl over each of them, like
it always did at this point in their job. A certain rush — no, more like
a stimulus, a mental goosing they had to give themselves in order to lock into
the right mode, in order to do violent murder. It only took a second or two,
but each in his own way, had to remind himself of why this guy deserved to be blown
away, and how if they didn’t do it, someone else would.


And of
course, how it was all strictly business.


It’s
already been decided that this guy’s got it coming, so somebody’s gonna have to
give it to him. Besides, we’re doing it up right here. Professionally. It’s not
like some of these crazy assholes who get hold of a gun, they start shooting up
street corners, mowing down innocent bystanders and shit.


So for
the moment, they were inanimate. They were merely robots, “business” agents
setting the world straight, carrying out divine orders, from which there would
be no turning back.


Now
they were ready.


Without
making a sound, they reached the end of the hall outside Eddie’s door. Vega
tried the knob. To his surprise, it turned and clicked. A slight push and it
was open.


They
rushed in, weapons flashing, although they weren’t going to do any killing
until they had Chico’s money, as well as the whereabouts of this Val Borden
guy. But the room was empty and still, the only motion being the eerie glow of
the incessant on-and-off greasy spoon neon just outside the window. The bed was
disheveled, the closet door wide open.


Then
they spotted the empty gray metal suitcase, open on the floor. Vega bent down
to inspect it. It had been jimmied, and there was duct tape around it. Right
next to the electronic combination lock, an ornate engraving of a capital S.


Vega
was not happy. He removed the silencer, then placed the cannon back in his
pocket.


“Downstairs.
Let’s go.”


They
left the room, door open, and headed back downstairs into the diner just below.
A few questions here and there, and yes, they knew Eddie, he ate there from
time to time. No, they hadn’t seen him in a couple of days, but they did notice
his car parked illegally out front — was it last night?


No, the night before. Thursday, that’s
right. What kind of car? Why, it’s one of those Japanese cars, a Toyota, I
think. An older one. Bright orange. Okay, you’re welcome.


Back in
their car, Tomás asked, “What now, Ese?”


“We
start again tomorrow. We find him.”
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The young
detective opened the office door, then stuck his head in.


“Car’s
ready, Lieutenant. So’s the black and white.”


Joe
Dunlap swung his bulky frame out of the swivel chair. “Awright, showtime,” he
said, as he threw on his cheap topcoat.


The two
men went downstairs to the police garage. There, an unmarked white Dodge with
no trim and blackwall tires waited, along with a regulation squad car and two
uniformed officers. Pushing the passenger seat all the way back, Dunlap finally
got comfortable. He gave a hand signal, and the two-car convoy pulled up the
ramp and into the dark street.


Downtown
was empty that hour of the night. They motored easily over to the East Freeway,
then headed south on the 610 Loop toward the Gulf Freeway and the Ship Channel.
All the way, Dunlap complained about the cold.


“Sorry,”
said the young detective, who was driving. He put a hand in front of the
dashboard vent. “The heater’s on full blast, but I guess it’s not working very
well. Just blowing cold air.” After a few seconds of silence, he added, “At
least there’s no traffic.”


Dunlap
checked his watch. Four-thirty. He hated getting up so early, unless it was to
make a pickup from one of his protected dealers.


“Hmph!
Yeah, the only time when there’s no fuckin’ traffic. You can have this fuckin’
graveyard shift.”


“Then
why’re we doing this at this hour? Why don’t we at least wait until the sun
comes up?”


Staring
straight ahead, Dunlap shifted his voice to a professorial tone, gesturing with
large hands. “`Cause when you do this kind of thing, y’see, you wanta make sure
the guy is not too alert. So it’s best to wake him up from a sound sleep. If we
went any earlier, like two or three, he might not’ve gone to bed yet. Any
later, he might’ve already gotten up. But now …” He turned to the young
detective and said through a mean smile. “ …now he’s dead to the fuckin’ world.
Right where we want him.”


Soon
they exited the freeway for Galena Park and drove straight to suburbia.
Moderately-priced one-story homes all over the place, laid out in a confusing
glot of look-alike streets and cul-de-sacs. But Dunlap knew exactly where he
was going. He gave precise directions.


“This
is it. Pull up here.”


It was
just another house in the slumbering suburb, but all four cops went up to the door
in full business mode. Dunlap made a motion, as one of the uniformed officers
rapped with his nightstick. Dunlap repeated the gesture, and the officer rapped
again. The message was sent.


“Who is
it?” a voice finally shouted through the door.


“Police
officers,” came the reply. “Open up!”
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Raymond Cannetta slid the gun into a drawer in the hall table, then opened the door. He stood
there bleary-eyed in his pajamas.


“G’morning,
Raymond,” Dunlap said. “How’re you this fine day?” He and the others walked in,
nudging him out of the doorway.


“Shit,
Dunlap. What the fuck are you doing here? It’s still dark out. Since when’re
you working this shift?”


“Raymond,
you should know that your police department never sleeps. Protecting our citizens
is a twenty-four-hour-a-day job. Sometimes I even work all night myself.
Especially when I’m accumulating evidence to put your slimy ass away.”


Cannetta
trundled to the kitchen, where he started to make coffee. When it was ready, he
poured some, while fitting himself into a kitchen chair. The four men followed.


“What
do you mean, put my ass away? I haven’t done anything. I’m a law-abiding
citizen. My lawyer’s gonna hear about this. And another thing, you can’t come
in here at this hour harassing me and threatening —”


“Shut
the fuck up, you dago cocksucker!” Dunlap got right in his face. “Don’t you
tell me what I can’t do. I deal with the likes of you any way I fucking please.”


Cannetta
sank back into the chair and drank some coffee. His lawyer could fix this
later, but right now, just let this ape have his way.


“Okay,
what do you want?”


Dunlap
straightened up, loosening his tone. “Well now, that’s more like it, Raymond.
That’s the way we like it. Nice and cooperative.” He took a seat across the
table. “You see, Raymond, you cooperate with me, and I’ll cooperate with you.
See how it works?” Cannetta nodded, while still looking at his coffee cup. “Now,
it just so happens that we’ve been following you around these last few weeks,
and what do you suppose we discovered?” He waited for a response, but of course
none came. “Raymond,” he said with mock surprise, “it seems you are engaging in illegal loan practices
within the Houston city limits. That’s against the law, Raymond. You’re not
supposed to do that.”


“Bullshit,
Dunlap! You got nothing on me. I don’t loan nobody money. I’m a real estate
salesman.”


“Oh
yes, Raymond, we know you’re a real estate salesman, don’t we?” He smiled and
turned around to the other three cops. They all chuckled in unison. “But the
real estate business maybe hasn’t been so good lately, so perhaps you’ve had to
moonlight a little. There’s nothing wrong with a little moonlighting, is there,
boys?” They all shook their heads.


“Like I
said, you got nothing on me.”


“Now,
Raymond, don’t jump to hasty conclusions. Let’s go in the living room for just
a minute, okay?”


He
pulled Cannetta to his feet, half-dragging him into the other room.


They stood
by the television set. Dunlap snapped his fingers and one of the uniformed
officers produced a DVD.


“Raymond,
let’s watch a little TV for awhile. Would you be so kind as to put this in your
DVD player?”


Cannetta
shoved the silver disc into the machine. Within moments there was a picture.


A blue
Lincoln pulls into a parking lot and parks about two spaces away from where the
camera is. There is also sound with this picture. Cannetta is clearly visible,
as he gets out of the car and walks away. The camera follows him as he walks
into Denny’s. Soon, he comes out with another man, returning to the Lincoln,
where he retrieves a briefcase from the trunk. The two men sit in the front
seat.


Watching
this unfold in his living room, Cannetta’s spirits gave way. He saw himself count out a wad of money and give it
to the other man.


“Remember,
Eddie,” he heard himself saying. “One grand every Friday plus another grand
interest. No excuses, no bullshit.”


Dunlap
switched off the DVD player. “Isn’t it amazing, the technology available to law
enforcement these days?”


Cannetta
dropped onto the couch and sighed.


“Just
cut the shit, Dunlap. What’s your angle?”


“Angle?”
Dunlap’s voice was still full of fake surprise. “Angle? Why, Raymond, there’s
no angle. Like I said, I’m just here to enforce the law. I come in the spirit
of cooperation. I want to cooperate. Do you?”


He came
over to the couch and sat down next to Cannetta. The cushions groaned under his
weight.


“Awright,
awright,” Cannetta said. “What is it?”


“I
haven’t heard you say you want to cooperate, Raymond. Do you?”


“Awright,
yes! Yes, I want to cooperate.”


He
certainly did. Dunlap had a reputation throughout the Ship Channel area, and it
wasn’t for protecting the civil rights of criminals.


“That’s
good, Raymond. That’s very good.” He gestured to the other three. “Why don’t
you boys go out to the kitchen and have some coffee. Raymond and I are going to
clear this whole thing up.”


The
three men retired to the kitchen. Dunlap growled, “Now, motherfucker, it’s
gonna cost you fifty large to add this DVD to your collection. Plus a thousand
a week from now on.”


“Hey,
what the fuck — what makes you think I got that kind of money?”


“Don’t
play games with me, asshole. I know what kind of action you’re takin’ down out
there. You prob’ly got fifty grand right here in your hall closet. A dime a
week ain’t even walking around money for you. So don’t gimme any of your
poor-boy shit!”


“Why you
coming after me? What’ve I ever done to you?”


“You’ve
been working my district, making a ton of bread without payin’ your way. Free
ride’s over, shithead. Pay up.”


“I can
beat this thing in court, you know. My lawyer’ll —”


“Your
lawyer ain’t gonna be able to do shit except suck the judge’s dick in return
for a lighter sentence. This tape nails your ass, pal. Loan sharking,
extortion, racketeering, we could prob’ly find an unregistered weapon or two
around here in a legal search — those’re all felonies, Raymond. I’d say
you’re lookin’ at ten years minimum, maybe more. Huntsville, of course.”


Cannetta
knew Dunlap had his balls in a vise. He had in fact been on a free ride for
quite a while now, and had considered himself lucky. This kind of payment was
generally regarded as part of the cost of doing business. It was true that
fifty dimes would be no problem for him to dig up. At least several times that
much sat in his wall safe. The thousand a week would hurt, but it wasn’t out of
the question.


The
real hitch was Dunlap’s greed. This DVD was undoubtedly a copy, so how long
would it be before he put the squeeze on even tighter? Two grand a week?


Was
that next? Then three? Where would it stop?


“C’mon,
you guinea prick,” Dunlap hissed. “I ain’t got all night.”


“Look,
Lieutenant Dunlap, can’t we talk about these figures. I mean, that’s a lotta
money —”


Dunlap
reached over and slapped him backhanded across the mouth. A ring on the cop’s
finger caught Cannetta’s lip, slicing it open. Blood flowed down his chin onto
his pajamas. He grabbed a Kleenex from the table.


“I said
I ain’t got all night. Now give.”


Cannetta’s
mind raced. Dunlap was fast becoming unhinged and he needed — wait a minute. Wait a minute!


“Wait a
minute,” Cannetta said. “I think I have something you might want more.”


The cop
momentarily halted. “What? What the fuck are you talking about?”


“I
think I can give you the guy who hit Chico Salazar.”


“What?
Salazar?”


”That’s
right. You know the word on the street is whoever did it boosted over a million bucks in
cash off him. A haul like that, he ain’t gonna invest it in mutual funds. He’s
probably still got it with him. In cash.”


Dunlap
thought about it, but not for too long. His salivaries were cranking up, as the
sun rose over the possibility of this new arrangement with Raymond Cannetta.


“Who is
it?” he asked.


Cannetta
held both hands in front of him in a hold-on motion. “I give him to you, we got
a deal?”


A
million in sweet sugar? Sure! Why not? “Okay,’ Dunlap said. “We got a deal. But
you better be giving it to me straight.”


 “It’s straight all right. He’s your guy.
But first, you gotta give me the DVD? With no more copies to come? Forget about
the bust? And no payoffs?”


“Okay,
okay. It’s a deal. Now who was it?”


“A
nickel-dime East End bookie. Name of Eddie Ryan. He’s the guy on the DVD.”
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Vega and Tomás
had been on the phone all morning. Finally, at around two in the afternoon,
they had something they could grab onto.


“Rafael!”
Tomas called, cupping the mouthpiece with his hand. “It’s Silvio, my wife’s
cousin. He thinks he can help us.”


Vega
came in from the next room and took the phone. “Digame, Silvio.”


Silvio
told of how he and his friend were out cruising in his lemon-yellow van the
other day, and had helped some Anglo change a tire out on the East Freeway.


“I
heard you were looking for a guy in an old orange Toyota, Don Rafael. This
might have been him … it was out a little ways past the Baytown exit … yes, he
was heading east. He had a girl with him — she looked Mexican. There was
a big suitcase in the trunk he didn’t want me to touch.”


“Muy bien, Silvio,” said Vega in
appreciation. “¿Hay más que me puedes
decir?”


“No,
there’s nothing more I can tell you, except that we saw them get off the
freeway at the next exit. Like they were headed for the old Beaumont highway.”


“Muchisimas gracias, amigo,” Vega told
him. “We won’t forget your help.” He hung up, and Silvio brimmed with pride
that he could help someone so important as Don Rafael Vega.
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Eddie was freezing. He and Felina stood out in the used car lot
listening to the salesman’s line of bullshit. The north wind had strengthened
over New Orleans during the day, so that now in the late afternoon, it slashed
right through him. Even his new winter coat didn’t help. The salesman was only
wearing a light sweater over his shirt and tie, but he seemed perfectly
comfortable. Eddie couldn’t figure it out.


They
stood in front of a low mileage PT Cruiser that was going for fifty-five
hundred, while the salesman assured them it was the cherriest thing on the lot.
Eddie hated it, but he was about to buy it anyway — his second car
purchase in three days! This was the third lot they’d been to today. He was
ready to buy a go-cart, just to go get warm someplace.


He
shivered. “What do you think, Felina? It’ll get us where we want to go. Let’s —”


“No,
wait,” she interrupted. “Wait a second, honey. Look over there.”


He
looked where she was pointing, but saw only dark clouds in the distance,
threatening rain. Just great.


Felina
gestured toward a small cargo van, sitting at the end of the row.


The
salesman jumped in with, “Ooh, that’s a nice one. Only a few years old. Just
got it in yesterday. A Chevy. They make the best vans, you know.”


“Can we
see it?” she asked.


“Why,
you bet, young lady.”


He led
them slowly down the row, hyping the van the whole way. Overhead, colorful
streamers fluttered in the high wind against a blackening sky.


Eddie
mumbled through chattering teeth, “What the hell we doin’ this for? We don’t
need no van.”


