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House of the Rising Sun



CHAPTER ONE


Ray Shane turned around and found a gun stuck in his face. The muzzle was a black hole the size of an ashtray, barely a foot from his nose. Somewhere at the other end of the barrel a voice whispered, “Don’t move, motherfucker.”
Ray had been working the front door of a place called The House of the Rising Sun, a mob-owned strip joint on the ground floor of an old four-story hotel in the French Quarter. That was the legal part of the business. What happened on the other three floors was… less legal.
Normally, Ray didn’t even work the front door. He had only been filling in for the regular doorman, a pimply faced Mexican kid named Hector who asked Ray to cover for him while he went to take a leak. Ray had entertained himself during Hector’s absence by chain-smoking Lucky Strikes and watching the freak show flowing past him on Bourbon Street.
Halloween night brought out all the weirdos, but it was late and the crowd was thinning. Most of the tourists had reached their limit and called it a night. The only ones left were kids too dumb to know when to quit and hard-core drunks who couldn’t.
After playing doorman for twenty minutes, Ray had checked his watch and saw it was just past three a.m. He pulled a walkie-talkie from his back pocket and called Hector. When the kid didn’t answer, Ray figured he was probably hanging out by the stage, gawking at the strippers.
One more cigarette. That’s how much time Ray had decided to give Hector. Standing on the sidewalk, he lit another Lucky Strike, breathed in a lungful of smoke, then closed his eyes and rubbed a hand over his face. He was so tired he was having trouble staying awake. Just three more hours. Then he could go home and crash.
Leaning against one of the metal poles holding up the cloth awning over the front door, Ray saw a guy pass by on the street dressed like a hot dog. His partner-Ray couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman-was covered from head to toe in a foam rubber bun.
Hector’s time was up. Ray took one last drag, then flicked the butt into the street. He turned toward the door.
That’s when he found the gun stuck in his face. The muzzle twelve inches from his nose. He still had the walkie-talkie in his hand.
Ray couldn’t see the face behind the gun because his eyes refused to move from that big black hole. It was too big for a 9mm, had to be a. 40 caliber, maybe even a. 45. The gun was a stainless-steel semiauto, probably a Smith amp; Wesson. It wasn’t the first time Ray had had a gun stuck in his face, but it wasn’t something you got used to with practice.
“Drop the radio,” the voice said.
Ray forced his eyes to move past the big pistol, back to the hand holding it. A white hand with a spiderweb tattoo covering the back.
The thumb cocked the hammer. “Drop it.”
The walkie-talkie slipped from Ray’s fingers and crashed onto the sidewalk. Something moved to his left. Out of the corner of his eye he saw someone step up to the heavy wooden front door and pull it open.
The voice behind the gun said, “Inside.”
There was no face behind the gun, just a rubber mask shaped like a skull with a pair of bloodshot eyes showing through two holes. Inside the mouth slit, Ray saw two lips and a set of bad teeth. As the muzzle of the big pistol poked Ray in the forehead, the skull said, “Now.”
Carefully, Ray took a step toward the door, his hands up at shoulder height, fingers spread, wanting these guys to understand that he wasn’t a threat. The guy next to the door wore a gorilla mask framed with thick black fur. He carried a sawed-off shotgun in his hands. An old double-barrel, cut off even with the wooden fore end, the stock chopped down to form a pistol grip and wrapped in black tape.
Two more assholes stood beside the skull, both wearing plastic masks, the kind with a rubber band that went around the back of the head to keep them in place. George Bush and a vampire. Each of them carried a pistol in one hand and a canvas gym bag in the other. Ray stepped through the door first, the skull with the bad teeth right behind him, keeping the muzzle of his Smith jammed against the back of Ray’s head. The other three trailed in. The door swung closed behind them and cut off the light from the street lamps outside.
The first floor housed the bar and strip club, the stage directly opposite the door so that people passing on the street could get a peek at what they were missing. From the speakers, Jonny Lang’s voice sang “Lie To Me” while a naked girl danced across the stage, hips grinding to the beat. Maybe forty people in the room, almost all men, everyone focused on the stage.
A hand on Ray’s shoulder spun him to the right, toward the stairwell. At the foot of the stairs, next to the bar, stood an empty wooden bar stool. That was where Ray spent most of his time, sitting on his ass, smoking cigarettes and drinking the club’s cheap whiskey, keeping the riffraff from going upstairs. For the last twenty-five minutes, ever since Hector went to take a leak, the stool had been empty.
The skull stepped in real close behind Ray and lowered his pistol, pressing the muzzle against the base of Ray’s spine. No one looked at them as they crossed the room. The stairs went up half a flight to a landing, then turned around before going up to the second floor. Ray crept up the steps, feeling the gun in his back. When they got to the mid-floor landing, he said, “You sure you know what you’re doing? You know who owns this place?”
“Shut up and walk.”
“You’re not the first guy to pull a gun on me. I just want you to think about it. You can still walk away, no hard feelings.”
The pistol jabbed hard, making Ray wince. “I said shut up,” the skull hissed.
“What’s he saying?” the vampire asked.
“Nothing,” the skull said. “Just stick to the plan.”
At the top of the stairs Ray felt another tug on his shoulder that spun him to the right. “This way,” the skull said as he pushed Ray toward the money cage built into the back right-hand corner.
The second-floor casino was about 10,000 square feet. A bar ran along the right-hand wall directly above the one on the first floor. The rest of the room was crammed with gambling tables-craps, roulette, blackjack, and poker. Every table was packed, the players tossing their chips and cash around, trying to keep a hot streak alive or turn a cold one around. There was urgency in the air. In less than an hour the House was closing for the night. Everyone was so busy trying to win their money back or add to their winnings that no one had time to look at five guys strolling toward the money cage.
Even the two drunks perched at the end of the bar didn’t look up as Ray and the four masked gunmen passed behind them. On the other side of the bar, the door to the storeroom stood open, the bartender’s back visible as he bent over to pick something up.
Ray did some quick mental math. The nightly take from all three floors was usually somewhere around a hundred grand. At this time of night, almost all of that cash, less what was still out on the tables and at the bars, was in the counting room behind the money cage. Even the money from the whorehouse upstairs was in there because every couple of hours someone walked the third-floor take down to the counting room just to be safe.
If you had the guts-and the guys in the masks had already shown they had guts-this kind of job beat the hell out of knocking off a 7-Eleven for fifty bucks. But nobody had to die. Let them take the money and go. The last thing Ray wanted was a Wild West shoot-out.
“When we get there,” the man whispered in Ray’s ear, “tell the girl to open the door.”
Ray nodded. Nobody has to die.
The money cage wasn’t really a cage, but a chest-high wooden counter with wire mesh running from the top of the counter to the ceiling. There were two openings in the wire, each the size of a toaster. It was through them that money passed back and forth to the players. At the end of the counter, separating it from the wall, stood a locked gate made of the same wire mesh. The gate was the only way in or out of the money cage.
In the back wall of the cage was a solid wooden door that led into the counting room. The door had a peephole and a dead bolt, but Ray knew it wasn’t locked because the girls at the counter were always in and out of the counting room carrying trays of money.
The House wasn’t fitted with the elaborate security setup found in legal casinos. The owners had their own special security arrangements. It was simple, nobody had the balls to fuck with them. Only somebody forgot to tell Mr. Skull and his friends that you didn’t try to take down a mob joint.
One girl was working the cage, cashing in chips for a player. She had cat whiskers drawn on her face and a pair of cat ears on her head. She was young and pretty. Ray couldn’t remember her name. Bobby was inside the cage next to the girl, leaning against the counter, drooling over her and ignoring everything else. Bobby was twentysomething and big. He was built like a wrestler and didn’t mind letting people know how tough he was. Ray knew there was a sawed-off pump-action shotgun with a pistol grip clamped to the wall inside the cage just under the counter. He hoped Bobby wasn’t stupid enough to reach for it.
As he neared the cage, Ray caught the tail end of a joke Bobby was telling the girl. “… so the old Jew comedian says, ‘You think you got problems. My shtick hasn’t worked in years.’”
The girl ignored him and finished cashing in the player’s chips.
The skull shoved Ray the last couple of feet. Off balance, he stumbled forward and had to grab the counter to keep from falling. The girl looked up at him. “Been celebrating?”
He shook his head. “Open up. I need to check on something.”
Turning toward the locked gate, she hesitated and gave Ray a curious look. He could read her face. It was an unusual time for him to be here. He always stayed out of the counting room until after the House closed and all the customers were out. The girl shot a look at the men with the masks. Then she glanced back at Ray. “It’s Halloween, how come you’re not dressed up?”
Ray didn’t answer.
“Party pooper,” she said as she twisted the knob.
“Wait!” Bobby said, finally roused from his stupor. But it was too late.
The skull pushed Ray through the door so hard he stumbled into the girl. She screamed, and Ray had to grab her to keep her from falling. Bobby was stunned into inaction for a moment. Then he turned and clawed for the pump scattergun. Bobby was big but slow. Skull lunged across the open space between them and clubbed Bobby on the head like a baby seal. He went down hard and didn’t move.
Skull, Bush, and Vampire rushed into the counting room. The gorilla stayed in the cage, his back to the gate, shotgun leveled at Ray and the girl. She pushed away from Ray and stared at him, challenging him with her eyes. “Aren’t you going to do something?”
Ray shrugged. “Like what?”
“Stop them.”
He nodded toward the gorilla with the sawed-off. “How?”
She looked at Ray for a second, then shook her head in disgust. Turning to the gorilla, she said, “You guys are dead. You know that?”
The gorilla didn’t say anything.
Ray heard shouting from inside the counting room, then the sound of someone getting smacked with a pistol. A player showed up at the cage and stuck a cupful of chips inside the opening. He seemed confused when no one moved to help him, but then he looked at the gorilla with the shotgun and backed away, raising his hands in surrender and leaving his cup of chips on the counter.
More shouting from inside, another smack. This time it sounded like someone fell to the floor. Then the skull’s voice yelling, “Hurry up!”