“Ssshh,
wait,” she whispered. “I just want to see something.”


There
was a little bit of body wear, the usual scratches and dings. One tire looked
pretty bad; otherwise, it appeared in good shape on the outside.


“Could
you open the rear doors?” asked Felina.


”Sure.”


The
salesman flung them open.


”This
is it,” she said.


They
looked inside. The vehicle was totally carpeted — floor, walls, ceiling — all the way up to, and
including, the front. Right out of the greatest hits of the seventies.


“Oh,
you like that customizing, do you?” asked the salesman.


“We
sure do, don’t we, honey?” she said, nudging Eddie. He grunted something that
the salesman took as a yes.


The
salesman said, “Well, let me tell you, I’ve seen a lot of custom vans come
through here, and most of them are pretty sloppy. You know, do-it-yourself jobs
that look old-fashioned. But this one here, this one’s a newer model, but with
a professional customizing job. It’s tip-top.”


“How
much?” she asked.


“Wel-l-ll,
let’s see here … this one here …” He checked the tag on the window. “Thirty-eight
fifty. `Course if that’s a little more than you folks might be willing to go …”


“We’ll
take it,” said Felina.


Eddie
kept trying to get into the picture. After all, he was providing the money.


She
took his arm, purring, “Don’t you just love this, baby? It’ll be comfortable
for long trips — we can lie down in the back and everything.” She turned
to the salesman. “You see, we’re planning a vacation to Disney World in Florida
and this would be just perfect.”


“Why,
sure. For long trips, you can’t beat it. Lotsa room, and a pretty quiet ride,
too. Now, ah, you say you want this one?” He was looking at Eddie.


Eddie
nodded, not too sure of what was on her mind.


Felina
added, “But you’ve got to throw in a new tire.”


“Well,
I guess that wouldn’t hurt none …”


“You’ve
got a deal, mister,” she said. “Honey, let’s go inside and pay the man.”


They
went inside and Eddie was grateful to do it. He didn’t want to spend another
second out on that windswept lot. The salesman produced all the papers, Eddie
paid in cash, then the tire change was made.


Finally,
the salesman handed him the keys, saying, “Here you go, Mr. Garner. Thanks and
good luck.”


Once
they were inside the van, Eddie started it up, then turned the heat on
immediately. They pulled out, with the salesman waving in the rear view mirror.
Eddie maneuvered the van onto Interstate 10.


He said
to Felina, “What gives? What’s so great about this van?”


She
gestured toward the back. “See that carpeting? That’s where we put the money.”


“The
money?”


“Spread
all around under the carpeting. Then we put a mattress right over it —
sheets, pillows, everything — to make it look like we’re just tourists
with our own sleeping arrangements. This way we can get through the Mexican
border without any trouble.”


“That
Mexico thing again. Darlin’, I don’t know if we —”


“Eddie,
please don’t say no. At least not until you think about it. Acapulco is … it’s
… wonderful! Why shouldn’t we go there?
We can afford it. And no one’s ever gonna find us there. Not Val, not even
Salazar. We can give them the slip. Just disappear.”


“If we
get caught with this swag in Mexico, we’ve had it. I saw this movie Midnight Express, and this guy was in
prison —“


“We’re
not gonna get caught. If anybody gets too close, we slip a few bucks into their
hands. La mordida. The bribe. They do
it all the time down there. Besides, we’re not gonna attract that much
attention.”


“But it’s
a foreign country! I mean, I just wouldn’t feel at home with … with … all them
Mess’cans around.”


Felina
brushed aside the insult. “You’ll feel right at home when we start living good.
Off our money. Eddie, it’s dirt cheap to live there. You know how long a
million US dollars would last? And as far as being a foreign country, well, it’s
just right next door. Plus, don’t forget, I speak the language, so we’re not
gonna have any problems there.”


“Well-ll
… I don’t know, I guess nobody would ever find us. They’d never think to look
for us there.”


They
exited the Interstate. At the entrance into the French Quarter, they stopped to
allow a jazz funeral to pass by as it filed into the St Louis Cemetery.
Bundled-up mourners tramped downcast through the cold, twilit streets to the
leaden lament of saxophones and brass.


While
they were stopped, she leaned over, kissing his cheek. Her lips were soft as
fresh snow.


“Oh
Eddie, isn’t it great? We’re gonna be together forever, and we’re gonna have
everything we ever wanted! Everything!”


Everything we ever wanted, he thought. Darlin’, all I ever wanted was you. And a few thousand to pay off my
debts. I damn sure didn’t want all this.


The
funeral passed, but Felina was still beaming, dreaming of a perfect life in
Mexico. Finally, the dark clouds opened up, delivering the sharp, lashing rain
they had been promising all afternoon.
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“Y’all left this
afternoon before I got up,” Linda said, as Eddie and Felina returned to her
apartment, “so you probably didn’t see this.”


She
held out the front page of that day’s New Orleans Times-Picayune. The headline hyped the Saints game that would take place
later in the day. However, below the fold, there was the story:



 

TOURIST KNIFED TO DEATH 


IN FRENCH QUARTER



 

It was
a fairly close replica of the TV account, only with a few more details.



 

“The
victim had been seen earlier in the evening with a party of friends at several
nightspots in the Quarter, including dinner in the King’s Landing Restaurant of
the Louis Philippe Hotel. An effort is underway to locate the other members of
his party who may have witnessed the crime.”



 

“Hey,
what’s this mean?” Eddie cried. “They know where we had dinner. How do they
know this shit? They probably know we was at your club.”


Linda
patted his shoulder. “Take it easy, little brother. They don’t suspect
anything. Like it says, they’re just looking to see if the ‘other members of his party’ saw anything. They’re
already writing it off to regular street crime. They’ll nose around their
informants for tips, they’ll offer a crimestoppers reward, holler a little
about protecting the tourists on the streets, and then forget the whole thing.
It’s happened a thousand times before.”


She lounged
on the sofa, entirely relaxed. Her root beer waited on the end table.


Eddie
said, “So what’ll we do? We gotta be careful.”


She
propped her feet up on the coffee table. “I told you, forget it. Now, when are
you leavin’?”


“We
have to get a mattress and sheets,” Felina answered, “then we’re gonna hide the
money in the van we just bought. Once the money’s hidden, we’re gone.”


“Hide
the money?” Linda looked at Eddie.


“Yeah …
yeah,” he replied. “We can’t just leave it in the suitcase. Or the trash bag.
We’re gonna put it under the carpeting.”


“Know
where you’re going yet?”


”Well,
we’re thinking about M —”


”We
haven’t made up our minds yet,” Felina said. “But when we do, we don’t think you should know.”


Linda
sat up straight. “Why not?”


Felina
was trying to be tactful. “It’s not that we don’t want you to know. But right now, the less you
know — the less anybody knows — the safer we’re gonna be.”


“Do you
think for one minute that I’d put my brother’s life in danger by blabbing to
anyone where y’all went?”


Felina
replied calmly. “No Linda, I don’t think so. But these guys who’re after us
could make you tell them if they ever found you. Believe me, for right now, it’s best you don’t know.”


Eddie walked
over and sat next to his sister.


“Look
Sis, she’s right. After we’re settled, and things cool off, we’ll get in touch.
It won’t be long, and we’ll be in a safe spot. I promise.” He put his arm
around her, as he moved closer, whispering into her ear. “I don’t ever wanta
lose touch with you.”


A tight
hug sealed that promise.


She
sighed and looked straight into his eyes.


“You’re
right. Go ahead and make your plans. Eventually you got to let me know where
you are, y’hear?”


He
nodded. “We’re always together, even when we’re apart, you know?”


They
fell silent, and their eyes locked, pulling them together. Once more, they
pressed against each other in gentle embrace.


And for
this brief moment, they achieved a singleness, like twins, commingling blood
coursing through their veins.








 


 


 


 


 


 


 

30



 

 “It’s Bert from Motor Vehicles with that
information you wanted, Lieutenant. Line two.”


Joe
Dunlap grabbed the phone.


“Yeah,
Bert. Whatcha got? … Yeah, that’s it … Uh-huh. Right. Right. And when’d he buy
it? Okay, got it. Thanks.”


He hung
up, then swung his chair around to face the young detective.


“Looks
like our boy’s takin’ a little vacation. Seems he traded in his Toyota for a
Buick on Friday, out near Huffman. The day after Salazar got whacked. Funny a
Houston boy’d go way out the old Beaumont highway — all the way to Liberty
County, no less — just to trade in his car at a third-rate lot.”


“Liberty
County? What’s he doing way out there?”


“I
dunno. Maybe he’s on his way to Beaumont. Maybe he thinks it’s a little better
for his health.”


“Or
maybe he’s going past Beaumont,” the young detective said. “Maybe New Orleans,
or Mobile. Shit, maybe Florida, who knows? Lieutenant, if he’s left town, we
won’t have a chance …”


“We got
a chance. Don’t think we don’t. Shit, for the kinda sugar he’s holdin’, we’ll
make our own chances. This’s the one I been waitin’ for.”


“Waiting
for?”


“Fuckin’
right. My retirement’s coming up in less’n two years. You think I can live on
some shit pension of a few hundred a month?”


“But
you’ve been … I mean … well, just since I’ve been with you, we’ve — well,
you know, we’ve pulled down about ten thousand apiece. That’s just in the last
eight or nine months. And you’ve … you’ve been … well, on the force a lot
longer than that.”


Dunlap
wasn’t about to reveal that he’d taken the lion’s share of their scores. He
damn sure wasn’t going to say that for the young detective’s ten thousand,
another hundred fifty thousand or so had found its way into his own roomy
pockets. But shit, nothing’s wrong with that. They were his goddam scores to
begin with. The kid was just along for the ride, just carrying a spear is all.
Learning the game.


Dunlap
figured the kid was lucky to be let in at all.


Matter of fact, he should thank his lucky
fucking stars the day I agreed to take him along and cut him in. Yes sir, the
kid’s learning the ropes so he can make his own scores later on.


Now, with a million on the line, shit, the
kid might snag seventy, maybe eighty grand out of it. Yes sir, he should thank
his lucky fucking stars. He’s one lucky fucking police officer.


“Chicken
feed,” he snorted. “Fuckin’ chump change compared to what’s at stake here. Even
after you take your share, I c’n live good in retirement. When you add it in to
what I already got put away.”


The
ringing phone interrupted him.


“Homicide,
Dunlap.” He jerked himself up straight in his chair. “Yeah? You don’t say.
Whaddya mean, what’s it worth to me? We’ll work somethin’ out. Okay, now what
is it? Yeah, yeah. And you just now got this? We-e-e-ll, nothing like gettin’ the
week off to a good start, I always
say … Yeah, don’t worry, I’ll remember this call. So long.”


With
uncharacteristic grace, he leapt out of his chair over to the halltree, where
he threw on his overcoat.


“Get
the car ready,” he said through a smile. “We’re takin’ a trip.”


Raymond
Cannetta hung up the telephone, still transfixed by the wads of money in the
envelope with the New Orleans postmark.
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That Monday
afternoon, Felina got up before Eddie for a change. As she wandered into the
kitchen in search of coffee, she found Linda putting away last night’s dishes.


“Eddie
still sleeping?” Linda asked.


Felina
nodded. She plopped down into the chair, then poured herself a hot cup. She
needed it. It had been a cold night, and today wasn’t much warmer. Her new
alpaca sweater wasn’t doing the job.


Linda
didn’t turn away from the dishes. “Y’all gonna be leaving today?”


“Just
as soon as we get a mattress and sheets for the back of the van. The last thing
we do is put the money away.”


“Oh
yes, the money. Let’s not forget the money.”


Felina
looked up wearily from her coffee.


“Linda,
look. None of this was my idea, so don’t go jumping in my shit over it. Eddie
got into a jam back in Houston. I had nothing to do with it. But now, because
of what your brother did, my ass is on the line, so I’m gonna do what I have to
do in order to protect myself.”


“Now
why do I think your little tune’d sound different if there weren’t a million
bucks right here in this trash bag?” She quit with the dishes, then drew up to
the table.


“Because
if there weren’t a million bucks in that bag, everybody and their uncle wouldn’t
be gunning for us, that’s why.”
She sipped her coffee and sighed, not having the energy to argue. “Shit, Linda,
you don’t know what I been through. I know you don’t like me, but I can’t let
that bother me right now. `Cause if we pull through this, Eddie and me, we’re
both home free, don’t you see? We’ll both have what we’ve always wanted. A real
chance at a better life. You know, if Eddie hadn’t taken this money, we’d have
never gotten that chance.”


“You
could’ve made your chances. So could he.”


“Bull-shit. I’d be back there right now
working at that dry cleaner’s, going home and sucking Val’s dick every night,
hoping he wouldn’t slap me around. And Eddie? He’d probably be in the hospital
right now because of what that loan shark would’ve done to him. You say we
could make our chances? Shit! We’d have been nothing. Just scramblers. Trying
to hustle up whatever we could just to get through another goddam day.”


“That’s
a crock of shit,” Linda said. “I started with nothing. I came from the same
background as Eddie, and I’ve done all right by myself with a lotta hard work
and —”


“That ain’t the same!” Felina said. “You
got talent! You got something real. Something you can take and lift yourself up
with. Make something out of your life. Me, I got nothing. Only my looks. And it
ain’t the same, `cause I know that looks like mine only bring out the worst in
other people. Men just wanna fuck me and women hate me. I’m never gonna get
their best. Never, you understand? And there’s nothing I can do about it. Not a
god-damned thing. How do you think that makes me feel?”


Linda
faltered for an answer, and Felina’s emotions stepped up to the next rung.


“So
along comes Eddie,” she said, “with the break of a lifetime, and sure, I grab
for it. So did he, and I’m proud of him for that. `Cause if he didn’t, like I
said, we’d both be cranking out the days and nights of our miserable fucking
lives, until that big night when we close our eyes and never wake up!”


Linda
sat down at the table. Relaxing her shoulders and her wrists, she conceded
Felina’s point, while admiring her eloquence.


Her
voice marbled with concern. “Well, if you want to keep waking up each day, you
better be damn sure you go someplace where those Mess’cans can’t find you. They
won’t give up easy, you know. Not when there’s that kind of money involved.
They’ll be breathing down your necks for years. So you better be careful.”


“We
will.”


Her
tone toughened again. “I don’t ever want to find out that you fucked my brother
around, y’hear? `Cause you will live to regret it.” She rose and reached for
her coat. “I’m going down to the hotel right now on business. When Eddie gets
up, tell him y’all can get a used mattress over on Magazine Street. There’s a
lot of those type places over in there. I’ll be back in a little while.”
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Linda nodded a
hello to the desk clerk, as she walked through the lobby of the Louis Philippe.
Entering the dim, subdued world of the King’s Landing restaurant, she saw most
of the lunch business was over, with only a lingering table or two remaining.


As
usual, at that time of day, AJ Frechette was having lunch at his corner table, beneath the hand-painted mural of
King Louis Philippe, after whose father the city of New Orleans had been named.
The royally-clad monarch held a bright blue umbrella at an odd angle in front
of fawning onlookers. AJ wielded his fork at about the same angle, wading
through his heaping plate of shrimp jambalaya.


“Why,
hel-lo, darlin’!” he exclaimed as Linda drew near.


She
bent down to hug him, returning the greeting, as she felt his pathetically thin
body, nearly all bones. She couldn’t help but wonder why he never gained any
weight, even though he seemed to do nothing but eat Creole food all day long.


He
could always be found at his table during the daylight hours, chowing down on
the five-bean-rated cuisine of the King’s Landing, long considered one of the
best in the city.


At
night, he moved over to the lounge. There he kept an eye on the girls, while
making sure everything ran smoothly as he nibbled cashews nonstop.


AJ was
actually the sole owner of the hotel, which served as a sort of presidential
palace. From there, he oversaw the rest of his domain, a polyglot of bars and restaurants
throughout the French Quarter. It was an empire built on the strength of his
personality and his sharp perception.


He
could tell the winners from the losers, the big shots from the nickel-dimers,
the heavy hitters from the bullshit artists. He could always tell, ever since
he was a young man. This uncanny insight never failed him, and because of it,
he reaped great wealth.


However,
he didn’t pursue just money itself. He wanted power. He knew that money was
only the key to acquiring it, nothing more.


Through
the years, he’d seen too many men with fat bank accounts and little power. Men who’d earned high
salaries, or had inherited big money, but lacked the strength, the charisma, to
parlay that money into something more than just numbers on a bank statement. AJ
had no regard for such people, believing instead that the cardinal purpose of
money was to synchronize it with his personality, in order to make others
beholden to him.


He
lived in a world of dichotomies: you were either a general or a foot soldier,
at the top of the pyramid or scrounging to rise above its littered base, giving
the orders or taking them.


What
separated people in this pecking order of society was power. And there was no greater symbol of power
in the French Quarter than the Louis Philippe Hotel.


It was
first-rate, with most of its clientele of wealthy businessmen and visiting
celebrities seeking the very expensive novelty of seclusion on Bourbon Street.
It was all done up right, so as a result, the businessmen returned often, while
the celebrities regularly mentioned the place on late- night talk shows. The
Louis Philippe grew famous. As long as the right palms downtown remained
greased, the local authorities tended to overlook its other activities.


The
lounge had been known for its prostitution long before AJ took over. It was the
kind of place where fat cats from all over the world came whenever they hit
town. Some men had first come in as teenagers, brought in by their fathers for
their first lay, and then they, in turn, brought their sons in. This gave the
place a sort of family-tradition feel.


In
fact, it was a goldmine, with truckloads of money flooding into the place on a
continuous basis. This was reflected in AJ’s wardrobe. He seldom wore less than five thousand dollars worth of
clothing at any given time, not counting his jewelry.


“How’s
my best gal?” he asked with a big smile as she sat with him. He always said that to each of
his female employees, even the hookers.


“Good,
AJ. Real good. Had a good night off and looking forward to a real good week.”


Linda
slipped out of her coat without getting up, wondering why he had summoned her.


He
buried the tines of his fork in the pile of rice in front of him, then
carefully set the handle against the rim of the plate. He was preparing to
speak, but looked as though he wanted a heaping forkful ready for him when he
resumed eating. Removing the napkin from the collar of his Charvet shirt, he
dabbed at his lips, and lightly set his elbows on the table. He was now in
speaking position.


“You
hear about this guy from Houston got killed over there in front of your
apartment on Friday night?”


“Yeah,
I heard. There were cops all over the place. I saw from my window.”


“They
talk to you about it yet?”


“No … no.”
The second no was a more assertive one, like “why would they talk to me?” It
didn’t quite score.


“Well,
they talked to me.” He was not pleased. “Seems the guy had a hotel matchbook on
him, so the cops come nosing around, and they find out that he had dinner here
that night with two other people and then they all went into the club
afterwards.”


“So?”


“So I
ask around and find out that one of the girls saw this guy in there with his
two friends. She remembers doing the guy some time back. Seems you were talking
with him and his two friends during your breaks.”


“AJ, I
talk with a lot of people every night. I don’t —”


“It
also seems they stayed till you quit, and then you left with the lot of them.
Looked like you were getting pret-ty chummy with this fella.”


She
knew where this was going.


“No AJ,
you’re poking around in the wrong cupboard. It’s not the way it was.”


“I
think you ought to know that I didn’t tell the cops you left with him, or that
he got it right in front of your apartment. That’d put your pretty little ass
at the top of their suspect list. You realize that, don’t you?”


“Oh
shit, AJ, I didn’t have nothing to do with ¾”


”Who
was he, Linda?” She was trying to remain matter-of-fact.


“AJ, I
swear to you, I wasn’t —”


”Linda,
what is rule number one for the piano player?” A chill covered his voice.


”D-don’t
hustle any of the customers.”


”Do you
know why that is rule number one?”


She
swallowed. This was not the type of chat you wanted to have with AJ Frechette.


“Because
that’s-that’s what the —”


“—
what the girls are there for.” He finished the sentence in unison with her.


“Now, I
repeat,” he said. “Who — was — he?”


”He-he
was just a guy!”


”Just a
guy who was ready to pay for a piece of ass in my hotel, and winds up leavin’
with you to get it for free.”


“AJ, I
swear to you, I wouldn’t try to cut you out of any action. He was just —”


AJ
reached across the table and seized her hand. Although his own hand was slight,
it was powerful. He squeezed her fingers hard, until she winced in pain.


He
poured it on, then whispered, “Now listen to me. I’m running a business here.
It’s a very good business. I don’t ever like to lose money. But when my piano
player starts dishin’ out free pussy to my customers, then she is stealing my
money.”


“AJ,
please. You’re hurting me. Please.”


She was
on the edge of a scream, the pain was so severe, but screaming was not
something you did in the King’s Landing. Not even when AJ was about to break
your piano-playing fingers.


“Stealing
my money,” he repeated in his furious whisper.


Sugary
violin music wafted down into the room from ceiling-mounted speakers. The final
lunch guests were downing the last of their demitasse and asking for their
check. No one else in the restaurant, except for the hawk-eyed maitre d’, had
any idea that punishment was being administered at the corner table.


AJ
said, “Just who the fuck did you think you were fooling, pulling that shit? You
make off with one of my girls’ regulars, he gets his ass popped, and next thing
I know, there’s heat all over the goddamn place.” He squeezed even harder. “Now
you tell me what the fuck’s going on here. Now.”


Shit, don’t scream! No matter how much it
hurts, don’t scream! The pain — hurts — so. I’ve got to —
can’t help it — the scream —


“He was
my brother!” she blurted out.


The
scream pulled back from her throat, sliding back down inside her somewhere.


AJ
released her hand immediately, almost in surprise. She pulled it to her breast.


“Your
brother? Your brother?”


The
pain was still all over her. She was preoccupied with reviving her hand.


“Y-yeah.
My kid brother.”


“You
mean, that was your brother got knifed? I didn’t know — you never told me
you had a brother.”


Now the
pain subsided enough to the point where she could merely cry. Through the
tears, she said, “He came over here from Houston to see me. I hadn’t seen him
in so long. He came with a couple of friends. H-he —”


She
sobbed quietly and reached for the artfully-folded linen napkin in front of
her. AJ put a comforting hand
on her shoulder.


“That’s
all right, darlin’. Go ahead and cry. Just let it all out.”


She did
just that, though she was crying from the pain that still raked her hand.


After a
few more sobs and sniffles, AJ said, “What happened? Did you see it happen?”


Linda
nodded. “Some guy came up to us as we were getting out of the car. He had a
knife and said to give him all our money. Eddie — that’s my brother —
gave him his first, then lunged for the knife. They struggled and — and …
Oh, AJ, he just fell. Then he was dead.”


She
sobbed a little more, this time for effect.


“Holy
shit. What happened to the other two that was with you?”


“They
were friends of his from Texas. They left right away. The other guy’s a
bookmaker, like my brother, plus he’s into other stuff, so he didn’t want to
get involved. He figured the cops’d never get the guy who did it, so there was
no point in their hanging around.”


“Why
didn’t you tell the cops any of this?”


“Oh AJ,
it was dark out there, and it happened so fast. It was a black kid did it, and
I know I’d never be able to pick him out of a lineup. But more’n that. I didn’t
want to get in trouble. I didn’t want there to be any connection to the hotel.”
She sniffled into the napkin, then added, “You always told us that you didn’t
want any trouble for the hotel, that if there was trouble, people would start
demanding that the city close down the lounge. I just ¾ I just didn’t want to cause you any
problems. I didn’t want to-to lose my job.”


Loyalty.
AJ demanded it from his people and he loved it when they gave it to him in such
large doses. He pulled her chair close to his, as he slid a thin arm around her
soft shoulder.


Caressing
her like the patriarch that he was, he said with a smile, “God damn, darlin’,
you really are something, you know that? Real heads-up thinking at such a
tragic time. Tell you what, starting immediately, you’re gonna be making an
extra hundred a week, okay? And for good measure, take tonight off. I’ll call
in a sub. You stay home and take it easy, okay?”


She
thanked him. They hugged again, as she put her coat back on. Her breathing came
a little easier now, as she exited onto Bourbon Street. All the rocking and
twisting in her stomach started to smooth out, if only just a little. The
clammy sweat that had collected
under her arms and down her spine was evaporating.


As for
the dryness in her throat, a belt of Dewar’s would take care of that as soon as
she got home.



 

≈≈≈



 

AJ turned his attention back to his meal, picking up the waiting
forkful of rice. Before he put it in his mouth, however, he touched it with the
back of his fingers. Cold, just like he thought.


“Kenny,”
he signaled to the waiter, who was there at once. “Heat up this jambalaya.”
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“¡Alto!
Alto!” Urgency spilled
from Vega’s voice.


Tomás
slammed on the brakes. Right across the old Beaumont highway sat a nondescript
used car lot. In its front line, out close to the road in cream puff territory,
was a bright orange Toyota.


Tomás
made a U-turn, then swerved the Cadillac into the lot. The crunch of tires and
flying gravel brought the salesman out of the heated mobile home that served as
the office. As soon as they got out of their car, he was on them.


“Howdy,
fellas. What can I do you for?”


”That
orange Toyota,” Vega said.


”Ah,
that’s a beauty, that one. Sure, it’s got a few years on it, but it’s low mileage. And in great
shape, too. Why, it’s —”


“Who’d
you get it from?”


The
salesman eyed the two men carefully. They were both wearing very dark sunglasses, with
well-tailored suits visible beneath open topcoats. These two damn sure weren’t
looking to buy any ten-year-old Toyota.


“Well,
that’s kind of confidential information, gentlemen.”


“Did a
guy named Ryan sell you that car?” Vega opened his topcoat and suit jacket a
little wider to reveal the handle of his holstered piece.


The
message hit home. “Well, now that you mention it, I believe that was his name.
Came through here Saturday. No, I
believe it was Friday. Yeah, that’s it. Friday morning. I did that deal myself,
yes I did.” He wiped perspiring palms onto his checkered shirt.


“What
else?”


Vega
could see he was going to tell it all, without any hesitation.


“Well
now, I’ll tell you, he did act kind of strange. He was in a real big hurry,
that one. Yessir. He didn’t want to mess around with the price. You know, most
folks come through here, they always try to bargain a little. Try to get the
best deal, you know. But not this fella. He was in a real big hurry. Just
traded in that old Toyota for another car as quick as you please. Just like
that.” He snapped his fingers.


“What
kind of car?”


“Well
now, I believe it was that Ford we had out on the front line. Yessir, that was
it, the Ford. Big green car, beautiful shape it was. About eight years old. Low
mileage, though. He got a sweet deal on that one, even though he didn’t try to
bargain. Why, it was a —”


“How
did he pay for it?”


“Oh,
cash money. Yessir. Cold cash. All hundreds. You know, I thought there was
something fishy about that, the way he just peeled off all them big bills. He
just didn’t look the type to be carrying that kind of money. And that girl he
had with him, well, you know, she definitely didn’t look the type, if you know
what I mean.”


“Girl?”


“Oh
yeah. A little Mess’can-lookin’ thing. Pretty cute, but … you know, just not
the type to be walkin’ around with a lot of money.”


 “Did he say where he was goin’?”


“Well
now, I don’t recall — well — hold on — hold on just a second.
I believe the girl mentioned something — yeah, she sure did, now that I
think about it.”


“What
was that?”


”She
wanted to know how far it was to New Orleans.”
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The white Dodge
with the blackwall tires pulled into the parking lot of NOPD Headquarters. Not
surprisingly, many similar cars, both white and black, all with blackwall tires
and no trim, occupied that lot. The nasty wind that had whipped up over Lake
Pontchartrain slapped Joe Dunlap in the face, as he lifted himself out of the
car.


“Shee-eezus,
it’s cold,” he cried.


He and
the young detective hustled across the lot into the building. Thanks to their
car’s still-defective heater, they had frozen during the entire six-hour drive
from Houston. Now the wind was the final stinger to the whole miserable trip.


Unfortunately,
recent budget cuts in New Orleans had postponed long-overdue repairs to the
heating system in the Police Headquarters building. So instead of the instant
warmth he expected upon entering, Dunlap felt a chill. He looked around.
Everyone was wearing thick sweaters and jackets. They went up to the second
floor.


He
turned to the young detective, saying, “What kinda fucking hick town is this,
anyway? Not even any heat in their headquarters building.”


The
sign on the glass door said, “Investigative Bureau.” Dunlap and the young
detective entered, then approached the counter. Looking around the large room
at disorganized desks and ringing telephones, Dunlap noticed electric space
heaters placed here and
there. They were those portable jobs, all going at full tilt. Wherever they
came from, they sure as hell weren’t heating up the counter area.


Without
unbuttoning his overcoat, he and the young detective showed their IDs to the
desk sergeant.


“We
need to see the Chief of Detectives.”


“Chief’s
not in,” said the sergeant. “What does this pertain to, Lieutenant?”


“A
Houston murder suspect we think is here in New Orleans.”


The
sergeant checked his log.


“I can
let you see Lieutenant Champagne.”


He
picked up his phone, then punched three numbers. Within moments, a tall black
man approached the desk.