People were starting to take notice. At least a dozen players and several dealers had stopped what they were doing and stood staring at the cage. The gorilla’s head swiveled back and forth, glancing out at the casino floor, then at Ray, then at the counting room door. Even though Ray couldn’t see his face, he knew the guy was scared.
It seemed like an hour, but was probably more like sixty seconds, before Ray heard thudding footsteps and saw all three gunmen rush out of the counting room. The skull carried nothing but his big automatic while the other two carried their pistols and lugged the gym bags, bulging now with what Ray knew was cash.
Skull nodded toward the cage door and the other three went out, the gorilla with the sawed-off taking the lead. Ray didn’t move. He hoped they didn’t need him anymore. The skull dashed that hope by pointing the Smith amp; Wesson at him, the muzzle about two feet from Ray’s face. “Move,” he said, then jerked the barrel toward the cage door.
As Ray took a step, a hand grabbed his shirt and bent him backward. Again, the gun was pressed against the back of his head as the skull prodded him through the door. There was a lot of murmuring from the crowd. Glancing at the casino floor, Ray saw that all the gambling had stopped. Everyone was staring at the cage.
The other three masked goons stood just outside the cage, their backs against the counter, guns aimed at the crowd. Skull pushed Ray past the gorilla holding the shotgun and kept going, using Ray as a shield. The others fell in behind as they headed for the stairs.
Halfway down, Ray stumbled. A hard pull on the back of his shirt kept him from falling. “Slow down,” the skull breathed in his ear. Ray kept thinking, Nobody has to die. Just let these motherfuckers get out of here and everything will be okay.
At the bottom of the stairs, the end of the bar was just to Ray’s right, the front door about thirty feet ahead and to the left. Ray glanced out across the room. It looked like no one down here had a clue what was going on. All the customers were still staring at the stage, where a second girl had joined the first. The two dancers were oiled up and rubbing their breasts together.
Ray looked at the door. Thirty feet to go and these guys would be out of here. He took a couple of steps forward with the guy in the skull mask shuffling along behind him and hanging on to Ray’s shirt, his pistol still pressed against Ray’s head.
Behind the bar, the storeroom door flew open and banged against the wall. Ray spun toward it and saw Peter Messina step through the door carrying a bottle of champagne in one hand and two glasses in the other. He wore jeans and a T-shirt, a white apron hanging from his neck.
Peter nodded to Ray and took a step toward the lift gate at the end of the bar. “How you doing, Ray?” he said. Then he froze and stared at the gun behind Ray’s head.
Ray spoke calmly. “It’s okay, Pete, everything’s-”
The bottle of champagne slipped from Pete’s fingers and exploded on the floor. Ray tried to turn around but got stiff-armed. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the guy in the gorilla mask step off the stairs, saw the shotgun come up, the twin barrels pointing across the bar. He wanted to tell the guy not to worry. Pete looked like an adult. Twenty years old, but he had the mind of a child. He wasn’t a threat. Ray’s mind screamed, Nobody has to die! But when he opened his mouth, the roar of the shotgun cut him off. Most of the blast hit Pete in the face, arching him back like a gymnast doing a backward somersault. He hit the floor hard. Not even a dead-cat bounce. Not even a twitch.
Screams. Some of the customers jumped to their feet, some dove to the floor. Ray glanced up at the stage. One of the dancers was bent over, looking at blood pouring out of a hole in her thigh. Something heavy cracked against the top of Ray’s head, and he dropped to his knees. Dazed, but still looking at the stage, Ray saw the dancer with the hole in her leg collapse onto her ass. The other girl knelt beside her and cradled her head like a lover.
Sound was muffled, but Ray heard the skull yelling something. Then a foot in his back shoved Ray facedown onto the floor. He heard another blast as the guy with the sawed-off let go with his second shot. From the corner of his eye, Ray saw the twin barrels aimed at the ceiling. Glass from the colored track lights hit the floor. Then there was more screaming. At least the big gun was empty.
There was a dull pop just above Ray’s head. Heat seared the back of his neck as something smacked into the wooden floor next to his face. He could barely focus his eyes, but he was still able to see four pairs of feet rush past him on their way out the door.
Although he was glad they were finally gone, all Ray could really concentrate on was how badly he needed a cigarette. As he remembered the half-full pack of Lucky Strikes in his shirt pocket, he slid his hand along the floor trying to reach it, but he was just too tired. Something warm dripped into his left eye.



CHAPTER TWO


“Are you fucking kiddin’ me?” Tony Zello screamed, nose to nose with Ray, spit spraying across Ray’s face.
They stood in the storeroom behind the second-floor bar. Tony and his boy Rocco had dragged Ray up the stairs and shoved him into the storeroom as soon as the four armed robbers left. Tony wanted to find out firsthand what had happened. So far he had not liked what he had heard.
“Let me get this straight,” Tony said. “Four guys waltz in here with guns, rob us blind, kill Vincent’s son, and all you did was lay down like a bitch?” Looking disgusted, Tony turned away and pressed the heels of both hands into his eyes as if he were trying to keep them from popping out.
Then he spun back around and threw a punch. Ray tried to duck but he wasn’t quick enough. Tony’s fist caught him just above the left eye and bounced his head off the wall.
Tony stared at Ray and flexed his right hand. “Is that how you acted when you was in the joint? I bet you just bent over and took it up the ass, didn’t you?”
Ray looked back and forth between Tony and Rocco, biting back the rage that welled up inside him. He wasn’t going to provoke Tony, not here. Tony stood in front of him in his charcoal-gray, hand-stitched Italian silk suit, wearing it over a cream-colored shirt and burgundy tie, his feet encased in a soft pair of Bruno Magli loafers. The whole thing was worth an easy fifteen hundred bucks. Tony Zello, the man everybody called Tony Z. He was forty, just a couple years older than Ray, a real up-and-comer, the right-hand man to the guy who ran the House-Vinnie Messina.
Tony spit at Ray’s feet and turned away. Ray figured he was disappointed that Ray hadn’t tried to hit him back. Tony looked at Rocco. “You believe what a fucking pussy this guy is?”
Rocco just nodded. He was big and dumb and never said much. He had on a nice suit, too, but he couldn’t pull off the look the way Tony did. Rocco always looked like he had trouble stuffing himself into his clothes, like maybe they were a size too small. The two of them were always together, just in case Tony Z. needed someone’s leg broken or a skull cracked.
The storeroom door stood open and Ray could see a few employees milling around on the other side of the bar, peeking in and listening to what was going on. Tony liked to have an audience. Somebody called out. “Tony, the cops want you downstairs.”
Tony Z. nodded to Rocco. “Let’s go. This punk’s making me sick.”
Ray heard Tony tell everyone to go downstairs. After everybody left, Ray walked out of the storeroom. He found a towel behind the bar and wrapped some ice in it. His head had stopped bleeding, but he could feel his left eye starting to swell. The second-floor casino was deserted.
As soon as the gunmen had left and before anyone called the cops, Tony and Rocco had shown all the gamblers the back door and reminded them they were never here. Then they did the same thing on the third floor, except it had taken a little longer since a lot of the customers weren’t dressed. The girls had been told to stay in the rooms and keep quiet.
“Shane!” someone shouted from the stairwell. Ray walked over and looked down. Rocco stood halfway down the stairs, one hand on the rail, the other cupped next to his mouth.
“Yeah,” Ray said.
“They want to talk to you.”
“Who?”
Rocco took a couple of steps up. “The cops,” he whispered, but still loud enough for everyone to hear.
Ray followed the big moron downstairs. Cops were all over the first floor-uniformed officers, detectives, crime-scene techs, and a photographer. Near the front door, two coroner’s assistants leaned against a gurney. Their postures reminded Ray of a couple of vultures perched on a branch, waiting for the lions and hyenas to finish, waiting to pick up what was left of the body.
Since the first floor of the House was mostly legit, the customers had been told to stay. The police had shoved a bunch of chairs into a corner to form a makeshift waiting area and herded the customers into it. A couple of detectives were making the rounds and taking preliminary statements.
Standing on the bottom step of the stairs, Ray peered over the top of the bar. Pete’s body still lay on the floor where it had fallen. The only thing different was the ring of crime-scene tape the cops had strung around the bar, three-inch wide, plastic yellow tape with big black letters that read POLICE LINE – DO NOT CROSS repeated over and over again.
Ray was always surprised at the chalky white color of fresh corpses. They looked fake, like wax dummies. The blast had caught Pete in the face and bowled him over onto his back. His legs were folded under him at crazy angles. Painful, if Pete had been in any condition to feel pain.
The short range hadn’t given the shot much time to scatter. The stripper onstage must have caught the one buckshot pellet that missed Pete. Instead of being peppered with individual holes, Pete’s face looked like it had been scooped out with a hand shovel. There was nothing left of it but a bloody crater that started just below one eyebrow, cut across mid-nose, down under the other eye-which was still in its socket-then back under the mouth, and up between the cheekbone and the ear. Ray remembered reading somewhere that an adult’s body held roughly a gallon of blood. If that was true, then most of Pete’s blood was on the floor, well on its way to congealing.
A loud voice said, “If it isn’t Ray Shane.”
Ray recognized the voice. He turned his head and saw Detective Carl Landry standing ten feet away, wearing a cheap, rumpled suit. It had to be Landry who caught the case, the last cop on earth Ray wanted to see.
Ray nodded to the detective. “What’s PIB doing here?” He knew the Public Integrity Bureau-the department’s name for Internal Affairs-only investigated cops.
“I’m not with PIB anymore,” Landry said.
“What happened?” Ray asked. “You got tired of bum-rapping policemen and putting them in jail?”
Landry ignored the jab. “I’m in Eighth District Homicide now.”
Two more detectives walked over, young fresh-faced kids who looked to be straight out of a patrol car. Ray didn’t recognize either one. He pressed the bar-rag ice pack more firmly against his eye.
With the two young detectives flanking him, Landry pulled a small pad and a pen from his inside jacket pocket. He aimed the pen at Ray. “I don’t know if you guys know Ray Shane here. He used to be a detective in Vice before he got sent to federal prison.”