The
sergeant said, “Lieutenant, these men are police officers from Houston here on
a homicide investigation.” He gestured toward the two men. “Lieutenant Dunlap
and his partner.”


“Elvin
Champagne,” said the black lieutenant. He shook hands with the two men.


His
build was rugged, but not weightlifter-bulky. He wore a sweater-vest over a
freshly- laundered shirt. The crease in his navy blue slacks was male-model
crisp. Unlike his colleagues, he looked like he’d just slipped into his
clothes. It pulled his whole look together in an attractive kind of way. He
didn’t appear too old, but Dunlap could tell he’d been around the track a time
or two.


“What
can I do for you?” Champagne asked.


“We’re
here in connection with a murder that took place in Houston Thursday night. We
believe the perp came over here, and
we’d like to know if you got any information on him — an address,
anything.”


“Well,
let’s find out.” He took his notebook and pen from his shirt pocket. “What’s
his name?”


“Eddie
Ryan. White male, early thirties, dark hair, about —”


Champagne
stopped writing. “Did you say Ryan?”


”Yeah,
why?”


”Come
on with me.”


He
escorted them over to his desk. It was easily the tidiest in the room. A photo of a pretty woman and a
beaming little girl sat prominently by his in-box. Dunlap and the young
detective pulled up a couple of wooden folding chairs, angling for the position
nearest the portable space heater on the floor, to the right of Champagne’s
desk. They still wore their overcoats.


On top
of the desk were several file folders, laid out perfectly so that only the tabs
showed, one above the other. Champagne lifted the first one and opened it.


“Guy
from Houston by that name — Edward Ryan — bought it Friday night
down in the French Quarters. Got a knife in the gut as he was getting out of
his car. We figure robbery — his empty wallet was lying next to him. Then
he probably struggled — or shit, who knows with these kids these days.
Maybe your friend Ryan just looked cross-eyed at the guy.”


Dunlap
was thrown. “He’s dead? You tellin’ me he’s dead?
Killed by some street punk? For his wallet?”


“Affirmative.
But we had him as a tourist. It’s still pretty big news here. You say he was a
murder suspect himself?”


Dunlap,
still stunned, nodded absently, while Champagne added with a chuckle, “Well, if
that ain’t a bitch! Howzat for justice?”


He
spoke with a strange accent — sort of New York, but without the hard
edge. Dunlap had never heard any black man speak like this.


“Were
there any … personal effects?” he managed to ask.


“Not
much besides his car. We’ve got that impounded. Wasn’t anything in it. All he
had on him was his car keys and wallet — we found them laying in the street,
no money in it of course — a little change, and a matchbook from a local
hotel about four blocks from where he was killed.”


“Hotel?
Four blocks away? Was he stayin’ there?”


“No.
That’s the funny thing about it. We don’t know where he was staying. We checked
all the downtown hotels. None of them have any record of him. We figure he was
staying somewhere because there was no luggage in his car. We know he ate
dinner with another man and a woman in the restaurant of this hotel on the
matchbook. He parked his car there. Picked up the tab, too, according to the waiter.
Paid in cash and left a healthy tip. And let me tell you — this place ain’t
cheap.”


“What’s
it called?”


“The
Louis Philippe. Two hundred block of Bourbon. Oh, and after he ate there, he
and the others went into the lounge.”


“The
lounge?”


“Yeah,
it’s a place where they got high-ticket whores. Been around forever. Nice
place, pretty fancy setup. But he didn’t mess around with any of them. Seems he
got friendly with the girl who plays piano there.”


“Can
you gimme her name?”


“Sure,
it’s, uh —” He checked his file. “Linda Lavelle.”


Dunlap
head-signaled the young detective, who took out his own notebook and began to
write.


“Did
you check her out?”


“Nope.
We were about to do it yesterday morning, but we had a double murder on Rampart
Street about an hour and a half after the Ryan killing, and the paperwork just
backed us up.”


“What
about the other two with him? A man and a woman, you say?”


“Can’t
find `em. Maybe they freaked, I don’t know. But now that you say Ryan was
wanted for murder, they might’ve been accomplices of his, who probably split as
soon as he went down. Even if they weren’t his partners, it damn sure would’ve
gotten sticky for them if they’d hung around, having to answer for their
connection to him. No wonder they didn’t want to get involved.”


“You
don’t consider them suspects in Ryan’s murder?”


“Nah.
It’s a classic street robbery. Fits the exact MO of some other tourist crimes
we’ve had here lately. Hit him the minute he gets out of the car. Take the
money and run. It’s only a coupla blocks back to the projects from where the
killing took place. We got our informants over there, though, so we might
eventually get him.”


“This,
uh — what’s her name? Linda something?”


“Lavelle.
Linda Lavelle. She’s legit. Been playing piano around town here for years.
Mostly at the Louis Philippe. We’re not worried about her skipping out. We’ll
get around to her pretty quick here.”


“How
about the body? Where’s it at now?”


“Still
on ice. We’re trying to find a next of kin. If we come up dry, it’s potters’
field.”


Dunlap
glimpsed the open file on the desk. He pointed to a set of black-and-white
photos partially protruding from under the top papers.


“Are
those from the crime scene?”


Champagne
pulled them out. “Yeah, this’s them. Just routine stuff.”


“May I?”
asked Dunlap.


Champagne
handed him the folio. Dunlap
eyed the photographs carefully for nearly two minutes. Looking back at
Champagne, he asked, “You say there was a wallet?”


The
lieutenant reached into a drawer. His hand came out holding a well-worn leather
billfold. He tossed it onto the desk.


“Driver’s
license and not much else.”


“Funny
the guy just took the money and not the whole wallet,” Dunlap said, fingering
the billfold.


“Yeah,
you’re right,” said Champagne. “Usually they take everything, they don’t bother
stopping to pull the money out. Maybe Ryan pulled it out for him and gave it to
him.”


“But I
mean,” Dunlap said, “for all the killer knew, there mighta been more hidden
inside. Maybe plastic, too.”


“Yeah,
who knows? Like I said, when a kid takes down a citizen these days, no telling
what he’s gonna do.”


Dunlap
continued poring over the photos as well as the rest of the file.


Champagne
added, “You got a warrant out on Ryan, Lieutenant?” His black eyes, large and
full of expression, studied Dunlap closely.


“Uh, no
— no warrant. Not yet. We just wanted him for questioning right now. Not
much doubt he’s our man, though.”


“Mm-hm.
Must be a pretty important case for you guys to come all the way over here. Who’d
he kill — the mayor?”


Dunlap
and the young detective each stifled a laugh. “I wish he had,” said Dunlap. “But
no, it was just some Mess’can. Uh, a businessman. A Mess’can businessman.” He
handed the file back to Champagne.


“Well,
if there’s any other way I can help you out, Lieutenant, just holler, okay?” He
reassembled everything in his file just the way he wanted it, then carefully
returned it to its place on top of the neatly-arranged folders on his desk. “Sorry
about the way this turned out for you. I guess this closes your case?”


“Yeah,
I s’pose.” Dunlap rose from his folding chair, and the young detective did the
same.


They
shook hands with Champagne, then left the office. Within moments, they were
back outside in the gusty parking lot. Neither one had spoken.


The
young detective broke the silence. “Well, it looks like that’s that.”


“Whaddya
mean, that’s that?”


“Well,
I mean, it looks like it’s open and shut. Some scumbag just took him for the
dough in his wallet, then probably made off with the bag or whatever he was
carrying Salazar’s money in. Probably had no idea what was in it. He’s most
likely back in the projects right now shitting his pants over what he’s found.”


“Projects,
my ass,” Dunlap growled. “This don’t add up.”


They
got in the car. The wind sounded even worse whistling around the car’s contours.
Dunlap shuddered from the cold, while he settled into the passenger seat. He
could see his breath.


“Why
not?” said the young detective. “It looks like Ryan just —”


“I know what it looks like. But it just ain’t
put together right.”


“Well,
what do you think is wrong?” He put the key in the ignition but didn’t turn it.


“Number
one,” Dunlap said, holding up a thumb, “he wasn’t offed by no street scum. If
he was, the wallet woulda been gone, I don’t care what that cop said in there.”


“It’s
possible, isn’t it? I mean, it could’ve happened that way.”


Dunlap
shook his head. “Nix. Where’s the swag? The killer knifes our boy and takes a
few bucks out of his wallet? He throws the wallet down, then what? He stops to
open the trunk and sees a big bag or a suitcase? Then he takes it and goes
runnin’ down the street with it? All the while, the stiff lays right out in the
street, while his friends are gettin’ hysterical, yelling and screaming? No
way, Jose. That ain’t how this deal went down.”


“You
don’t think so?”


“Shit,
I know so. Why would he waste time lookin’ around for suitcases or laundry bags
or whatever, when he could’ve just taken the damn car? The keys were right
there. Probably still in our boy’s hand as he hit the pavement.” After a moment
of silence, he added, “And what about them other two that was supposed to be
with him? Where were they while
all this was happening? Why didn’t they come forward? And if it was some street
asshole that did this, why didn’t he at least boost somethin’ offa them? Money or
jewelry maybe. And if he did — which your average street punk would do —
then why didn’t they report it?”


Billowy
clouds of breath came out of both men, fogging up the Dodge’s windows. The
young detective knew that despite Dunlap’s brutal and greedy nature, he had
always possessed some of the sharpest cop instincts on the force. Few men could
read a crime scene as well as he could. Fewer still could draw the nuanced
conclusions that came to him so easily.


All at
once, a light clicked on inside the young detective’s mind. With a dropping jaw
and widening eyes, he said, “Then you don’t think … you don’t think the cops
grabbed it, do you? Oh shit! Not the cops —”


Dunlap
remained calm, assuming his college-professor role.


“Possible,”
he replied. “Possible, but doubtful. Maybe, if this was a drug deal gone bad,
the first cops on the scene woulda known there was a bundle of jack around
somewhere. Then sure, they’d start lookin’ for it right away, just to stuff
their pockets. Same thing if this Ryan was some kinda high-profile bad dude,
where it might be likely that he’d be holdin’ a shitloada money.”


The
young detective said, “But that wasn’t the case.”


“Not by
a long shot. But this? This looks for all the world like your average
robbery-murder, just like Champagne said. That’s what it looks like.”


“I
still don’t see why it isn’t.”


Dunlap
continued his college professor demeanor.


He
said, “Okay, put yourself at the scene for a minute. The black-and-whites were
probably the first to arrive, right?”


“Right.”


“All
right, so right away, they’re busy gettin’ their facts together and roping off
the area and shit. It doesn’t look to them like there’d be any serious money
lying around. Then in a few minutes
here come the plain-clothes guys. Detectives everywhere. Pretty soon you’ve got
lab guys runnin’ around, dusting for prints and whatnot. Then the ambulance
pulls up, and out jump the paramedics. By now, there’s probably even a bunch of
citizens standing around, and maybe even a few TV news people with their
cameras and shit. A regular fucking street party with all these people all over
the place. And no one, but no one,
has any reason to think there’s anything worth taking. So, if anyone did happen
across a bag fulla money, by now there’s no way they could grab it with the
whole crowd watching. They’d hafta turn it in. And then all the attention’d be
on the money, and not on the stiff layin’ in the street.”


“Well,
if the cops didn’t snatch it, who did?”


“Hmph!
If I knew that, we damn sure wouldn’t be sittin’ here freezin’ our fuckin’
asses off.” He stopped talking. His eyes hardened into a gaze, straight ahead
at the foggy windshield. “Unless …”


The
young detective was following it all, this thinking process. If he wanted to
inherit Joe Dunlap’s lucrative territory one day, he had to learn to think like
him. So he said, “Unless, just maybe, the people he was with grabbed it and
ran. Because …”


“Because
they knew what was in it!” said Dunlap with a clap of his hand. “That’s why
they didn’t wait around. First of all, you can bet your sweet ass he had it
with him. He didn’t leave it in no hotel room or wherever. You pull a job like
knockin’ over Salazar, you don’t ever put a lotta distance between you and the
take. Now let’s run this down one more time.”


Dunlap
shifted his weight in the seat, concurrent with his shift to a higher mental
gear.


He
began to roll. “Champagne says Ryan ate dinner with two others at this hotel,
then goes into the bar. Has a few drinks, cozies up to the piano player, then
next thing you know, they’re all leaving.”


“Right,”
said the young detective. “Then a few minutes later, he gets it on the street
just four blocks away as he steps out of his car.”


“Okay.
Now what’s the big question?”


”Where’d
he stash the money?”


”Wrong.”


The big
cop gestured with his hands like he was holding a basketball.


“Why
was he gettin’ out of his car just a few blocks away from where he was having
dinner? He parks at the hotel and goes in. Then he comes out and drives just a
coupla blocks. Why’d he bother drivin’ for such a short distance?”


“Because,
that’s where he was —”


“That’s
where he was staying!” The pieces were now sliding together. “And he still had
the money with him. That’s why he
drove there.”


“So he
wouldn’t have to leave the money and the car in the hotel garage all night.”


“Now
you’re catchin’ on.” He broke a smile, a truly friendly one. “That’s the way to
use the old bean. I’m betting he was staying not two doors from where he got
it. We’ll find out a little more when we speak to this Linda Lavelle. She might
even know the people he had dinner with.” He shifted in the seat again. “And
speaking of eating, I’m a little hungry myself. I think a lot better on a full
stomach. Start the car.”
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The young
detective parked the Dodge on Bienville Street, around the corner from the
Louis Philippe Hotel. They spotted an inexpensive-looking oyster bar only about
a block away, so they ate there. After a particularly hearty seafood meal, they
were ready to hit the hotel for a line on this Linda Lavelle.


Besides,
darkness had settled over the city. The temperature fell off the table, so Joe
Dunlap was in no mood to do any serious legwork.


As they
rounded the corner onto Bourbon, they didn’t notice the new Cadillac cruising
down Bienville. Had they seen it stopped at the Bourbon intersection, they
might have observed the passenger make a sudden move to the driver, grabbing
his shoulder or something.



 

≈≈≈



 

“¡Hijo de puta! ¡Tomás! ¡Mira el
otro lado!”


Tomás
felt the force in Rafael Vega’s small hand as it shook his shoulder. He looked
across the street, not sure of what it was he was supposed to be seeing.


“¡Mira!” cried Vega. “¡El bruto gordo!”


Tomás’
hands froze on the steering wheel at the sight of the Fat Beast and his
companion. “Dunlap,” he breathed. “What the hell is he doing here?”


Vega
said, “What do you think he’s doing here, Ese? He’s after Chico’s money.”


“But
how’s he know that? How’s he know to come here?”


“Hey,
we found out. He could, too. Looks like he already did.”


Horns
blared and angry drivers shouted, as traffic built up behind them at the stop
sign. They inched through the intersection, Vega never taking his eyes off
Dunlap’s hulking figure.


Just as
they were about to lose sight of him, they saw him turn and enter a building —
what, a hotel? They quickly parked on Bienville and jumped out, hurrying around
the corner and crossing the street.


They
paused in front of a take-out bar directly opposite the hotel entrance. The
street activity was picking up pretty good for a Monday. The take-out bartender
barked his specialties, while tourists brushed by the Mexican killers to
purchase hurricanes in preparation for a big night in the Big Easy.


“Awright,
listen,” said Vega. “This pendejo is
here just like we are, looking for Ryan. There’s no other reason for him to be
here right now.”


“Man,
you sure?”


“I’m
sure. That’s el bruto gordo, Ese. He
wants the money.” Vega held up a hand and rubbed the tips of his fingers
together. “It’s Chico’s money and that slob’s not gonna get his fat hands on
it.”


“So
what do you want to do, Ese?”


“We
gonna wait here till he comes out. If he has the money, we take it from him. If
not, we follow him till he takes us to Ryan and the money.”


“We
gotta be careful, Rafael. This Dunlap, he don’t fuck around.”


“We’ll
be careful. But he don’t know we’re here. That’s our advantage.” Vega grinned,
adding, “Then, when we grab the money from him, we give him a full fucking load
right in his fat fucking belly. I been wanting to do this a long time, Ese. A
long time. And Chico’s gonna love us for it, man. We give him back his money
and waste el bruto at the same time.
He’s gonna be plenty surprised.”


Tomás
nodded and looked away, knowing there was more than one surprise in store.








 


 


 


 


 


 

36



 

Dunlap flashed his
gold tin at the front desk.


“Police
officers. We’re here to see Linda Lavelle.”


“All right,” said the clerk. Her smile was
bright. Too bright. “Let’s see if I can find
her for you.”


She
picked up the phone and dialed the lounge. After a brief conversation, she hung
up and said in her sunny tone, “Linda usually starts at nine, but they said she has the night off tonight. She’ll be back tomorrow
night, though.”


Her
smile was still blinding, overflowing with industrial-strength perkiness.


Dunlap
leaned his elbow on the desk. He glared at Miss Perky.


“This’s
important. Official police business. Where can we find her?”


That
swept the smile off her face. The happiness that exuded from all those white
teeth ran back down inside her, until it was safe to come out again. The
corners of her mouth turned downward into unfamiliar territory.


“J-just
a moment, please. I’ll get the owner for you.”



 

≈≈≈



 

Within moments, AJ Frechette appeared in the lobby. Even though they
showed ID, there was no need. He knew these guys were cops. They had the look.


“Good
evening, gentlemen. I’m AJ Frechette. Let’s go back in my office. If you’d
please follow me.”


He led
them back behind the front
desk, through some doors and hallways, but mainly out of the lobby area, away
from public view. John Law standing around your lobby isn’t exactly the kind of
image you want for your classy hotel.


His
office was sumptuously detailed, teeming with mahogany and glove leather.
Abstract copper sculptures stood in the corners behind his desk, while right
behind him on the wall hung a very large aerial photograph of New Orleans. The
focus was sharp, with the French Quarter in the foreground. It was enclosed in
an ornate frame, covering over half the wall. AJ’s own Ermenegildo Zegna suit,
an elegant pale gray, looked like it was chosen specifically to blend in with
the finery of his office.


It was
also warm in there. Dunlap exhaled loudly, as he removed his cheap overcoat,
finally warm for the first time that day. AJ estimated that about four people
his own size could fit inside that huge garment, though he couldn’t imagine who
would want to.


When
everyone had settled around the desk, AJ said, “Now, what’s on your mind,
Lieutenant?”


“I
understand you have a piano player workin’ here named Linda Lavelle. We’d like
to talk to her.”


“Sure.
She works here. Say, she in trouble or something?”


“No, we’d
just like to talk to her. Ask her a few questions.”


“Well
now, she’s off tonight, but she’ll  —”


Dunlap
scowled. “We need to see her. Now.”


AJ
clasped his hands together thoughtfully. He allowed just enough silence to show
he wasn’t intimidated by this gumshoe
gorilla. He could tell that Dunlap, no doubt accustomed to rapid responses from
cowering suspects, caught the meaning.


“Well,
Lieutenant, I’ll have to know a little more about this before I go giving out
information on my employees.”


“We’re
police officers and we wanna talk to her. That’s all you need to know.”


AJ
leaned forward a little. His eyes zeroed in on Dunlap. He knew the type of cop
he was dealing with here: look at him wrong and he breaks your face. He’d seen
it all before, and he wasn’t rattled.


“You’re
from Houston,” he said. “That means you’re out of your jurisdiction. That’s all
I need to know. Now, unless you got any of our local boys backing you up, I don’t
have to tell you shit. On the other hand, maybe if I call my good friend, the
Chief of Detectives, downtown here, he’ll be happy to fill me in on what this’s
all about.”


He
picked up his telephone, then began punching up numbers.


“Awright,
hold it, hold it.” Dunlap damn sure didn’t need any New Orleans brass getting
mixed up in all this. After all, he was here without a warrant.


Slowly
returning the receiver to its cradle, AJ said, “Now, what’s the story?”


“This
past Friday night she was seen in your lounge gettin’ friendly with a guy who
got carved up like a Christmas turkey right after he left here.”


“She
didn’t do it, I can tell you that. Besides, that’s a local matter anyway. What’s
your interest in it?”


“We’re
interested. Now where can we find her?”


“Not
till I know what’s going on.”


This resistance
was a wholly new experience for Dunlap. He wanted to reach right across the
desk and smack this skinny fuck upside the head. Of course, if he did, it might
take the head right off his shoulders.


Clean off,
as Dirty Harry used to say.


God, he
loved Dirty Harry. Now there was a fucking cop for you. Why couldn’t all cops
be like him? Take no shit from anybody and get away with it. Not always havin’
to worry about bullshit procedure and shit.


“They
tell me hookers work your lounge.” He shifted his weight in the chair. “That it’s
pretty well-known for that kinda thing.”


“You
didn’t come all the way from Houston to tell me that.”


“How
often is it the johns turn up dead? Prob’ly wouldn’t be too good for business
if word got out that a fella was knifed ten minutes after kissy-facin’ one of
your girls.”


“Linda
plays piano,” AJ said impatiently. “She’s not one of the girls. And I told you,
she didn’t do it.”


“Sure,
sure. We know. But it prob’ly still wouldn’t be real good for business if that
got out. As I recall reading in the paper, he had dinner here at the restaurant
right before his date with a knife. Didn’t say nothing ‘bout him going into
your club for a little dessert. Izzat how you work it, Frechette? Lure ‘em in,
then whack ‘em out? All for the dough in their pockets?”


AJ
stood up. “Get the fuck out of here! Or I’m calling the — “


“I
know, you’re calling your friends the cops.” Dunlap waved the whole thing off. “Listen,
the guy who paid the price that night was wanted for murder in Houston. And
that’s why we’re here.” AJ
was stopped in his tracks. Dunlap sensed a winning hand. He continued: “Now,
unless you spill this bitch’s address, we’re holding you as a material witness,
maybe chargin’ you with obstruction, withholding evidence in a homicide investigation,
and anything else we can think of. Now, I suppose you prob’ly got slick lawyers
and you might could beat the rap, but once it even looks like you got dirty
hands, I just bet your little friggin’ playpen here’ll be closed down in a New
York minute.”


The
room was quiet. Dunlap’s words hung over the place like locker room body odor.
AJ sat back down, straightening his suit jacket, then retrieved his composure.


“I don’t
know about any murder in Houston,” he said quietly. “But I do know Linda didn’t
have anything to do with it. Or with this guy getting it either.”


“Where’s
she live?” Dunlap asked with finality. The hand was over. Time to rake in the
pot.


AJ
consulted his Rolodex. “Get this. I don’t want any more bullshit from you after
this.”


He
wrote Linda’s address on a piece of scratch paper, carelessly shoving it across
the desk.


“St.
Louis Street!” Dunlap exclaimed. “That’s where our boy got his!”


“I
know,” AJ said, “but I’m telling you, she didn’t do it. So no strong-arm shit
with her.”


Dunlap
got up from the deep chair. The young detective did the same.


“T’tell
you the truth,” Dunlap said, “I don’t give a fuck if she did it or not. That’s
New Orleans’ problem. We need information about this Ryan guy and she can give
it to us.”


They
headed for the door. AJ remained behind his desk.


“Listen,”
he said. “I know you’re here on the QT. Otherwise, you’d be doing this by the
book. So whatever it is you’re after, you better play it on the straight and
narrow with Linda, y’understand? Don’t let me hear you roughed her up.” He eyed
the young detective. “That goes for you too, Cato. You keep this goon in line,
or else I’m holding you just as responsible. I know your names and I know where
to find you. I hear you lay one fucking paw on her, and someone from New Orleans
is gonna pay you cocksuckers a little visit where you live. Remember that as
you get the fuck out of my office!”
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The money sure
seemed a hell of a lot heavier in the black trash bag than it did in the
suitcase. Eddie struggled with it every step of the way, especially down the
narrow steps from Linda’s apartment into the moonlit courtyard. Felina tried to
help as best she could, but she couldn’t really lift much of the bag. There was
nothing to get a grip on, so she only made it more awkward for Eddie. He had to
stop a couple of times to switch hands and to adjust the .38 in his waistband
so it wouldn’t dig into his abdomen.


Earlier
in the day, they had purchased a used mattress and some new bedding, meaning
their final task was stashing the money. Eddie paused at the front door of the
building.


“Take a
look,” he said to Felina.


She
went out into the chilly night for a look around. A block away, Rampart Street
traffic was thin. Back down St. Louis, a couple of blocks in the other
direction, was Bourbon Street. She could see lots of boisterous activity going
on for eight o’clock on a Monday night, none of it spilling down St Louis
toward them. A lone taxi slowly motored up Burgundy past the corner in search
of a fare. There were no pedestrians. She signaled Eddie to come ahead.


He
carry-dragged the bag out to the van, which was in a legal spot right in front.
A street lamp illuminated the area ahead of the van, but behind it there was
relative darkness.


Felina
opened the rear doors, while Eddie hefted the bundle inside.


“Damn!”
he gasped. “I’m glad I don’t have to lug that thing a long ways.” He caught a
breath. “Let’s move the mattress out.”


The
mattress lay flat across the carpeted interior of the vehicle’s rear. To one
side were the sheets and pillows, still in their packaging and department store
shopping bag. Eddie shoved the trash bag toward the front, right behind the
driver’s seat, then he and Felina each pulled on the mattress, sliding it out
the rear doors. They stood it upright on the curb, leaning against one corner
of the van.


“Hand
me the jack handle, baby,” he said, as Felina produced it. “Now we just pry a
little bit of this carpeting up right here … and right over here. Just like
this.”


Soon,
the carpet was peeled from its wood-frame base to a point about three or four
feet back from the rear doors. The exposed base was not quite an inch high, and
was screwed into the metal floor of the van. There would be room inside this
framework to stack the money packets two deep, maybe three.


“Eddie,
I don’t think we can get all of it in this one little area,” Felina said.


“We’ll
start putting it in here, and if we need more room, we’ll just pull more carpet
up.” He climbed into the van, then closed the doors. Climbing over the
pulled-back carpeting, he retrieved handfuls of money from the trash bag. “Let’s
see how many of these babies we can fit in here.”


He
carefully laid one packet amid the grid of the wood- frame base, then put
another on top of it. When a third was placed on top of those, Felina said, “Three’s
not gonna fit. The pile’s too high. It’s gonna push the carpeting up from the
wood. Maybe separate it, or cause lumps. We don’t want that.”


Damn
right he didn’t want that. But then, a lot of things happened lately that he
didn’t want. Things that shouldn’t have happened. Things that messed everything
up. Things that were making him crazy, tying his guts up into painful knots.


Old
fears of insecurity and danger were visiting again, invading in his deepest,
most private areas. Had those fears ever really left? Hell, they must have. For
a time, anyway.


You
know, he was drawing straights pretty good there for a while, back a couple of
years ago when he was pulling down serious coin every week.


You couldn’t do all that if you were
scared shitless all the time, could you? A guy’d have to be able to look the
world in the eye if he ever wanted to have it by the balls. Well, wouldn’t he?


“Two it
is,” he agreed.


They
started placing the money accordingly, although he told himself that those tiny
rivulets of sweat really weren’t sneaking down his spine.



 

≈≈≈



 

They hadn’t been working too long, only a couple of hundred thousand
dollars worth, but because they were inside the van with the doors shut, they
never saw the cop car come around the corner from Burgundy.


It was
just two cops in a black-and-white out on routine patrol, and the thing was,
they would’ve kept right on going if one of them hadn’t spotted something
unusual leaning up against the corner of that van parked over there. Then, he
thought he caught a hint of something — he wasn’t sure what — something
moving inside the darkened van.


“Pull
up here for a second,” he said. His partner, the driver, gently brought the car
to a stop on the other side of the street about ten or fifteen yards behind the
suspicious vehicle.


“What
is it? What’re you seeing?” asked the driver.


“I don’t
know — that thing over there by that van. It’s … it’s …” He squinted
carefully. “Wait here a second.”


He got
out of the car. His eyes never left the van’s rear windows, while he noted
positive movement in its interior. He paused by the driver’s side of the car,
then softly said to his partner, “Run a make on this van.”


He read
him the license number before moving slowly across the street.



 

≈≈≈



 

The sound of the opening and closing car door reverberated through the
silence of the van like an exploding hand grenade. Eddie and Felina dropped the
money packets they were holding. Frozen for a moment, Eddie peered out the
side-panel window.


“Cops!”
he whispered in a near-panic. He wheeled around and pressed his back flat
against the van’s wall. “Fuckin’ cops!”


Felina
stole a glance through the side window. The conference at the squad car was
just breaking up, as one of the
cops cautiously moved toward the van. In his left hand she saw a flashlight
casting beams in the van’s direction. Then she caught his other hand unbuckling
his holster.


“We can’t
let them find us,” she whispered, quickly rolling the carpet back into place. “Get
down.”


Eddie
moved, his head and eyes rapidly turning here and there like a cornered animal
desperately seeking a path of escape. But of course, there was none.


“What
the fuck —”


“Get
down,” she ordered, as she shoved Eddie to the floor of the van. She slid down
next to him on her stomach, facing the rear doors, then said, “You heeled?” Her
whisper was urgent.


“Wh-wha
—”


”You
heeled? Goddammit, answer me.”