Both detectives stared at him.
Landry clicked the ballpoint pen and looked down at his pad like he was about to start taking notes. Like an afterthought he added, “Ray just got home.” Landry looked up at him. “You’re on parole, right?”
Ray nodded. One condition of his parole- supervised release the feds called it-was that he cooperate with the police should they question him. It would be just like Landry to report him to his P.O. for failing to cooperate.
Landry wrinkled his forehead like he was trying hard to remember something. “What’d you get, five years?”
Ray nodded, knowing the former PIB man was trying hard to make him look like an asshole, playing to his two-man audience of rookie detectives. Ray also knew there was nothing he could do about it. “I did fifty-one months.”
Landry whistled. “That’s what, about four and a half years?”
“Just about,” Ray said.
“I guess it was pretty rough in there, huh? A skinny white boy like you. Guess you ended up as someone’s bitch.”
Ray was tired of this bullshit. “It wasn’t too bad, Carl. I had your dad to keep me company.”
Landry’s jaw went slack, and his face burned bright red. He dropped his pen and pad and charged. Ray threw his hands up and bicycled backward. The last thing he wanted his P.O. to hear was that he got into a fight with a cop, but Landry got a hand around Ray’s throat. “Shut your filthy mouth, you piece of shit!” Landry shouted as he shoved Ray against the bar. Ray dropped his ice-filled towel and grabbed Landry’s wrist with both hands. As he tried to pry the detective’s fingers away from his throat, Landry hit him with an uppercut in the gut. Just as Ray doubled over, the two young detectives pulled Landry off him.
“It’s cool, I’m okay,” Carl Landry said, jerking his arms away from the two cops. Taking his time, he straightened out his suit and tie, then leaned over close to Ray and whispered in his ear, “You mention my father again, I’ll kill you.”
Ray put a hand on the bar to steady himself. Everyone in the room was staring at him, cops and customers. He took a couple of deep breaths and straightened up. He looked at Landry. “I’ll tell you one thing.”
“What’s that?” Landry asked, a challenge in his voice.
“Your dad sure does give good head.”
Landry rushed at him again, but this time the two young detectives caught him and held him back. One of the cops glanced over his shoulder at all the people in the room, then said to Landry, “Not here.”
Only after Landry stopped struggling did the detectives let him go. Still, he jabbed his finger at Ray. “We’ll finish this later.” Then he turned and walked away, the two junior cops trailing behind him.
By 5:30 AM the police were almost finished. They had handled the customers first, getting names, addresses, and brief statements. Then they had gone to each employee. A detective-not Landry, thank God-asked Ray to handwrite a statement and sign it. As Ray gave the signed statement back to him, the detective asked, “Could you identify any of them?”
“They had masks on,” Ray said.
“You notice anything else about them?”
“Like what?”
“Marks, scars, tattoos.”
Ray hesitated, thinking about the spiderweb tattoo.
“Anything,” the detective asked, “anything at all.”
“No,” Ray said. “Nothing.”
The detective shrugged and walked away.
Ray stood alone by the stairs, watching as two coroner’s assistants zipped Peter Messina’s body into a black plastic bag. Then they slung him onto a gurney and wheeled him toward the front door.
“Are you okay?”
Ray jumped. He turned and found Jenny Porter standing next to him. Surprised, he stared at her for a couple of seconds, wondering how she had gotten so close without him noticing, wishing he had seen her coming so he could have walked away. That’s how much he wanted to see Jenny Porter. Still, he had to admit she looked good in her cocktail waitress uniform. It was a black one-piece with a short skirt, a sleeveless top with a plunging neckline, and a pair of high spiked “fuck me” pumps. She didn’t wear stockings. She didn’t need to; her legs were tanned and smooth.
But seeing her made Ray feel like throwing up because he couldn’t look at her without thinking about her being shacked up with Tony Zello. As she reached a hand toward his swollen eye, Ray ducked.
“I heard you got hurt,” Jenny said.
“You talking about the guy in the mask pistol-whipping me, Tony slugging me in the eye, or Landry punching me in the stomach?”
She smiled. “I heard you had a rough night.”
“Good news travels fast.”
“I’m worried about you,” she said, the smile falling from her face.
“Don’t be,” he said. “You’re the last person in the world I want worrying about me.”
She looked hurt. “Why are you so hostile to me?”
“You know why.”
“What happened between you and Tony?”
“None of your business.”
“Ray,” she said, reaching to touch his arm.
He pulled away. “Your boyfriend is an asshole.” He said it loud.
Jenny glanced around, nervous. She kept her voice low. “Tony isn’t my boyfriend.”
“That’s not what I heard.” Keeping his voice loud.
“That’s over. It’s been over. I’ve told you that a dozen times.” Ray didn’t say anything.
“Tell me what happened, Ray. Maybe I can help you.”
“I told you what happened. Tony was being an asshole.” He said it loud again.
Jenny looked around again. “Keep your voice down.”
“You afraid I’m going to reveal some big secret about Tony? I got news for you…” Ray raised his hands and faced the cops and crime-scene geeks who were still working and the few customers who hadn’t been cut loose yet. He shouted, “Everybody already knows that Tony Zello is an asshole!”
Jenny turned away and looked down, embarrassed.
After a moment she looked back at Ray. “Why is he pissed off at you?”
“He thinks I should have done more, somehow kept the retarded kid from getting his face blown off.”
“Don’t say that.”
“Don’t say what?”
“Don’t call him… don’t call Pete that.”
“Retarded?”
She nodded.
“Why not?” he said. “That’s the medical term for it, isn’t it, retarded?”
“He was your friend. He looked up to you.”
Ray shrugged. Truth was, Pete had been his friend, his only friend at the House, but that wasn’t the point of this conversation. This was about getting back at Jenny any way he could. “You want me to call him something more respectful,” Ray asked, “like mentally handicapped or IQ challenged?”
She stared at him without speaking.
“I don’t think Pete cares,” Ray said. “He’s dead. Besides, it’s a fact, isn’t it? He was retarded. If you’ve got a hundred and fifty IQ, you’re a genius. If you’ve got a room-temperature IQ, you’re a retard.”
“You’re an even bigger asshole than Tony.”
“It’s touching that you stand up for your boyfriend like that. It really is.”
She stamped her foot and shouted, “He’s not my goddamn boyfriend!”
“You were fucking him the whole time I was in prison.”
She didn’t walk away, she didn’t even look pissed off, she just looked disappointed. “It wasn’t like that.”
Ray’s head throbbed. He probed his scalp with his fingertips, feeling the lump from the pistol. “I’m just going by what I heard.”
Jenny’s bottom lip quivered.
Ray was waiting on the tears, thinking if she started crying, he might feel better.
Then all of a sudden, Jenny didn’t look like she was going to cry. Instead, she looked defiant. “You don’t have any idea what you’re talking about. You never did. If I were you, I wouldn’t brag about that.”
She wanted to be a bitch. Fine, he could play that game, too. He looked at her legs, eyes lingering on her smooth thighs. He did it slowly, making sure she noticed. Then, when she started to look uncomfortable, he said, “Why don’t you go back upstairs where you belong?”
She spun around on one spiked heel and stomped off. Over her shoulder, she said, “You’re an asshole, Raymond.”
“Don’t call me Raymond,” he shouted at her back as he watched her go.
Jenny Porter wasn’t about to let an asshole like Ray Shane see her cry. It took everything she had, but she kept her emotions bottled up until she made it to the bathroom. As she slammed the door shut behind her, it all came out. Six months’ worth of tears.
When she finished, she looked at herself in the mirror, at her bloodshot eyes, at the twin rivers of mascara flowing down her face, and at the snot running from her nose. She filled the sink with hot water, soaked a tissue, and began to wipe.
Ray had been home from prison for six months, and he had been working at the House for six months. But in all that time he had spoken to her only once, nothing but cruel words in the parking lot. It was like they didn’t know each other. No, it was worse than that. Men she didn’t know talked to her all the time. It was as if Ray didn’t want to know her, as if he were disgusted by her.
Every night Ray sat next to the downstairs bar, and every night she passed him a dozen times going up and down the stairs. He always looked away. When other men looked at her, it was like they were undressing her, some like they were raping her. When Ray looked at her, it was like he had coughed something up from the back of his throat and needed to spit it out.
She knew he wasn’t normally a cruel person, at least he hadn’t been before he went to prison. When he had first come back, she ran to him, wanting to explain what had happened. She needed to explain about Tony, but he had pushed her away.
“I know you need some time to sort things out,” she had told him, saying she would wait until he got adjusted to being back in the real world, then they could talk, then she could explain. But it never happened. She waited, but they never talked. When she tried, he walked away.
Six o’clock one morning, two months after Ray was released. The Rising Sun had just closed. She waited for him in the parking lot on Decatur, two blocks from the House, determined to have it out with him. She had only seen him once that night. Around midnight he had been standing by the counting room when she walked down from the third floor. He had looked at her, giving her nothing but a hard, hateful stare. She could tell from that stare that he knew she had been upstairs with a customer.
In the parking lot she tried to tell him what had happened after he got sent to prison. She told him how her mother got sick. How the cancer got so bad she had needed a nurse twenty-four hours a day and $2,000 worth of prescription medications a month. Then finally-before the end came-how her mother had spent eight weeks in the hospital. There was no insurance. Did he know how much that kind of medical care cost?
“Did you get a lot of use out of my apartment?” Ray had asked, his blue eyes so cold they made her shiver. “Was that where you and Tony shacked up? Or did you go to his place? Maybe slip into his bed while his wife was out shopping?”
They had ended up screaming at each other. What the hell did he expect? she asked him. Instead of being there for her when she really needed him, he was serving five years in fucking prison. There had been no way to earn the kind of money her mother needed by serving drinks at a French Quarter tourist bar. So she quit and went to work at the House, knowing what that job meant, but also knowing it meant she could take care of her mother.
“She’s dead, so why are you still here?” he had asked.
Looking in the mirror now, Jenny remembered that early morning argument so clearly, so vividly, like it had just happened yesterday instead of four months ago. She had tears in her eyes then, too. Debts, she had told him. Her mom died but her debts lived on. Jenny had made her mother as comfortable as possible, but she was still paying for that comfort.
As they got louder, the parking lot attendant came over. Ray didn’t say anything, just glared at him. The little old man shuffled off.
In the end, Ray had balled up his fist like he was going to hit her, but Ray had never hit her before, and he didn’t hit her that night. Instead he did something worse. “You’re a whore,” he said. Then he got in his car and drove away. They hadn’t spoken since, until tonight, and he had come close to saying the same thing.
Ray stood at the edge of the roof, facing east. The first pink rays of the morning sun were visible coming up over the treetops on Esplanade Avenue. He liked it up here. It made him feel clean. He didn’t know why, didn’t know if it was the crisp morning air, the sunrise, or something else. Whatever it was, he liked it, and because he liked it, he climbed up here almost every morning.
He tapped a Lucky Strike from his nearly empty pack and stuck it between his lips. Then he flicked his beat-up Zippo a couple of times. Damn thing wouldn’t work. He had to flick it half a dozen more times before finally getting a dribble of flame.
The smoke he sucked into his lungs triggered a coughing fit that almost pitched him over the foot-high parapet at the edge of the roof. A lucky grab at one of the guy wires for the satellite dish was all that kept him from doing a four-story nosedive. Fucking smoking. They say it’ll kill you.
Looking down to where he had almost fallen, Ray saw the filthy alley that ran between the House and the building next door. Two bums lay on cardboard pallets beside a Dumpster. He took a deep breath and smelled the stink rising from the alley. It reminded him that the brief feeling of cleanliness he had up here was nothing but an illusion, because even up here, he was still surrounded by shit.
Illusion or not, this brief moment of solitude was something he looked forward to each morning, and in order to enjoy it on this really fucked-up morning, he pushed everything out of his mind-Pete Messina, Tony Zello, Carl Landry, Jenny Porter, the two bums lying on the ground four stories below-and let the crisp air wash over him as the sun peeked over the treetops and painted the clouds crimson. The scene before him brought back a childhood memory, back before his mother died, before his father sank into a bottle. It reminded him of something his dad told him one morning. How did that go… mornings red sky… No, that wasn’t it. He thought hard for a minute. Red sky at night, sailor’s delight. Yeah, that was it. Red sky at morning, sailor take warning. With the sun halfway above the trees, the sky was bloodred. Rain was coming.
That fucking Jenny. What nerve. Coming up, asking if he was all right. Acting like she was worried about a bump on his head and a black eye. Why would she care about that after she drove a dagger into my heart? Well, fuck her, fuck everybody. He didn’t need her sympathy. He didn’t need her at all. He didn’t need anybody.
Ray took a deep drag on his cigarette as he looked down at the two winos sleeping on their cardboard beds. He flicked his butt over the edge of the roof at them, watching it spin in a lazy arc toward the alley, trailing hot ashes in the air.
He missed, but not by much. The cigarette hit the side of the Dumpster, glanced off, and settled on the ground about four feet from one of the sleeping bums. Looking up at the sky, at the clouds that were forming, Ray thought about the soaking the two derelicts would get when the rain came.



CHAPTER THREE


Jenny dragged into her apartment and closed the door. The clock on the stove read 7:25 AM. Stripping off her waitress uniform, looking at it, thinking of it again, like she did every day, as her slut suit, Jenny left a trail of clothes from the door to the bathroom. She wondered if Ray was angry because she was still in the apartment, his apartment, the one they had lived in together.
It had been his place first, before she moved in with him. Then after he went to prison, she had thought about giving it up but decided to keep it. Why not? French Quarter apartments weren’t easy to find, and it was within walking distance of the bar where she had worked at the time. It was even closer to the Rising Sun, so when she had gone to work at the House it made even more sense to keep the apartment.
She spun the taps on in the tub, making the water as hot as she could stand it before flipping the lever that turned on the showerhead. She eased one foot at a time over the side of the tub and slipped under the blast of water, pulling the shower curtain closed behind her. Inside it was safe and warm, and she felt like she was shutting out the whole damn world.
Every morning after she left the House, the first thing Jenny did when she got home was take a shower, always staying under the hot water for as long as it lasted.
For a full ten minutes Jenny leaned forward, palms pressed against the wall below the showerhead, her head hanging under the water as it cascaded through her hair, leaving it draped in thick strands along both sides of her face. Then she tilted forward a bit more and let the stream blast the back of her neck, rolling it first in large clockwise circles, then circling it to the left as she tried to work out the knots.
Only after the water had washed away some of the tension did Jenny start scrubbing. Using a long-handled wooden brush with stiff bristles, she raked her back, her shoulders, and her arms. Then she sat down under the steady stream and did the same with her legs and feet. She scrubbed until her skin felt raw, but even then she still didn’t feel clean. As Jenny stood up, she let the last of the warm liquid wash over her like rain and imagined it rinsing away all the filth.
When the water turned cool, she shut it off. Sliding the shower curtain aside, she stepped out of the tub and pulled a thick towel down from a wide shelf. As she dried herself, she thought about Ray.
After their encounter this morning, she had seen him again, just past six o’clock, right after the cops finally cleared out. She had been up on the second floor, trying to get away from everyone downstairs, when she saw Ray slipping out the emergency exit. She had seen him leaving through that door before and knew he was going to climb the outside fire escape to the roof. This time she thought about going after him, about trying to talk to him again, but she didn’t. There was no use in it. Too much had passed between them to ever go back to the way it was.
A few minutes after Jenny spotted Ray climbing to the roof, on his way to do whatever the hell he did up there every morning, she saw Tony Zello practically skipping down the stairwell. She figured he was coming from Vinnie Messina’s apartment on the fourth floor. Judging by the big, shit-eating grin on Tony’s face, she also figured he had been successful in convincing his boss that the robbery wasn’t his fault.
Tony slowed when he saw Jenny leaning against the bar. He stepped out of the stairwell and strolled toward her. “Shane really fucked up this time.”
Jenny kept her back against the bar and tried hard to look unconcerned. “How’s that?”
“Are you kidding me?” Tony threw an elbow over the bar, dangerously close to Jenny’s shoulders. It bugged her, but she didn’t move. He did stuff like that all the time. Because they used to sleep together, he seemed to think she didn’t have a right to personal space anymore, that he could walk up and violate it anytime he wanted.
“We did that asshole a favor,” Tony said. “We gave him a job and put him in charge of security. Then he let four guys come in and knock us off.”
“Four guys with guns, Tony.”
“Twenty years we been in business here, and you know how many times we been robbed?”
She didn’t know but had a feeling she was going to find out. Tony held up his hand and made a circle with his fingers and thumb. “Zero. That’s how many.”
Jenny stood up straight as she felt her anger rising. “What was he supposed to do?”
“What we pay him for.” Tony stood up straight. “If he had any balls, he would’ve stopped those cocksuckers.”
“Stop them with what, a mean look?”
Tony turned toward her and shrugged. “When Old Man Carlos calls me, I’m gonna tell him straight out, Shane blew it.”
She knew Tony was talking shit, still trying to impress her with what a big man he was. “Why would Carlos call you?”
“Business. The Old Man calls me just about every day.”
She pointed to the stairs. “Weren’t you just up on the fourth floor making sure Vinnie didn’t think it was your fault?”
Tony’s eyes narrowed. “Nobody cares what Vinnie thinks. Carlos is the boss. Only reason he lets Vinnie run this place is because they’re brothers, and it keeps Vinnie from fucking up anything else.”
“Can I quote you on that?”
“He’s like the Queen of fucking England.”
“Are you calling Vinnie a queen?”
Tony snorted and shook his head. “What’s she really do? The Queen of England, I mean. She don’t do nothing. She’s a figurehead, just like Vinnie.” He tapped a finger against his chest. “I run the House.”
“That’s going to be a surprise to Vinnie. Finding out that you think he’s an English homosexual, and that he works for you.”
Tony jabbed his finger in her face. “You keep your mouth shut, or you’ll end up on the street, selling your pussy on Tulane Avenue like any other crack whore.” Then he reached down and scooped her crotch.
Jenny knocked his arm away. “Keep your hands off me.”
Tony stepped even closer. “That’s not what you used to tell me.” He dropped his voice into what she knew he thought of as a smooth, sexy baritone. “How about you go home and get cleaned up, and later on I could drop by.”
Jenny looked Tony straight in the eyes. “You want to screw somebody, why don’t you go home and screw your wife?” She turned away from him and walked toward the stairs.
Because Jenny had known Tony for years, she knew how his devious little mind worked. As a class-A brownnoser, he wasn’t going to let any of the shit from the robbery fall on him. He would suck up to Vinnie, then go behind Vinnie’s back to his brother Carlos and bad-mouth Vinnie, subtly but effectively. It was a dangerous game playing the two brothers against each other, but if anyone was weasel enough to pull it off, it was Tony Z.
As Jenny finished drying off, she wrapped the towel around her head and stepped to the vanity. The naked reflection staring back at her from the mirror above the sink made her want to cry. On the outside she looked basically the same as before Ray went to prison: five foot seven, with a slender waist and soft curves. She had the kind of body men wanted-and would pay well for-but she could see past the roundness of her hips and the swell of her breasts, she could see the hollowness inside, she could see the degradation she had wrought on her soul.
Jenny shook her towel-wrapped head, forcing the self-pitying thoughts from it, and turned her focus back toward Ray. Since replaying her conversation with Tony in her mind, she knew she should warn Ray that Tony was blaming him for the robbery. If Ray was going to defend himself, he needed to know what was going on. But would the stubborn Irish son of a bitch listen? And even if he did listen, and understood the danger, would he do anything about it? Since coming home from prison, Ray didn’t seem to care about anything anymore, especially himself.
Jenny unwound the towel from her head and dried her hair. When she finished, she tossed the towel onto the vanity and stepped into a pair of pink panties. Then she slipped on an extra-large man’s T-shirt. The gray shirt had a dark blue star-and-crescent, the symbol of the New Orleans Police Department, silk-screened onto the left breast.