He
pulled the heater from his waistband. She grabbed it and held it with both hands, slowly
cocking the hammer. It was aimed directly at the back doors. From their prone
position, they could only see the waving shafts of light outside the rear
windows. They quit breathing at the thundering click of approaching footsteps.



 

≈≈≈



 

The patrolman stopped about ten feet from the back of the van. All
movement in the black interior had stopped. There was no traffic on the street,
as though all other worldly events in that immediate area had been suspended,
while he took care of this. He turned his flashlight on the object that first
caught his attention. A mattress. Now he had to flush out whoever was inside.


Great
waves of uncertainty and tension pounded him, like high surf roiling a stormy
shore. Briefly, he reminded himself that this was the part of the job where he
earned his money. The two percent of the job that was sheer terror. The kind of
thing you can’t really talk to anyone about, except other police officers. The
kind of thing you carry around inside you like a gurgling roux that just won’t
quit churning. Oh, you learn to live with it eventually, and if you have any
civilian friends, they never suspect a thing. But shit, if it would only go
away for just a little while. If it would just —


He
reached for the .357 at his side. Caressing the ribbed handle, he extended his
trigger finger, and he slowly slid the weapon out of its freshly-oiled holster.
As his finger expertly entered the trigger housing, he held his breath. At that
moment, the still night was split apart by the crackling radio back in the
squad car.


“All
First District units, including the French Quarter, proceed immediately to St.
Claude and Frenchmen Streets. Officer is shot and needs assistance. Repeat, all
First District units —”


“Larry!”
the driver shouted. “Forget it. Officer down. Let’s go!”


The
.357 slipped back into the holster. For a split second, the patrolman’s eyes
remained riveted on the rear doors of the van. He would never know what lay
inside, but as he turned and hustled back to the car, he knew his number had
not yet been called.
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“Linda! Linda!”


It was like
an alarm going off.


Eddie
and Felina rushed into the apartment, lugging the twist-tied trash bag with
them. Eddie dumped it onto the floor.


“Linda!”
he cried.


Linda
darted out of the bedroom, a full-length towel wrapped around her.


“I was
just fixing to take a shower.”


“We
gotta get out of here. Now.”


”What
is it?” she said. “What happened?”


He ran
past her into the other bedroom, where he hurriedly threw their things into the leather suitcase. Felina was
right behind him, scooping up clothes and toiletries.


“Will
you tell me what the hell happened?” she demanded.


Eddie
paused to look up from the suitcase. Through heavy breathing, he said, “We came
this close to killing a cop out there just now. They didn’t see us and they’re
gone now, but they might be back. Shit. We gotta get the fuck out of here. This
minute.”


“Whoa,”
she cried, closing the suitcase on his hands. “Slow down, goddammit. Now
what-all went down out there?”


Felina
was still breathing hard. “It was close, too fucking close.” She gave Linda the
short version, then said, “Anyway, Eddie’s right. We got to leave right now.”


She
threw a few more items into the bulging suitcase. The rest got crammed into a
plastic shopping bag. Eddie took them both, leaving the big trash bag in the
hall.


“I’ll
take this stuff to the car
and come back for the money. You check around, see if we left anything.”


He
whisked out the door, down through the courtyard into the street. He cursed as
he noticed the mattress still leaning up against the corner of the van. Opening
the rear doors, he tossed the luggage inside, pushing it all the way to the
front, then struggled with the mattress. It took a lot of effort just to
maneuver the hulking piece around to the open door. He just about had it all
the way in when he saw the car.


Something
about it caught the corner of his eye, kind of like a tiny flickering movement
in a perfectly still room. What made this car different? Was it because it was
going slow, almost too slow, for the empty street? It was an ordinary-looking
big white sedan, not really worth his attention, except for the blackwall
tires.


The car
double-parked, then the two occupants climbed out. Ties and overcoats. Cops for
sure.


Cold
sweat worked its way out onto his face, then onto his neck. He felt gummy all
over. The men came across the street toward him. He stepped to his left,
partially shielded behind the open van door. Instinctively, he put his hand on
the gat in his waistband.


Shit,
this was all happening so fast, I mean, what could he do? He certainly couldn’t
get up and run — they’d probably plug him right in his tracks.


Nope,
he’d have to wait it out for just a second here, maybe draw on them at close
range. At least, then he’d have surprise on his side, as well as maybe have a
fighting chance. Get the big one first. He falls, the other one might dive for
cover.


They
walked past him and into Linda’s apartment building. Goddamn it. He’d propped
the gate open so he could run back inside after loading the bags.


And now
they just walked right in. Goddamn it.


No, wait. What am I gonna do here? I just
can’t go in there blasting. I mean, sure, they’re cops but I don’t know what
they want. I mean, maybe they’re not actually looking for me. They might just
be asking questions about Garner’s killing, looking around for witnesses and
shit. Yeah, that’s it. They’re just doing their routine legwork, asking if
anybody saw anything. Why, they’re prob’ly checking the whole building, not
just Linda’s place.


He
considered creeping up to the door and into the courtyard to see where they
were headed, but decided against it. No sense taking unnecessary chances. Linda’ll
know what to do if they come to her door. She always knows what to do.


He
remained frozen by the gaping van doors for another minute or two, breathing
hard through his mouth. Moments later, another car pulled up, then double-parked
behind that Dodge.


This
was a Caddy, a beautiful snowy white one like he always dreamed of having, but
the two guys who got out, well, they damn sure weren’t cops. They were wearing
ties and overcoats like the first two, but they were different somehow. The way
they were looking around with every step they took, it was like they were
expecting an ambush or something. It just didn’t look like the way cops acted.


In fact, from here they kinda look like —
like Mess’cans!


Mess’cans. Shit. Salazar’s boys? Are they?


How the fuck did they find out where we
were? Wait, maybe they’re not. Maybe they’re with those cops, some kinda
bigshot detectives or something. It did look like they were followin’ ‘em. But —
 but that Caddy damn sure ain’t no
cop ride.


Mess’cans. Ho-ly shit.


He
pretended to fiddle with the mattress, while they breezed by him like he wasn’t
there. From one of them, the taller one, he caught the whiff of cologne. They
paused by the open gate, gave a quick look around, then slipped inside, the
gate shutting behind them.
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The heavy knock
on the door startled Felina out of a Mexico daydream. It was more like the thud
of a closed fist rather than the rapping of knuckles. Almost immediately, it
was repeated.


Linda
was in the shower with the bathroom door closed, unaware. The trash bag lay on
the floor in the hall. Felina slid it into the closet by the front door.


“Wh-who
is it?” she said through the door.


“Police
officers. Open up.” Another couple of thuds.


Leaving
the chain lock on, she cracked the door wide enough to see the two men in
overcoats silhouetted in the dim hallway.


“Let’s
see some ID,” she said, trying to sound like the fear wasn’t right below the
surface.


The
badges came out, and she undid the chain. The men bulled their way in, shoving
past her, nearly knocking her to the floor.


“Hey!”
she cried. “You can’t —”


The big
one grabbed her blouse collar, tearing it as he threw her across the room. She
hit the floor at the base of the sofa.


“Ow!”
she yelled. “You motherfucker. Who the fuck do you think —”


He was
across the room astonishingly fast for a man of his great size. He pulled her
to her feet, then slapped her hard across the mouth. The low-pitched whack of his beefy paw on her
smooth, youthful face drew blood.


“Where
is it?” he asked.


”What?
Who are you? What the fuck is this?”


”I’m
not gonna ask you again,” the big man growled. “Now where is it?”


”Where
is what? I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”


Another
hard hand across the face, this one on the temple.


A cut
opened on the side of her left eye, as she lost her equilibrium for just a
moment. She was hurting. He grabbed a fistful of her soft black hair, yanking
her head back so that her body was arched backwards. He placed his foot up on
the couch, positioning his thigh right under her curved back.


“The
money, bitch. The fuckin’ money. You don’t tell me where it is, I snap your
spine over my knee. Last chance. What’s it gonna be?”


It was
gonna be an intact spine. “O-over there,” she whimpered, pointing to the
closet. “It’s over there.”


He held
her in that position, while he signaled to the other one, the younger one, to
check it out. The younger one went to the closet, retrieving the loaded trash
bag. Looking inside at all that money, all those bills, he allowed himself a
brief smile.


“This’s
it,” he said.


The big
one dropped Felina’s limp figure like it was a wet sandbag. Standing over her,
he looked even bigger, more menacing.


He
said, “You don’t even wanna think about what’s gonna happen to you if you try
to pull any shit.”


He
lifted her up and one-punched her into semi-consciousness. As she crumpled to
the floor, he heard the sound. The unmistakable deadly spit of a silencer.



 

≈≈≈



 

Joe Dunlap wheeled around, drawing his Magnum in one motion. He saw
the young detective in the doorway, facing him. Momentarily stunned, he watched
the younger man tumble forward to the floor, almost in a choreographed slow
motion. His arms reached outward, with the final knowledge of death imprinted
in horror on his face. He had gotten it in the back.


As he
fell, the source of the shot was now visible. A dark topcoat standing in the
doorway. And another one right beside him. His reflexes were about to return
the fire.


But
wait. The body on the floor. Is he dead?


No! He
can’t be.


Three
more spits in rapid succession found their mark in Dunlap’s lumbering body. The
Magnum flew from his hand, and he screamed in sharp pain. Everything started
draining away.


As he
was sucked down into some kind of giant, noisy hole, he could feel himself
using whatever instinct he had left to stagger toward the body of the younger
man on the floor. The spits kept coming from the automatic pistols, as they
blasted apart organs and arteries and teeth. Blood spattered everywhere,
smearing his overcoat, his hands, even his face, as part of his cheek was
ripped away. He found himself on the floor now, everything going dim, dimmer,
as he reached out for the corpse of the young man.


With
his final effort, Joe Dunlap moaned through the blood gurgling from his mouth, “Joey
… Joey …”
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Vega scooped up
the trash bag. The two Mexicans then rushed down the steps into the courtyard.
As they headed for the gate, Tomás, who had fallen behind a step or two,
stopped.


“Rafael,”
he said.


His
partner turned around just in front of the French fountain. A life-sized statue
atop the fountain’s center rose behind Vega’s chunky figure. It was an image of
Charlemagne holding a sword high in the air. The sword appeared to be pointing
directly up at the courtyard balcony outside Linda’s front door. From where
Tomás stood, Charlemagne appeared to be standing on Vega’s head.


“¡Vamonos, Tomás! We got no time for
this.” And then he saw the .22 semiautomatic pointed at him.


“No,
Rafael. You got no time. You got none left at all.”


“Hey,
what izzis? What —”


Tomás spoke
softly, in measured tones. “You wouldn’t listen, Ese. I tried to tell you. Chico won’t be running things no
more. The other boys and me, we’re not working for no cripple in a wheelchair.
But we would have worked for you. You coulda had it all, Ese. You coulda been
the jefe, un hombre de respeto.”


The
near-full moon reflected off the dark waters of the fountain, as it cast watery
ripples of light into Vega’s angry face and over Charlemagne’s powerful legs. Just beyond the fountain,
broad waving banana leaves cast wide, shimmering shadows across the rest of his
body. The rage in his eyes gave way to grotesque pain, as the silenced weapon
spit poison-tipped bullets into his gut and groin.


His
muscles went limp. Dropping the trash bag just before tumbling back into the
murky pool of the fountain, he barely made a splash. Tomás approached the pool
and put one more round into Vega’s temple.


The job
done, he detached the silencer, then re-holstered his automatic. He seized the
bag and opened the gate to the street, never even looking at Vega’s body as it
floated face down. In the morning, those waters would be red.
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Eddie Ryan
waited.


It seemed
like hours. The filmy sweat crawled over his whole body as he loomed in the
shadows of the van’s rear door. None of those guys had come out yet, making him
grow fearful of what might be happening.


Shit, if anything happened to Linda —
or shit, Felina! Goddamn, if anything happened to her …


But he
couldn’t’ve done anything, could he? I mean, what was he supposed to do? Just
go in there by himself blasting with his little .38 against four guys in
overcoats?


Shit, they mighta had machine guns or who
knows what.


With
each anxious minute, he suspected more and more that this all added up to very
bad news.


He just
knew he didn’t belong here, with all these motherfuckers coming out of the
woodwork looking to kill him. But, if only the goddam Dodgers hadn’t —


The
gate opened.


Eddie’s
head snapped up in time to see one man, the one with the cologne, coming out
into the street carrying the trash bag. Slowly, he drew the revolver from his
waistband.


Where’re the others? Where’re all them
other guys?


This sumbitch’s got my money!


The man
walked around the car behind Eddie’s van, over to the double-parked Cadillac.
As he reached for the driver’s side door, Eddie leaped from the shadows.


“Freeze,
motherfucker,” he cried, aiming the .38 with both hands at the man’s midsection.
He was only four or five feet away. “Drop the fucking bag or your ass is dead.”


The man
didn’t move. Eddie didn’t move. Or at least, he was trying not to. There was a
little quiver here and there, but the gun was stationary. “Drop it!” he shouted.
His voice was nearly drowned out by sirens approaching from the distance.


“Okay,
man,” replied the Mexican. “I drop it. Don’ shoot, okay? I drop it.”


“Drop —”
Eddie stopped in mid-sentence.


Right
then, with neck muscles bulging, the man flung the large bag at Eddie. It hit
the barrel of the revolver, knocking him off balance. His feet slipped from
under him, as he fell against the hood of the car. The man’s hand dove inside
his topcoat, emerging with a black angular pistol.


His
Mexican face, darkly handsome to begin with, broadened into a movie-star grin —
the kind that’s usually accented by soft-focus lighting and swelling violins.
This smile, however, was accompanied only by a crescendo of sirens, along with
the gun-metal gleam of his semiautomatic. At that moment, Eddie surrendered
totally to his own survival instincts, firing two shots. They were muted by the
sirens, now screaming right around the corner. He saw the man flung backward,
blood spurting from his chest, as a couple of fire engines roared up Burgundy
past St Louis.


Eddie
bent over the man. He was dead all right, no movement, glazed open eyes, blood
all over the cashmere. It was a cinch he couldn’t just leave the guy there in
the street, so he rolled him under the car that was parked right behind the van.


Then he
picked up the trash bag and ran, dragging it back into Linda’s building.


In the
courtyard, the body floated in the fountain. It bobbed in the small pool, as
though it were supposed to be there, like for effect. Rushing up the steps as
quickly as he could while lugging the trash bag, he burst into the apartment,
startling Felina and Linda, but he sure wasn’t ready for what he saw.


Two
corpses lay close by one another, their faces frozen in masks of twisted
horror. Ugly stains of their blood spattered dark red across the room — the
walls, the rug, the toppled furniture.