In the bedroom, she sat on the bed and stared at the telephone on the nightstand. Only then did she realize she didn’t even know how to get in touch with Ray. Someone had told her he was living out by the marina, in one of those boathouse apartments, but she didn’t know his telephone number, or even if he had a telephone. It would be just like him not to have a phone. He wasn’t exactly a people person.
She called the House just for the hell of it and was surprised when someone answered. It was one of the bartenders, stuck there waiting for a delivery. After a few minutes he managed to find Ray’s cell number. She wrote it down on a notepad beside her telephone. She hung up and looked at her alarm clock. It was 8:15. Her eyes shifted from the clock to the notepad. Then to the cordless phone in her hand. Then back to the clock.
It was too early to call Ray. He was probably just getting to bed. She needed sleep, too. Noon, she decided. She would wake up and call him at noon. It wasn’t that urgent. Tony had probably been talking just to hear his own voice.
When Jenny woke up, the first thought she had was that last night had been a bad dream. Just another nightmare. Then she remembered. Everything had been real. Gunmen had taken down the Rising Sun. One of them had bashed Ray in the head and nearly put a bullet in his skull. Tony had knocked Ray around. Then a cop had knocked Ray around. And Tony was blaming everything on Ray.
Jenny sat up. She had to call him. The glowing green numbers on the clock showed 12:05 PM. She picked up the telephone, glanced at the scratchpad on the nightstand, then dialed Ray’s number.
The shrill ring of his cell phone jerked Ray out of a nightmare. He had been tied up, hanging from the ceiling in a meat locker, a couple of goons about to go to work on him with carving knives. He had no idea why it was happening or what he had done to piss them off. The goons wouldn’t say. They couldn’t say. Neither had a face, just blank skin pulled over bone.
For a few seconds after the first ring, Ray was caught in that gray area between sleep and wakefulness, but was still conscious enough to realize he was home in bed and not hanging from the ceiling of a meat locker. He was glad for that.
The cell phone shrieked again. Ray looked for it. He couldn’t find it. Then it screamed again. He spotted it on the overturned beer crate he used for a bedside table. He fumbled for it and knocked it on the floor just as it rang again.
Finally, he got the phone in his hand. For a moment he was disoriented, not sure how to answer it. He didn’t get many calls. The only reason he even had a phone was so he could order pizza.
The phone rang again.
Ray punched the green send button. He jammed the phone against his ear. “Yeah?”
Nothing.
He was about to hang up when Jenny Porter’s voice said, “Ray?”
Ray’s head was pounding. “What do you want?”
“How are you feeling?”
“I was asleep until you called.” He didn’t tell her about the dream, about how he was glad the phone had woken him up.
“I thought you’d be awake by now.”
He looked at his watch. It was just past noon. “I am now.”
Several seconds of silence. Then Jenny said, “When did you get in?”
He eased his throbbing head back onto the pillow and closed his eyes. “Ten o’clock.”
“Why so late?”
Ray rested his free hand on his forehead. The pounding was so loud he thought Jenny could hear it through the phone. “Why do you think?”
Again, silence on the other end. Then Jenny said, “That’s what I need to talk to you about.”
“I don’t want to talk.”
“But, Ray-”
“Jen, I’m tired and my head hurts. I’ve got to work tonight and I need some sleep.”
“I’ve got work, too, goddamn it. I called because I need to tell you something.”
“I work on my feet. You work on your back.”
The telephone clicked in his ear as she hung up.
Ray reached toward the overturned crate and grabbed his half-empty pack of Lucky Strikes and his Zippo. He shook out a cigarette and stuck it between his lips. It took four flicks before he got the lighter to work. He had to remember to get a new wick. As he touched the sputtering flame to the end of the cigarette and sucked in a lungful of smoke, Ray closed his eyes and waited for the rush. He started coughing instead.
It took a minute for his hacking to subside enough so he could catch his breath, and when he finally pulled some fresh air into his lungs, they felt like they were on fire. Eventually, he managed to suck in enough air to spit a glob of phlegm into the wastebasket next to the bed. Then he took another deep drag on the Lucky Strike. It was always good to get that first coughing fit out of the way.
What the hell did Jenny want? Why was she always trying to talk to him? Whatever it was, he didn’t want to talk about it. He had nothing to say to her, and he didn’t want to hear anything she had to say to him. The past was the past. It didn’t have any effect on the future unless you let it.
Sitting quietly in his manmade darkness, smoking his cigarette, Ray heard the sound of rain striking the tin roof of the boathouse just outside. He crawled out of bed and treaded across the room. He flicked his ashes on the bare wooden floor on his way to the window. Since he worked at night and slept during the day, one of the few changes Ray had made to the boathouse apartment had been to pull down the gossamer-thin curtains and nail up a thick blanket in their place. He needed darkness to sleep.
Ray pulled the blanket aside and looked out the window. A hard rain was falling. He glanced out at the choppy brown water of Lake Pontchartrain. Then at the gray sky. Far away on the horizon, the two melded so seamlessly it was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began. When he had gone to bed, the sun had been out and the storm clouds were just beginning to roll in. He thought about how his father had been right-Red sky at morning, sailor take warning.
Just below the window was the back half of the boathouse. The tin roof stretched out fifteen feet toward the lake and had a slight downward slope. Ray stared at the rain as it pounded the corrugated tin. The water ran down the slope in evenly spaced rivulets, then shot off the edge of the roof, plunging ten feet into the New Orleans Yacht Club marina below.
In the kitchenette, Ray pulled a glass from the cabinet. He tossed in some ice, then filled it from a half-empty bottle of Jameson that stood on the counter. He had seen the clock, it was after twelve, and by anyone’s standards it was a decent hour to start drinking.
He took a sip and felt the Irish whiskey burn the back of his throat as it slid down. Two hours wasn’t nearly enough sleep, but he didn’t have to work until ten o’clock tonight. Plenty of time to watch a football game, have a few drinks, then take a nap. Things would probably be tense at the House for a while, but eventually they would cool down. Some of the mob’s tough guys would figure out who took the place down, and they would play catch-up. You didn’t rob the fucking Mafia and get away with it. It just wasn’t done.
Ray had more immediate problems. His TV remote was missing. After crawling around for a few minutes, he found it under the bed. Even though his apartment was more or less a dump, he had a nice television. A thirty-two-inch plasma with a built-in DVD player. It sat on two beer crates next to the door. He didn’t believe in TV stands. You watched the TV, not the stand.
Working for wiseguys had advantages. He had gotten the television brand-new, in the box, for a hundred bucks. One of those items that fell off the back of a truck. Cable was something else. Ray couldn’t afford it, but his neighbor could. A buddy who used to work at Radio Shack had hooked Ray up with a homemade digital converter. All Ray had to do was cut into his neighbor’s cable and splice in a signal splitter, and he had all the channels in digital hi-def. Including the premium movie package.
Back on his bed, Ray set the near-empty glass of whiskey on the crate, then stuck another cigarette in his mouth. This time his Zippo flared on the second strike. He tossed the lighter down and punched the POWER button on the remote.
Then the phone rang. Ray stared at it, thinking, hoping really, that it would stop. But it rang again.
What did she want now? He snatched up the phone and answered it without looking at the screen. “Don’t ever hang up on me again!”
Tony Z’s voice barked in his ear. “Shut the fuck up, Ray.”
Ray shut the fuck up.
“Vinnie wants to see you.”
Ray pressed MUTE on the remote. “Now?”
“No. Just whenever you can squeeze him into your schedule.”
“Huh?” Ray not catching Tony’s sarcasm.
“Of course right now, you fucking moron!”
The hair on the back of Ray’s neck stood up. It was an autonomic warning system left over from the caveman days. There was danger here. Vincent Messina didn’t want to see him so he could congratulate Ray for doing such a good job this morning. “Where?” Ray asked.
“In his office.”
Ray paused.
“You there, dipshit?” Tony said.
“I’m on the way.”



CHAPTER FOUR


A young legbreaker led Ray into Vinnie’s fourth-floor office. The kid wasn’t wearing a suit, which was a sign of the times. When Ray had been in Vice, he never saw a wiseguy who wasn’t wearing a suit. These days it was different. The new generation of wiseguys didn’t have the same respect for the old ways, for tradition, as the previous generation. The kid who let him in had more of a casual mobster look, dressing down, wearing khaki pants and a pullover golf shirt. He was big, offensive tackle size, and after opening the door to the office, he stepped aside to let Ray go in first.
The office was a deep rectangle, with Vinnie’s oversize desk and chair at the far end, facing toward the door. The room was laid out like a great hall with Vinnie Messina as a feudal prince seated on his throne, eyeing his supplicants. Floor-to-ceiling windows on the long exterior wall looked out over the French Quarter.
The young legbreaker put a hand on Ray’s back and guided him toward a leather sofa set at an angle in front of the big desk. Tony Z. sat in a leather wingback next to the sofa. Tony looked fresh, decked out in another Italian suit, his hair oiled and combed, not a strand out of place. Ray wondered if he ever slept.
There were two other guys in the office. One was another young arm-twister, dressed casual like his partner in khakis and a knit shirt. He sat in a hard-backed chair in the far corner, between the desk and the windows. The second guy was Charlie Liuzza, the man everyone called Charlie the Rabbit. Charlie was in his early sixties, but looked trim, like he kept in shape. He sat at the end of the sofa, dressed in a suit and tie, but not the expensive Italian kind Tony wore, more like one you would find hanging on the rack in a decent department store.
Charlie had nothing to do with the House, so why was he here? Ray wondered.
As Ray dropped onto the end of the sofa, opposite Charlie Liuzza, he wondered why he was here. This office made him nervous. On the floor he saw several large rugs, rugs big enough to roll up a body in. The offensive linemen-looking ape who had guided Ray into the room took a seat in the near corner. He and his twin looked like a pair of goombah bookends with Vincent Messina in the middle.
“We’ve been waiting for you, Ray,” Vinnie said in his high-pitched nasally voice. He was fiftysomething and fat, with a bald head he tried to hide under an absurd comb-over.
Ray didn’t know if he was being reprimanded for not getting here quickly enough, or if Vinnie was just making polite conversation. Right after Tony’s call, Ray had showered, dressed, gulped down another glass of Jameson to settle his nerves, then slipped into a sport coat and left. Fifteen minutes and two cigarettes later, he pulled his eight-year-old Mustang into the parking lot on Decatur, two blocks from the House.
“I got here as soon as I could,” Ray said.
Vinnie stared at him, his eyes dark and cold and set deep in his jowly face. The look made Ray wonder if he was going to get out of here alive. He glanced again at the two young goons, but neither of them looked like they were getting ready to make any kind of move against him. Squeezed into the chairs like they were, if they did make a play for him, he would have at least a few seconds to react.
Ray relaxed a bit as Vinnie pointed to Charlie Liuzza. “You know Charlie, don’t you? He works for my brother. Charlie is here, at my brother’s invitation, to make sure we don’t screw this up.”
Ray didn’t know what to say, so he just nodded his head at Charlie, acknowledging the man’s presence.
“But I’m going to handle this my own way,” Vinnie said, giving Charlie a sideways look, “and with my own people.”
An anxious silence enveloped the room. Ray tried to break it. “Handle what?”
Vinnie waved a dismissive hand in the air. “I want you to know that in no way do I hold you responsible for what happened this morning.” He glanced at Tony. “No matter what some people might say.”
“Thank you, Mr. Messina,” Ray said. “I want to tell you personally how sorry I am about-”
“But I want you to find them,” Vinnie said.
Silence.
Finally, Ray said, “Find who?”
“The people who shot my son.”
Ray looked around the room. There had to be a way out of here. Everyone was staring at him. “Mr. Messina… I can’t do that.”
Tony clapped his hands together. He was looking at Vinnie. “I told you.”
Ray chimed in. “It’s not that I don’t want to. I’d do anything to help you. Pete was like a kid brother to me. But I just can’t do this. I don’t have… the ability.”
Vinnie shot him a hard stare. “What do you mean you don’t have the ability? You were a goddamn detective. You sure as shit know how to find people who don’t want to be found.” He leaned forward, keeping his eyes fixed on Ray. “I’m asking you to find the motherfuckers who murdered my boy.” Vinnie choked on the last word and had to cover it with a cough. He was a Mafia big shot, but still a man who had just lost his only son.
Ray felt a lump in his own throat. He glanced out the nearest window. Pete had been a good kid, simpleminded but sweet. An innocent kid. Ray swallowed the lump. There was a lot at stake here. This was no time to get sentimental over a dead half-wit, he told himself. He looked back at Vinnie Messina. “I used to be a detective. Now I’m just an ex-con.”
“That’s even better,” Vinnie said. “Don’t you see that? You know both sides of the street. Plus, now you’re not constrained by all that legal bullshit. I’m not asking you to kill these guys. I’m asking you to use your street smarts and your contacts at the police department to find them. We’ll take care of the rest.”
Ray cleared his throat. “I don’t have any contacts left. I was in prison for almost five years. I’d be as welcome at Tulane and Broad as clap in a convent.”
“What did I tell you?” Tony said. “He’s a fucking coward.”
Ray ignored him. He kept his eyes on Vinnie. “To work it like a cop, you need access to information-lab reports, ballistics, criminal histories, driver’s license information-stuff I can’t get.”
Tony jabbed a finger at Ray. “We lost that money because of you, Shane. You’re either going to find the guys who did this, and get back our three hundred G’s or-”
“Three hundred!” Ray said, turning toward Tony.
“You heard me.”
“We never have that much cash in-”
Vinnie pounded his fat fist on his desk. “I don’t give a shit about the money. I want the motherfuckers who shot my son.”
This was getting dangerous, Ray thought. Very dangerous. Looking back at Vinnie, he said, “I understand what you want done, but I’m on parole. One screwup and my P.O. will put me back inside.”
“Are you saying you won’t help me?” Vinnie said. His voice was low and had lost a lot of its nasal sound. Now it sounded menacing.
“You got guys at the Eighth District who can get you any kind of background information you’d need,” Ray said.
Tony snorted. “Cops are always the last ones to know what’s going on. The scumbags who did this, you don’t find them inside a fucking computer, you got to find them on the street. The street always knows. All you got to do is know how to ask it.”
Vinnie rubbed a hand across his face, but his eyes never left Ray. “I don’t want the police getting their hands on these bastards.”
“We might own half the Eighth District, but those cops are only going to go so far,” Tony said. “They got pensions to protect.”
“That’s why we’ve got to do it ourselves,” Vinnie said.
Ray glanced at Charlie Rabbit, an old-timer with a reputation as a cold-blooded killer, and at the two beefed-up bone-breakers sitting like stone statues of sumo wrestlers. He felt his heart thumping in his chest and a cold knot of fear growing in his belly. “I still think they can do you more good than I can. The Eighth District cops, I mean. But if you bring me into the picture, they may not be willing to work with you.”
Tony jabbed his finger at Ray again. “It’s his mess. He needs to clean it up. If he wasn’t such a chickenshit and had done his job in the first place, none of this-”
“Vinnie’s right,” Charlie Liuzza said. “Money is not important. Blame is not important. Not now.” He pointed to Vinnie. “This man lost a son. Carlos lost a nephew. Blood demands blood. Later, Carlos will deal with the other matters.”
Vinnie’s face flushed. He leaned over his desk, the edge cutting a crease in his bloated belly. “You tell my brother I run the Rising Sun, and I make the decisions here.”
Charlie raised his hands toward Vinnie, palms out, gesturing for peace. “He wants these men found and punished for what they did to your son. Nothing else. We can always make more money.”
Looking somewhat mollified, Vinnie sat back in his chair. “Pass my thanks on to my brother.”
As Charlie nodded, Tony jerked his thumb toward Ray. “What about him?”
“What about him?” Charlie said. “Vinnie asked for his help.”
Charlie took in a deep breath. “I’ve heard some good things about Ray. Let’s give him time to think about it. I’m sure he’ll come up with something that can help us.”
“Think about it,” Tony snapped. “We let our people think about whether or not-”
Vinnie pounded his desk again. “Tony!”
Tony’s eyes narrowed, but he closed his mouth. The two goons shifted in their seats. For the first time they looked uncomfortable.
“Everyone’s upset,” Charlie said. “Everybody’s tired. Let’s put off any further discussion until tomorrow. By then I’m sure Ray will have come up with something, at least a general direction for us, based on his years of investigative experience.”
Tony slid forward in his seat and rested his elbows on his knees. He fixed his eyes on Charlie. His face was hard, his tone challenging. “What’s your involvement in this?”
The older man was cool, not letting Tony get to him. His answer was like his style, slow and steady. “A tragedy happened here that involves every one of us. We’ve come together to do what’s best for the family, just like always.”
Vinnie looked at Ray. “Then I guess you have until tomorrow.” He made it sound like a temporary stay of execution.
Ray nodded.
“You played it smart in there,” Charlie said.
“What do you mean?” Ray asked, wondering why Charlie Rabbit had wanted to talk, wondering if Charlie was buying him a farewell drink before killing him, like giving a condemned man a last cigarette as he stood before the firing squad.
After the meeting in Vinnie’s office broke up, Charlie had bumped Ray’s elbow and jerked his head in a “follow me” motion. They went downstairs and out the front door of the Rising Sun without saying a word. Now they were across the street, sitting at the bar in the Hog’s Breath Saloon.
“I’m talking about that prick Tony,” Charlie said. “You didn’t let him get to you. That was good.”
Ray took a drag of his Lucky Strike, then sipped at his whiskey, wishing he knew why he was here.
“Where did you do your time?” Charlie asked.
“Terre Haute.”
“How was it?”
“Long,” Ray said, swirling his glass and watching the ice spin.
“You did about four years, didn’t you?”
Ray looked up. “Four years, three months.”
Charlie lit a cigarette. “I know what you mean about it being long. I’ve been down twice.”
“Where?” Ray asked. He was warming to the old man’s soft-spoken, easy style. Warming to it as long as it didn’t end with a bullet behind his ear.
“First stretch was state time at Angola. You talk about a miserable shit-hole. That was the worst place I’ve ever been. Got lucky, though. I drew a double sawbuck, but I beat the case on appeal and got out after three years. Later, I did nine years’ fed time in Atlanta.”
Ray stubbed out his cigarette butt in the ashtray. “I don’t think I could have done nine years.”
“I said the same thing after I did my three at Angola, but everything is relative.” Charlie took a sip of his drink. “You know the best way to do a long stretch?”
“How?” Ray asked, flicking his Zippo three times to get a flame. Then he lit another Lucky Strike.
“Just like you do the short ones…” Charlie held his glass up.
Ray smiled. He raised his glass and clinked it against Charlie’s. “Day by motherfucking day,” he said at the same time Charlie did. Then they downed the rest of their drinks.
The bartender brought a fresh round. Charlie slid a twenty across the bar. After the bartender moved away, Charlie asked Ray, “You know what’s wrong with us today?”
“Who do you mean?”
“Our thing,” he said. “ La Familia.”
Ray shook his head.
“Everything’s too easy,” Charlie said. “You take a guy like Tony. Young pretty boy, all that gel in his hair. He looks like an actor playing a wiseguy on TV, instead of the real thing. You look at him, you know right away he’s never done time. Probably the only trip he’s ever made to lockup was to bond somebody out.”
“He’d end up somebody’s bitch inside a week.”
“That’s what I’m talking about,” Charlie said. “You did the right thing, though.”
“What do you mean?”
“Not smacking him.”
“You talking about today, in Vinnie’s-Mr. Messina’s office?”
“He’s not the fucking pope,” Charlie said. “You can call him Vinnie, but I’m talking about yesterday, last night, this morning, whatever time it was that Tony and his boy Rocco roughed you up behind the bar.”
“You heard about that, huh?”
“I keep an eye on the place for the Old Man.”
“From what I hear that’s not all you do.”
“I eliminate problems,” Charlie said.