Felina,
just coming to, laid on the sofa in tears, patting a damp washcloth on the
great gashes over her eye and upper lip. Linda, who had heard none of the
silenced carnage from her shower stall in the closed bathroom, was hysterical,
a towel halfway wrapped around her. She was closest to the door, sitting in a
chair with her head in her hands.


Eddie
rushed to her first, throwing his arms around her, while she melted into them.


“Eddie,
Eddie,” she cried. Howling sobs smothered her words. He held her tighter,
caressing her temple with a soft hand. As he did so, Felina called to him in a
weak voice. He gave his sister a reassuring squeeze and went over to Felina on the
couch.


“Baby,
baby, baby.”


He
gathered her in his arms, taking the washcloth from her. He dabbed at her
wounds, wiping away some of the awful blood that nearly covered the left side
of her once-perfect face. “It’s gonna be all right, darlin’. They’re dead, all
of ‘em. We got the money. Y’hear me?
We got our money. All of it.” He smiled, then stroked her beautiful hair. “And
we’re goin’ to Mexico. Okay?”


Felina
managed a half-smile. “Oh, Eddie. It was terrible. I was … so afraid. I thought
he was gonna kill me. He hit me. So hard!”


She
whimpered out a few more tears, as he tightened his grip on her, rocking her
gently just as Linda used to do with him so many years ago.


He
looked over the bloody room and almost gagged. It looked like something out of
an R-rated movie, like Quentin Tarantino or somebody had just let his
imagination go crazy. Eddie couldn’t connect with those outer swamps where things
like this actually happen.


He did
know one thing, though. It wouldn’t be long before somebody found that guy in
the fountain, or the one under the car. There was no doubt that when they did,
he and Felina would have to be long gone.


He got
up and went to the trash bag. He drew out a handful of money packets, then
knelt by the chair where Linda sat. Her hysteria had subsided. Her dazed,
glassy eyes told the whole terrible tale.


“Sis,”
he murmured. “We gotta go. I’m leavin’ you this.” He pressed the money into her
limp hand. “For everything you’ve done, for putting yourself on the line for me
like you always did. I hate to — God, I hate to do this, leaving you here
with all this.” He swept the room with an arm gesture. “But I know you realize
that we gotta get out of here. I mean, the heat’ll be here any minute. Maybe
you c’n tell ‘em we went to Miami or someplace, to throw them off the track.”


“Sure,”
she mumbled. “Miami. Sure. Throw ‘em off the track.” Her eyes were still
transfixed in a gauzy gaze.


Eddie
got into the chair with her, while he continued to embrace her. She was half on
his lap, as he buried his face deep in her strawberry blonde hair, whispering, “I
love you, Sis. I love you so much. But we got to go.”


Still
holding the washcloth to her damaged face, Felina got up from the couch. Eddie
put his arm around her to help her up, then, dragging the trash bag with his
other hand, they started for the door.


Only
the odor stopped him cold after just a couple of steps. Felina knew it too.
They both flinched as their nostrils filled with the unmistakable odor of
Swisher Sweets.
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“Going
someplace, buddy boy?”


The
soft voice of Val Borden boomed through the room, as he stepped out of the
hallway darkness into the apartment. Eddie and Felina backed up, pushed by the
sight of the long-barreled revolver in Val’s hand.


Val
stepped over the body of the young detective into the living room.


“Well,
looky here,” he said, checking it all out. “Looks like y’all had one hell of a
little party here.” He looked back at Eddie and Felina, biting his lower lip. “Y’all
been having a good time without me? Hm?”


“How’d
you find us?” Eddie asked.


“Oh,
you can thank your sweetie here for that,” he replied. “I paid a little visit
to her mama today. Seems your little honey just had to call home yesterday to
tell mama that her li’l girl was safe and sound in New Orleans. So I just
hopped in my pickup and drove on over.” He chuckled, as he said, “Dumb bitch
even gave her the address. What’d you think, honey? Think your mama was gonna
write to you?”


Eddie
stared at her in complete disbelief. “What? Is he kidding? Did you really call
your mother? Well, did you?” He grabbed her shoulders and shook her until she
talked.


“Eddie,
please, she was so worried. I just wanted her to know we were all right. She
said she wouldn’t tell anybody.”


“I don’t
fucking believe this,” he said. “You told her where we were!”


The two
of them sputtered at each other a little more, while Val smiled. Then, he
looked over at Linda in the chair, naked against the towel.


“And
you, baby doll, you must be the sister.”


He
eased over next to her. With the gun still pointed at Eddie and Felina, he ran
a hand across her bare shoulder. She turned away.


“Val!”
said Eddie. “Leave her alone. She’s out of the picture.”


Val
continued stroking her skin and smirking.


“I
dunno, buddy boy. I think she’s pretty much in the picture, if you ask me.”
Then he stopped, having had his fill for the moment. He turned his attention
back to Eddie and Felina. “Okay, boys and girls. Show’s over. That garbage bag
in your hand, Eddie. ‘S’that the jack?”


Eddie
nodded.


”Set it
down, real easy-like,” Val said.


Eddie
complied and said, “Listen, Val, there’s no need to get violent about this. Just take my share and get
out.”


”You
mean like you took my girl and got out?”


”Hey!”
Felina spoke up. “He didn’t take me. I went with him. I wanted to get away from you, you fucking pig!”


He
reached out and slapped her with his left hand. She doubled over, yelping in pain, as Eddie
bent down to her side.


“The
bitch gets it, buddy boy. And you do, too. I can’t have you dropping the dime
on me to Salazar. Now back away
from that money.”


He
raised the gun into firing position. Linda leaped screaming from her chair, the
towel falling behind her. As she lunged into Val’s midsection, the gun went
off. The shrill crack boomed through the apartment. Val tried to extricate his
gun hand from Linda’s slackening body. She slid to the floor and immediately,
Eddie was on Val, knocking the gun free.


They
struggled until Eddie was able to land a solid right to Val’s jaw. He staggered
backward, as Eddie dove for the gun. Val recovered, then planted a kick in
Eddie’s chest just as he gained a grip on the gun. The weapon, shaken from his
hand, slid under the sofa.


Val
went for another kick, and Eddie ducked it just in time. Scrambling to regain
his balance, Eddie blocked a punch. He countered with one of his own and it
scored. He felt teeth loosen from its impact. He threw a hard right that landed
flush on Val’s nose, reeling him back. He punched his face again, then again,
as Val wobbled farther and farther back toward the front door. A blow to the
solar plexus bent him over in pain, while the final uppercut sent him flying
backward out the door, onto the balcony. He completely lost his balance,
back-tumbling into the wooden balcony railing. It gave way on impact and Val
plunged over the edge. His scream was silenced when he landed face-up on
Charlemagne’s upraised sword, impaled through the heart.


Eddie
stood there on the balcony looking down, breathing fast. Felina ran to his
side, gasping at the grim sight. She twined her arms around his waist.


They
rushed back inside. Eddie dropped to the floor by Linda’s side, but her blank,
upward stare told the story. He got a blanket off the couch to cover her nude body. He knelt by her in
shock, as Felina pulled at his sleeve.


“Come
on, Eddie,” she said. “Now. Someone’s called the cops already.”


He rose
slowly, his eyes still fixed on the horror of his sister’s corpse. Felina
continued tugging at him until he grabbed the trash bag.


The two
of them ran down into the street. Eddie opened the front door of the van, heaving
the bag inside. He was about to jump in himself, when Felina said, “Eddie,
look.”


She
motioned toward Val’s pickup, parked two spots up from the van.


“What
of it?” he asked.


”The
money, Eddie. Val’s share is in there. It’s gotta be.”


He
hesitated for a second. The cops were no doubt on their way at this very moment, since Val’s
gunshot could’ve been heard a mile away. They had to split.


But —
if Val’s share was in the truck …


He ran
up to the pickup. Through the window two canvas gym bags lay partially exposed on
the floor of the passenger side, beneath a blanket. He pulled out his revolver
and smashed the window with its heavy butt. Within seconds he hoisted the gym
bags out of the truck and ran back to the van.


They
climbed into the van, as he turned the key. It wouldn’t start up, so he turned
it again. Sirens rang loud and fierce in the distance. They grew close, closer.
He knew these weren’t fire engines.


He
turned the key again, and again the engine only whirred.


Start, goddammit. Start.


Felina
anxiously looked on, urging the engine to turn over.


Finally,
there was ignition. As he slammed it into Drive and jerked the van out of the
parking spot, they were rolling at last. Down one block to Rampart, a quick
right, where they were swallowed up in traffic.


Felina
tore into the gym bags. Bunches of banded money packets were stuffed inside.


“Bingo!”
she shouted. “Eddie, we got it! We got the whole thing.”


Eddie guided
the van up onto the westward Interstate, but the thrill of the money ricocheted
off him. Another million dollars could never chase away the nightmare he’d just
endured.


His
sweating subsided, and his breathing lightened up a little, but … but Linda was
still back there. Naked. And dead.


He
choked, blinking back tears.


Finally,
he spoke, “When we get out of town a little ways, we’ll stop and stash the rest
of the money like we was gonna do.”


“Oh,
Eddie,” Felina cried, “then, it’s Mexico. Mexico!”
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Rain pelted the
roof of the van, and turned the Interstate slick. The lights of Baton Rouge
appeared in the distance. A gas station loomed at the first exit for the
capital city.


“Let’s
pull in here,” Eddie said. “We need gas. Sign back there said a rest area’s a
couple of miles up the road. We’ll stop there and finish stashing the money.”


He
edged the van up to the regular pump and filled it up. After paying, he came
back to the passenger side window. He spoke to Felina in a raised voice over
the heavy rain.


“I’ll
be right back. I gotta take a leak.”


The
tiny men’s room stank. The light bulb over the sink couldn’t’ve been more than
twenty-five watts, if that. Rather than illuminate anything, it only threw a
gray film over the walls and floor. 
Eddie could hardly see as he stepped into a puddle.


Just as
he moved in front of the urinal and reached for his fly, the door opened.


Shit,
why couldn’t he have locked the door? He hated being in these tiny shithouses
with other guys. You never know what kinda —


The man
entered. He came up close behind Eddie, casting his own wide shadow over the
immediate area. The man’s long breaths tingled the back of Eddie’s neck,
unnerving him. He steeled himself for some kind of queer proposition or
something.


Finally,
the man said in a hushed voice, “Lowell?”


Eddie
spun around. In the half-light, he faced a stocky man, somewhere in his
forties, with a crewcut perched above dead eyes. Eddie’d never seen him before.


Or,
wait, had he?


“Who’re
you?” he asked.


The man
said in a soft voice, which Eddie recognized as carrying an East Texas accent,
“Mr. Kilgore sends his greetings, and his apologies for the mix-up the other
night.”


His arm
moved swiftly in an underhand thrust, jamming the knife hard into Eddie’s
stomach. With a quick upward push, the big blade sliced its way into his heart.
Eddie was dead before his body hit the puddle of piss on the floor. The man
wiped off the knife and left, climbing into the waiting iron-gray Jaguar
outside.
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“Where in Mexico
will you be traveling to, señorita?” asked the uniformed immigration officer.


“Acapulco.”


Felina
breathed the word as softly as the rain that tapped the van’s windshield there
at the Brownsville/Matamoros border crossing.


The way
she said it, well, it meant a lot more than the name of an unabashed tourist
trap. It whispered her dreams of another world, of escape from bitter memories
of a barefoot childhood, of life on the softer side.


It
hinted of a place that would welcome her as a real woman, not as the overheated
fantasy figure of her ragged past. It told of a beautiful future on white sun-drenched
beaches against a silvery sea, where la tristeza, the sadness of life, existed
only in the close, shimmering harmonies of the Mariachis. It spilled the secrets she never told, yielded the
pleasures she never knew, promised the cloudless days that for her had existed
only in rumor.


Now
that she had the entire take, and her mother by her side, it would all come
true.
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ONE



 

March, 1991



 

I got back to Key
West on the day Aldo Ray died.


This kid sitting next to me on the bus
had one of those old transistor radios, and the news crackled out of it
somewhere south of Miami. The big C got him, it said.


Ray was one of my favorite Hollywood
tough guys. Like myself, he was powerfully built, with a harsh, scratchy voice,
cutting a bearish figure on the big screen. But he had a well-hidden,
squishy-soft center, which usually meant big trouble for the characters he
portrayed.


As the Greyhound made its way down the
Keys that morning, I gazed out at the hot, lazy island hamlets, thinking about
Ray and about what I had to do.


And there could be no room for
squishiness.



 

≈≈≈



 

We lumbered into
the downtown Key West terminal. I stepped off the air-cooled bus into the
steamy embrace of the thick humidity I remembered from long ago. I started
sweating right away. As I took a full stretch, my bones creaked and cracked,
and I frowned.


Three days on a bus gives you the
creaky bones.


Three years in the joint gives you the
frown.


The passengers stood around: an
odds-and-ends collection of smelly backpackers, Jap tourists here on the cheap,
plus a couple of scowling Miami jigs — low-grade street types draped in
gold, probably down here to make a dope drop.


As soon as the driver pulled the bags
out of the belly of the bus, I snatched mine and headed across the small
parking lot for a little rooming house nearby on Angela Street. It wasn’t even
a two-minute walk, but by the time I got there, splotches of sweat had stained
the front and back of my guayabera.


Welcome home, pal.


Inside, I signed the register, then paid the
deposit. I paused for just a moment, looking at my signature. "Don Roy
Doyle," it read. That was the first time in a long time that I’d written
my name for anything other than prison shit.


Before my frown dissolved at this liberating
thought, I remembered what got me sent up in the first place.


The clerk pushed me the key. I headed upstairs
with more than a little snap in my step. Slipping the key into the lock, I gave
it a turn. Then I stepped back just a shade.


I cracked the door a couple of inches, but I didn’t
push it all the way in. Instead, I closed it again, then reopened it. Opening
my own door. With my own key. How long had it been?


The room was boiling. I flipped the AC on high,
then peeled off my clothes. With nobody around.


By normal standards, I’m sure it was just an
average-sized room, but compared to my Nevada cell, it seemed gigantic. It was
a lot more space and a far better view than I’d been used to, and it was all
mine.


Smiling, I turned the light on and off a few
times, watching the bulb react to my switch-clicking. Then I moved to the
center of the room where I stretched my arms out as far as they would go. I
turned a couple of complete three-sixties without touching anything.


With those luxuries under my belt, I checked out
the rack. It was huge, compared to the little slab I’d slept on for years. I
hadn’t had my feet up in three days and sweet sleep was calling me.


I didn’t even pull back the covers.