“Am I a problem?” Ray asked, working hard to keep the nervous tremor out of his voice.
Charlie smiled. “Not yet.” Then he took a sip of his drink. “I’m serious. You did the right thing by handling that situation the way you did.”
Ray nodded at the compliment. “He punches like a girl.”
Charlie laughed. “He’s a made man, though. I ain’t saying he ever should have been made or that he would have been made back when I was coming up. But he got his button, so you handled it the best way you could.”
“Why does he have such a hard-on for me? I get paid to stop drunks from pawing the girls and to keep strangers from going upstairs. Protecting the cage was Bobby’s job.”
“Because Tony is a fucking turd. He’s covering his own ass and Bobby’s. Bobby is on his crew, same as those other two muscle heads. Tony put Bobby in the cage, so if Bobby catches any blame, that puts blame on Tony, and he’s not going to let that happen.”
Ray took a sip of his drink. Then he said, “Tony blames me, but Vinnie trusts me to help him. Am I missing something?”
“What you said in Vinnie’s office was right. We got the captain of the Eighth District in our pocket. We’re practically sending his kids to college.”
“Then why does Vinnie need my help?”
“Because our friend the captain can’t do us any good.”
“He’s the district commander. He can do anything he wants.”
Charlie shook his head. “The Public Integrity Bureau is crawling up his ass. He’s scared.”
“I can understand that,” Ray said. “PIB crawled up my ass and sent me away for four years.”
“So the captain told Tony to pound sand.”
“I bet Tony loved hearing that.”
Charlie shrugged. “What’s he gonna do? The man’s a police captain.”
“And I’m the next best thing?”
“Believe it or not, Vinnie likes cops. If he wasn’t born a wiseguy, he probably would have been a cop, one of those fat doughnut-eating cops, but still a cop. He’s the one told his brother to bring you on after you got out of the joint. Cops got a better education than your average goombah, anyway, so Vinnie probably figures you got a better shot at catching these punks than any of our guys.”
“But I’m not a cop anymore,” Ray said. “I tried to explain that to him. I’m an ex-con. That means I’m blacklisted for life. I’m like a leper. Where I show up, other cops run so they don’t catch anything from me. All I am now is an unarmed security guard. I can’t go after a crew of armed robbers and murderers without a gun, but if I even get near one, I’m violating my parole.”
“Nobody’s asking you to take them down. Just help us find them.”
Ray steeled his resolve. “What if I say no?”
Charlie’s face got hard. “Then you’ll be a problem.”
They had another round. This time Ray paid.
As they were leaving the bar, Charlie slipped a napkin into Ray’s hand. “My number’s on it. You need help, give me a call. I’ll see what I can do.”
“You think that asshole is going to do it?” Tony asked, leaning against the wall next to one of the big windows in Vinnie Messina’s fourth-floor office.
Vinnie, his ass sunk into the sofa, munched on peanuts from a jar. He nodded as he dropped another handful into his mouth. “He’ll do it.”
Tony eyed the empty chair behind Vinnie’s desk. Pushing away from the wall, he strolled over and sat down, listening with satisfaction as the rich leather creaked under his weight. The casters rolled easily on the hardwood floor as he slid up to the desk and propped his elbows on the lacquered top. “You didn’t see him with that cop downstairs. I don’t think he’s bullshitting when he says he ain’t got no friends on the department anymore.”
Vinnie upended the jar, pouring the last of the peanuts directly into his mouth. When he finished crunching them, he said, “My brother’s gonna think it’s funny if I don’t put Shane on the job.”
Tony knew that Vinnie lived in his older brother’s shadow. He also knew Vinnie didn’t like it, but there was nothing Vinnie could do about it. He wasn’t tough enough to really stand up to his brother. Old Man Carlos put up with a certain amount of posturing from his kid brother, but that was it. Vinnie wasn’t his own man. He certainly would never be able to replace his brother. Someone else would have to do that. “Then why did you let that prick Charlie Rabbit talk you out of it?” Tony said.
Vinnie set the empty peanut jar down on the end table. “He didn’t talk me out of it. I agreed that Shane could think about it until tomorrow.”
“Since when do we let our guys think about whether or not they’re going to do what we tell them?”
“We don’t tell anybody anything,” Vinnie snapped. “I tell them what to do. And they’re not our guys. They’re my guys.”
Now wasn’t the time to argue. Patience, Tony told himself. He had to have patience. “That’s what I meant.”
“I know you got a beef with him over that broad downstairs, but-”
“I don’t give a shit about her,” Tony snapped. “She’s just a piece of tail, like half a dozen others.”
Vinnie stared at him. “When you let things get personal, that’s when you lose control.”
Tony Z. waved a hand at him. “I just don’t like the guy.”
“I like him, and my brother likes him. He did five years for us.”
“It wasn’t five years,” Tony said, tired of hearing about how tough Ray Shane was supposed to be. Everything he had seen of Shane lately just convinced him even more of what a scared little prick he was.
“Close enough to five,” Vinnie said. “But the important thing, at least as far as my brother is concerned, is the guy didn’t rat.”
“He knows what we do to rats.”
Vinnie struggled to his feet. “Point I’m making, Carlos appreciates Shane’s loyalty. And so do I. Shane is an ex-cop. He’s perfect for this job.”
Tony watched Vinnie, wondering if the fat man was going to want his chair back. But Vinnie lurched to the nearest window. Gazing out at the filthy streets of the French Quarter, Vinnie said, “The one thing my brother admires most in people is loyalty.”
Tony swiveled the chair toward the window, looking at Vinnie’s back. “How does doing a few years in the joint make him so loyal? I say it shows how stupid he is for letting the FBI get him on tape.”
Without turning, Vinnie asked, “You know why Charlie Rabbit was here?”
“He said he was here to help, whatever that means.”
“More than that,” Vinnie said. “My brother values Charlie’s opinion over anyone else’s. If he doesn’t like what Charlie tells him about how we handle this situation… Well, a lot of people might end up paying for what happened last night.”
Tony leaned back in the big chair, getting comfortable. “I don’t trust Shane.”
Vinnie turned away from the window, fixing Tony with a stare. Surprisingly, the gaze of the man he considered little more than a fool suddenly made Tony uncomfortable. Vinnie’s eyes had something burning in them that Tony had never before seen in the blubbery fool’s expression. Menace. “Carlos is watching us, so you make sure Shane does what I want him to do.”



CHAPTER FIVE


Ray stepped out of the Hog’s Breath Saloon and into a torrential downpour. As he ran across the street to the Rising Sun, he held a newspaper he had swiped from the bar over his head as a shield. At the House, he stood under the awning waiting for the rain to let up so he could make a dash for his car, which sat two blocks away on Decatur Street.
But after ten minutes of smoking and waiting, the rain was still coming down in a windswept torrent, so Ray tossed his cigarette into the street, raised the sopping wet newspaper over his head again, and ran. When he reached the parking lot, he was sure he was dying. His lungs burned, and the stitch in his side felt like a knife wound. A small booth stood at the entrance to the parking lot, set between two lift gates, one for entry and one for exit.
Ray ducked into the booth and squeezed the attendant against the wall. “Sorry, Shorty,” Ray panted. “I just got to catch my breath.”
Shorty was an old black man, no more than five foot two, bald and pudgy. He had been the parking lot attendant for as long as Ray could remember.
“That’s all right, Mr. Ray,” Shorty said. “Take your time, you don’t look too good.”
As Ray sucked in a lungful of damp air, he choked down a cough. Still, he wondered if there was enough room in this sardine can for him to reach his cigarettes. “You wouldn’t know it now,” he wheezed to Shorty, “but I used to run five miles a day, rain or shine.”
“Oh, I believe it, Mr. Ray. You still look in pretty good shape, but listen here. I know it ain’t none of my business what you folks do, but…”
Ray twisted to look at Shorty. “Yeah?”
“There was two men by here a little while ago asking ’bout you.”
The pain in Ray’s side, his burning lungs, both faded to nothing. “Who was it?”
Shorty looked away. “Ain’t really none of my bus-”
“Who?”
“Was Mr. Tony, and that other… that big fella. I can’t recall his name.”
“Rocco?”
Shorty nodded.
“What did they want?”
“Didn’t say, just wanted to know which car was yours.”
Ray glanced to the back of the lot and saw his Mustang. It was still there, same spot he always parked in. Backed up against the wall on the left side, ground level. Shorty’s parking lot was wedged between a pair of eighteenth-century brick buildings. Hydraulic lifts lined both sides of the lot so Shorty could double stack cars against the walls. Half the cars on the lot were Rising Sun employees.
“What’d you tell them?”
“I didn’t tell them nothing.”
“Shorty, I’m not blaming you for anything,” Ray said, meaning it. The old man was a friend. “I just need to know what you said.”
“I… I… had to show ’em.”
The booth’s windows had started to fog up. Ray wiped a hand over the glass. He scanned the entire lot. The rain was still coming down hard. There was nobody in sight. “Where’d they go?”
“I think they left.”
“You’re not sure?”
“No, sir,” Shorty said. “I had a car come in right about that time, and I didn’t see where they went. Time I turned around they was gone.”
Screwed into one wall was an inch-thick, two-foot-by-two-foot piece of plywood, painted black and laid out with a grid of numbered hooks, half of which had keys dangling from them. Shorty kept the keys to all the cars parked on his lot so he could shuffle them around and drive them on and off the hydraulic lifts. Rising Sun cars stayed on the ground just in case they were needed for a quick getaway. Ray pulled his keys down from one of the hooks, then slipped five bucks into Shorty’s hand as he patted the old-timer on the shoulder. “Thanks,” he said. Then he stepped out of the booth and loped across the lot to his car.
The newspaper was a wet gob by the time Ray reached his Mustang. He tossed it onto the hood of the Lincoln parked next to him. Then he unlocked his door and slid behind the wheel. As he hunched forward, aiming the key at the ignition switch and tugging on the door handle, Ray felt the door jerked out of his hand.
He turned and saw Rocco peering at him through the open doorway. In his huge right fist he gripped a big black pistol, a Glock. 45 by the look of it.