 

≈≈≈



 

I came to at twilight. The
humming AC cooled the room to perfection. I felt rested for the first time
since I left Nevada. I took a long, warm shower in wonderful solitude, without
worrying about anyone trying to fuck with me.


Afterward, I pulled a fresh guayabera and a clean
pair of cotton pants out of my bag. I could wear what I wanted now, so I took
my own sweet time getting dressed.


With my brushed-back hair still wet, I headed down
the stairs, out into the warm night. Man, I felt great.


And now, it was showtime.








 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

TWO



 

First stop, Sullivan’s.


Right in the heart of Duval Street, Key West’s
main drag. It was still happening, still the Keys’ hottest Irish pub, packed
with tourists and fancy-assed locals, slamming back the whiskey and cold brew
as fast as it could be poured.


Not my kind of place, but so what.


People crammed the tables along the wall opposite
the bar, wanting to feel the music coming from the high-energy piano player in
the window. No Irish folk songs here, only hard-driving rock & roll.
Dancers filled the aisle down the center.


The AC blew full bore, but it was no use in this
crowd. Hairdos, which earlier in the evening had poofed up perfectly in the
mirror at home, now hung limp over sweaty foreheads.


Almost buried in the racket, the continuous
ringing of the cash register bled through. Nothing had changed in three years.


I shoved my way to the rear of the club where I
spotted him in his usual seat in the far corner. There were a couple of others
at the table with him, including a cooing brunette, not his wife, running long
manicured fingers through his hair. She had his total attention, so he didn’t
see me until I was right up on him.


"Hello, Sully," I said, disregarding the
others.


It startled him.


I sat down without being invited while I waited
for him to say something. Finally, he gathered himself.


"Don Roy! Well, son of a gun! When’d you get
back?" He stuck out his hand.


I shook it, raising my voice to be heard above the
music. "Fresh out. Just got in today."


My eyes scanned the room, taking in the frenzied
activity. 


"Looks like things have gone pretty well
since I’ve been gone. Real well." His nod said they did.


Sully didn’t look like he’d changed any at all. He
hadn’t added any weight to his slender frame, while his well-preserved boyish
face showed dollar-green eyes, still cold and indifferent.


We looked at each other for a second. Then I said,
"Let’s go upstairs for a minute." I picked up a napkin from the table
and wiped sweat off my neck and forehead.


The piano player kicked off a Jerry Lee Lewis tune
as Sully excused himself. We got up from the table, heading for the back steps
to the office.


The office.


It was more like Sully’s tribute to himself. Quiet
lighting and tasteful furniture were upstaged by dozens of photos on the walls.
Tacky framed pictures of Sully with his arm around various VIPs reminded
visitors of his respectability. Most were taken during his ten years in Key
West, but a few offered glimmers into his New Orleans past.


There he is with rogue governor Edwin Edwards.


Here’s one with aging mobster Carlos Marcello.


Over here, he’s getting the bear hug from Al Hirt,
while French Quarter emperor AJ Frechette looks on.


I had to admit, not bad for a tough New Orleans
Irish Channel kid named Frankie Sullivan, who started from zero.


Now, according to this fancy-looking Chamber of
Commerce certificate decorating the wall above his desk, his grifter days are
behind him. The Chamber conveniently forgot to include in that certificate that
he came here a few years ago on the lam, and now he’s Mister Francis X
Sullivan, solid citizen and dispenser of good times to those who count here on
this island at the end of the road.


He moved around behind the desk and sat in the big
chair. Even though he was a little guy, he seemed to fill it up. I took the
seat in front. The desk was big, too big, made of dark wood. Great Balls of
Fire was only faintly audible from downstairs.


"So, you look good," he said uneasily.
"You’ve slimmed down a little."


"Prison’ll do that."


"A little gray around the temples, too,
huh?" He fingered his temples, saying, "Yeah, we’re getting to that
age, you know. I’ll be forty-six next time. You and me, we’re about the same
age, right?"


His hair was still brown all over, with glints of
red reflecting in the office light.


"I just turned forty." I didn’t like
saying that.


He reached into a desk drawer for a fresh pack of
cigarettes. I could tell he was trying not to notice that I never took my eyes
off him, off his every movement. He slowly stripped off the cellophane top,
then shook a few partway out of the package and held it out toward me.


"No, thanks," I said. "I quit right
after I got locked up."


"You quit? Hey, way to go. I wish I could do
it. Was it hard?"


"Cigarettes are like money in there. It’s
like smoking dollar bills."


"Really?"


"No point to it. When I looked at it like
that, it made quitting a lot easier."


He nodded and stuck one between his lips.


"Listen, boyo, I was real sorry to hear about
your mom. She was a great lady."


I looked away. "At least she didn’t suffer
much."


"Thank God. We should all be so lucky. Too
bad it happened after you went away. She’s in heaven right now, I know."


He flicked his gold lighter. The flame licked the
tip of the cigarette, then he pulled in the first drag, a deep inhale. He let
out the smoke in a thin, gray curl toward the ceiling. For just a split second,
I thought about having one, it looked so good.


I wanted to move on to something else. He picked
up on it.


"Man, we just had the biggest St Paddy’s day
ever. You shoulda been here. The town was mobbed with tourists and the Irish
ambassador himself was here from Washington. Miami TV was here to cover it. BK
was here — oh, did you know, he’s the mayor now after taking over from
his daddy? Like, who didn’t see that coming, right? Anyway, all the local
bigshots showed up."


He leaned back, drawing again on his cigarette. He
blew a perfect smoke ring to celebrate this big event. He looked like he was
finished with this story, but then he added, "We took in thirteen
grand!"


That wasn’t what I wanted to talk about, either.


I saw the Bushmill’s bottle on the shelf to my
left, along with several rocks glasses lined up around it. I reached for it,
then poured a shot into one of the glasses.


I gently sipped the magic fluid, pushing back the
temptation to chug it. My first taste of Irish whiskey in three years. It was
the good stuff: single malt, ten years old. It went down slow and warm.


For just a moment, I remembered back to when I was
a teenager, watching my grandfather drinking this stuff from a private stash.
He and my grandmother didn’t have much money, but he’d sometimes manage to save
up enough to buy a bottle of the single malt, then he’d squirrel it away so she
wouldn’t find it. He used to tell me about one of our ancestors — I
forget which one — who was a bigshot at the Bushmill’s distillery over in
Ireland way back when.


I almost smiled.


"Thirteen grand’s pretty strong, Sully."


"Damn right it is. And it’s gonna get
stronger. I’m thinkin’ of opening another Sullivan’s up in South Beach. And get
this. I got an angle to move into Cuba when they open things up down there.
Should be pretty soon now."


"Cuba?"


"Oh, man. It’s gonna be great. Castro’ll be
history by the end of the year, you know, now that the Soviet Union is no more.
The Russians are gone, so he’s on his way out. And when he goes, things are
gonna explode here."


"You think so?"


"Well, you know they don’t have shit down
there right now. There’s all kinds of shortages all over the damn place. And
the infrastructure? Forget it. They won’t be able to accommodate a lot of
tourists for quite a while because they need everything."


"Everything?"


"Damn right. They need telephones, gasoline,
good hotels, fucking toilet paper, the whole ball of wax. Paved roads, every
goddamn thing."


"Really."


"No shit. It’s gonna be years before they’re
really ready for the huge number of Americans who want to go there. And until
then, a lot of people are gonna stay here and in Miami, in real hotels, and
just take short day trips to Cuba. Man, this is where it’s at right now."


"You said you’re working an angle to move
down there?"


"I can’t tell you about it now, cause it’s
still in the planning stages, but the deal kind of involves BK."


"What’s BK got to do with it?"


"Well … I can’t really say anything just yet,
but he’s behind it."


"Sounds like you’ve got big plans,
Sully."


I sipped slowly at the Irish whiskey.


"Expansion," he said. "That’s what
it’s all about. Hey, man, you got to move up or move out. This is the nineties,
you know?"


This was only 1991, but I was already tired of
hearing people say, "This is the nineties." The way they said it, I
don’t know, it was like it excused any type of idiotic behavior or off-the-wall
attitude. Hey, I know I’m an asshole, but so what! This is the nineties!


I hated it.


They’d even picked up on it in the joint. It
looked like I was in for another nine years of it, but I swear, if I heard even
one more person say it …


"So, uh, what’re you gonna do now? I mean,
now that you’re back."


I took another sip without taking my eyes off him.
"You know what I want."


He paused and looked at his cigarette, but he didn’t
flinch.


"Sure, I know what you want. You want about
two hundred thousand that you think you’ve got coming to you from our Vegas
swindle."


"Think
I’ve got coming to me? Think I’ve got
coming? I don’t think anything. I know
we got nearly a half a million from it. Take out our planning costs, including
the fake diamonds, and that leaves about two hundred K apiece."


He leaned forward in his chair and looked straight
at me. Then he said in a voice as cold as his eyes, "Yes, it does. But let
me tell you something, boyo. There is no money."


The Bushmill’s suddenly ignited in my stomach.


"What do you mean, there is no money?


"I mean, it’s not here. I invested it. My
share, too!"


"Invested it? What the fuck are you talking
about?"


"I’m telling you straight. I washed it
through the club and then, you know, I gave it to a legit guy, an investment
counselor up in Miami, and he put it to work for us in straight-up investments.
Like these groups that invest in apartment complexes and office buildings and
shit."


"Office buildings? You’re telling me my money
wound up in some fucking office building somewhere?"


"It went into a tax-sheltered corporation
with a bunch of other people’s money. It’s like an investment. Look at it as
planning for your retirement. I can’t have that kind of cash just lying around
here. This way, you actually own part of these properties. I think he said
there’s one up in North Carolina, and another one somewhere near Houston … or
was it Dallas?"


He gazed off toward the ceiling while he dragged
another deep one on his cigarette.


Now it was my turn to lean forward. I did, all the
way across the desk. I opened my mouth, then pulled back my cheek, showing an
empty space where quite a few back teeth used to be.


"Look at this, motherfucker! Are you telling
me that I fought off niggers and Mexicans for three years so I could come back
and hear this bullshit?"


"Hey, I know it was tough for you. But don’t
forget, I took a big chance. When we got ratted out, you may have taken the
fall, but I snuffed the rat. A capital offense, in case you’ve forgotten."


I swept my arm hard across his desk. His fancy pen
holder, his desk calendar, his telephone, the picture of his wife, it all went
flying across the room.


"Fuck that! You think I did that bit so you
could sit around here on your skinny little ass hauling in dough night after
night? All I understand is that my cut is in someone else’s pocket! Probably
yours. Now cough it up!"


He stayed cool. "Hey, my man! I don’t have
your money. I told you, it’s all tied up. You can’t get to it. And neither can
I."


He took a slow drag off his dwindling cigarette,
examining the tip as he brought it down from his mouth.


"I want you to think back, Don Roy. Remember,
after you left Key West, you scrounged around Vegas for what — two or
three years — working these nickel-dime mail order scams and other
bullshit routines. You were nowhere till we pulled that diamond sting."


My voice barely contained my rage. "And I was
the one who took down the mark."


"I’m the one who set that score up,
and it took me, like, six or seven months. This was the take of a lifetime,
boyo! What do you think, I’m gonna turn over two hundred dimes in cash to you
in a brown paper bag so you can run around buying cars and shit? I’m protecting
us, you understand? Now if you got a problem with that, take it up with the
investment counselor."


He went back to his cigarette.


When it came to brass balls, I had to hand it to
him. Here I was twice his size, plenty hot, and ready to tear him apart. But he
was still jacking with me.


I reached across the desk, grabbing him by his
silk shirt.


"Open the safe."


"Hey, what —"


"Open the fucking safe!"


I poised a big fist in front of his face. I saw
the beginnings of a quiver. About time.


He got up. I led him by the shirt over to the
safe. He opened it, revealing a wad of cash in there, what looked like about
seven or eight grand, along with a couple of passports. I took the cash.


"Hey, wait a second! That’s —"


"Let’s call this the vig," I hissed,
shoving him up against the wall. I got right in his face.


"Today’s Wednesday. You got one week to come
up with my money, the full load. You better know I mean business, Sully. You
don’t deliver and a couple of Cubans are gonna come calling on you one night,
and the next morning you’re in the fucking breakfast sausage up in Little
Havana. Got it?"


He got it. His fear-filled eyes said so. No more
of his cockiness.


"Y-yeah, Don Roy. I got it. You’ll get the
money. You’ll get it."


I finally released his shirt with one final push.
His back hit the wall.


"Remember, the full load by next Wednesday,
or else. And no bullshit stories."


I headed downstairs, out the back door.


The night was still warm but no longer hot. It
felt good. Back here behind the building, the Duval Street racket was muffled.


I reached under my guayabera, fingering the scar
on my side. I thought about the nigger who shanked me two years ago because I
turned the channel on the rec room TV. That’s how they do it in there. No
warning, no nothing. The minute I turned off his cartoons, he came up behind me
and let me have it.


I dropped him in secret last week, just a couple
of days before I got processed out.


I had one more stop to make. I decided I would
make it, then go back to my nice cool room to watch TV.


Whatever shows I wanted.
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It's been a long time since I sat down and wrote my first word of fiction.
But that word would never have been written, nor any of the ones that followed
it, had it not been for the urgings of Marda Burton, New Orleans writer. It was
Marda who convinced me that I could fill up hundreds of pages with made-up
stuff, and somehow make it all sound like a real story. Her influence was so
strong that all these years later, I can draw a straight line from this novel
all the way back to her.


Morgan St James made invaluable contributions to this work. As my beta
reader, she found things I never could have spotted, first by reading it on her
own, then by reading it aloud with me. Without Morgan, this novel would not
have the shape it has today. I owe her big time.


I became a better writer by belonging to the Casa Marina Group and the
Henderson Writers Group, critique groups of Key West and Las Vegas,
respectively. Their many sharp eyes and ears provided exactly the fresh look
that every novel requires in its early stages.


There's a guy out there somewhere who came into the Landmark Hotel piano
bar on Bourbon Street one night many years ago. I never knew his name, nor did
I ever meet him. He looked like a young Jack Palance, only without the swagger.
He tried hard to impress the girl he was with, but she only yawned, turning him
away at every opportunity. The guy just didn't have it, but for some reason,
his memory stayed with me, so much so that when it came time to write this book
years later, he became the inspiration for Eddie Ryan.


Finally, I owe a debt of gratitude to the late, and very great Marty
Robbins, whose timeless classic song, El
Paso, gave me two standout lines which formed the basis for this entire
novel.
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author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events,
locales, or persons, living or dead, is unintended and entirely coincidental.
All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without
permission in writing from Mike Dennis.
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