Rocco grinned. “Say good-bye, Raymond.” Then the. 45 dropped out of sight, and Rocco’s left hand came up holding a small black gun, one Ray didn’t recognize.
Everything slowed down. Rocco’s finger tightened on the trigger. Squeezed it back. There was no chance to get away. Not even time enough to duck. No possibility of Rocco missing. Ray had a flash realization: it’s over. Everything. No worries. No guilt. No nothing. He almost welcomed it. Then he realized that Rocco’s stupid, grinning face was going to be the last thing he ever saw. He opened his mouth to curse his cruel fate.
Something shot out of the end of the barrel, but it wasn’t a bullet. It was a stream of liquid that filled Ray’s open mouth, splashed into his eyes, and squirted up his nose. He gagged on it and almost vomited. Instinctively, Ray shut his eyes, but it was too late to protect them from the burning liquid, and although he couldn’t see, he could still smell, and he recognized the acrid stench for what it was-urine.
A squirt gun filled with piss.
Ray’s hands jumped to his face and wiped frantically as he tried to clear his vision. He kicked out with his left foot but only managed to bang his shin on the door. A voice, a voice he recognized, said, “How’s it taste, Raymond? I didn’t know you were into golden showers.” That name again, Raymond. God, how he hated that name.
By the time Ray managed to force his eyes back open, Rocco had taken a step back and had the Glock. 45 up again, pointing it at Ray’s head. Behind Rocco, Tony Z. stepped out from the front passenger seat of the Lincoln and popped open an umbrella to shield him from the driving rain.
The two of them stood staring at Ray. At Rocco’s feet lay the black plastic squirt gun. Tony held the umbrella over his head but wasn’t sharing any of it with his sidekick. Rocco, the big dummy, just stood in the rain getting soaked. Ray waited, both hands on the steering wheel, griping it tight, his knuckles feeling like they were going to explode.
“Did you like our little joke?” Tony said.
Rocco chuckled.
Ray said nothing.
Tony grinned. “I wanted to get your attention, Raymond.”
“My name is Ray.”
Tony shrugged. “Whatever.”
“You got my attention. What do you want?”
“When Mr. Messina asks you to do something, you don’t think about it, you just do it.”
Ray felt a drop of urine run down his cheek. He grabbed a hand towel he kept wedged between the console and the driver’s seat and wiped his face. “I thought that’s what he had guys like you for?”
“He wants you to handle it.”
Ray tossed the towel onto the passenger seat, then looked at Rocco, at the rain soaking his clothes, the big fat drops splashing off the Glock. 45 in his hand. Turning to Tony, Ray asked, “Why me?”
Despite the rain, Tony was still managing to look cool, the umbrella protecting his gel-slick hair and silk suit. “Since it’s your mess, it’s only fair that you have to clean it up.”
“I’m not the dumbass who left three hundred grand up there.”
“You let four assholes with guns come into our-”
“With guns is right, Tony. What the hell was I supposed to do? Stick my finger in my pocket, tell ’em to freeze?”
Tony jabbed a finger in Ray’s face. “I’m not here to argue. I’m here to relay a message. You either find these assholes or you die in their place.”
Rocco chuckled again.
“We’re not talking about four douche bags who were looking for a Seven-Eleven to knock off,” Ray said. “They knew exactly what they were doing, and they’re not going to stick around afterward. That crew is long gone by now.”
“You better hope not.”
“What makes you think I can find them any better than you can?”
Tony shook his head. “I don’t.”
“Then why-”
“I told you, this is what Mr. Messina wants.”
Ray stared at Tony, his slicked hair, his Italian suit, his Bruno Magli loafers.
Why do these wiseguys need a broken-down ex-cop and ex-con doing their dirty work for them. Unless…
“You screwed up, didn’t you, Tony? It was you who left all that money in the counting room. What happened? Were you upstairs knocking off a piece of ass when you should have been taking care of-”
“Shut up!” Tony snapped. He shot a glance at Rocco, then nodded at Ray. Rocco stepped in quick, lowering the pistol as he swung his left fist at Ray’s face. Seeing it coming, Ray threw his hands up and leaned back. He got one hand in the way, taking some of the power off Rocco’s punch, but not enough as the goon’s brick-size fist caught him in the mouth.
Ray rolled back across the console and tucked his knees up into his belly in case Rocco came in after him, but he didn’t. Instead, the big man bent down and picked up the water pistol. He aimed it at Ray and pumped the trigger three times, laughing as the stream of urine hit Ray in the face and head. On the fourth pump, just a dribble came out and Rocco threw the empty plastic gun on top of Ray, then slammed the Mustang’s door shut.
Tony pressed his face against the closed window and yelled, “Somebody’s got to pay, Raymond. It’s either going to be you or them.” Then he disappeared into the passenger door of the Lincoln and closed his umbrella. Like a faithful dog, Rocco trotted around the big car and squeezed in behind the wheel. The motor cranked. Then the Lincoln tore out of the parking lot, its tires spinning on the wet pavement.



CHAPTER SIX


Ray called three times and left three messages. Jimmy didn’t call him back. Ray decided to go in person.
The New Orleans Police Department headquarters building is an ugly, 1960s-era, five-story block of cement and smoked glass that stands between the jail and municipal court. As Ray crossed the open plaza in front of the dilapidated building, he passed the dry, weed-choked memorial fountain and tried not to look at the memorial wall.
Set in a corner of Sirgo Plaza, the fallen-officers memorial was the only modern edifice in the entire jail-court-police complex. The memorial wall was a seven-foot-tall pane of thick glass, surrounded by a rectangular concrete frame. Etched into the glass were the names of all of the New Orleans police officers who had been killed in the line of duty. When he was a rookie cop, Ray used to stop and stare at the glass wall. He would get choked up thinking about the fallen heroes whose names were inscribed there. This time he raced past it, too ashamed to look.
Just inside the main door to headquarters, angled off to the left, was a security desk, almost always manned by a cop who was on light duty, usually one recovering from an injury. Two rope lines and a red carpet guided people to the security desk, but Ray slipped to the right as soon as he got inside. The officer on duty was busy with a couple of visitors and didn’t notice as Ray passed the elevator and glided toward the back stairs.
On the third floor, Ray opened the door marked CRIMINAL INVESTIGATION BUREAU. A window made of bullet-resistant glass was set in the wall of the tiny waiting room. There was a small circular talking device mounted in the window. It looked like some sort of aluminum speaker. No one was behind the window, so Ray rang the old-fashioned metal bell that sat on the ledge in front of the glass.
Several seconds later, a fat female civilian support officer strolled up to the window. She stared at Ray for a second, giving him that bored civil-service look, then said, “Yeah?”
“Is Detective LaGrange here?” Ray asked.
She smacked a wad of gum a couple times while she looked him over. “Hold on,” she said as she turned and walked away.
While he waited, Ray looked at the artwork on the waiting room walls. Cheap frames around police public awareness pictures. One was a stark black-and-white photo of a chalk outline drawn on the street where a body had fallen. A superimposed image in the lower right-hand corner showed a close-up shot of a young hand holding two rocks of crack cocaine. At the bottom of the poster, in big block letters, was the legend CRACK KILLS.
Another framed picture showed kids on a playground. Printed at the bottom of the picture were the words CHILDREN SHOULD BE SEEN NOT HEARD , but a red line ran through the word heard, and printed over it in red letters, in what was supposed to look like handwritten graffiti, was the word shot. The detective office was a cheerful place to hang out.
An electric solenoid buzzed. Ray turned to the window and saw the fat civil servant pointing to the door. He pushed it open just before the buzzing stopped and stepped inside the Detective Bureau. Detective Jimmy LaGrange was walking toward him. In his early forties, LaGrange was thicker around the middle and thinner on top than the last time Ray had seen him. He wore a shirt and tie and was slipping into a sport coat.
“Hey, Jimmy,” Ray said, and stuck out his hand.
The detective brushed past him without taking it. “I figured it was you.” He pointed toward the door. “Outside.”
The door hadn’t even closed behind Ray before LaGrange was through it. Ray turned and followed him out into the hall. As he caught up to the cop at the elevator, Ray asked, “What’s wrong, Jimmy? You don’t have time for an old friend?”
The detective looked up and down the hall. They were alone. “What are you doing here?” he said in a loud whisper.
The elevator door opened. Inside stood a uniformed lieutenant and a sergeant. Ray followed LaGrange as he stepped into the elevator. Neither of them spoke. On the first floor Ray followed LaGrange out the front door. They turned left. They crossed the street that ran between headquarters and the sheriff’s building, finally stopping near a Dumpster.
Ray said, “Jimmy, what the hell’s wrong with you?”
“Me?” LaGrange looked shocked. “Have you lost your fucking mind?”
“You didn’t return my calls.”
The detective glanced at his watch. “I figured you’d get the point.”
“What point?”
“I can’t be seen talking to you.”
“I’m in a jam and I need some help.”
“You mean police help?”
Ray nodded.
“Then call a cop.” He turned back toward headquarters and started walking.
Ray shouted after him, “You owe me, Jimmy.” LaGrange kept walking. Ray shouted louder. “You remember Vice?”
LaGrange spun around and came back to Ray at a run. “Keep your voice down.”
“I ask you for help and you just walk away,” Ray said. “It’s like I told you, you owe me.”
“I’m sorry about what happened to you,” LaGrange said. “I feel bad, but it’s not my fault. I don’t owe you anything.”
“Think again.” Ray leaned against the Dumpster. “They wanted every one of us.”
Jimmy LaGrange looked around. “I don’t want to talk about this.”
Ray sprang away from the Dumpster. “I don’t give a damn what you want to talk about.” The detective took a step back. Ray stepped closer. “Internal Affairs, the FBI, the U.S. Attorney’s Office-all of them tried to make a deal with me. They practically offered me a walk. All I had to do was testify against everybody in Vice. They were looking for racketeering charges. They wanted headlines, the kind of headlines that come with cops getting life sentences.”
“Ray, I appreciate what you did-”
“You appreciate it?” Ray spit out the words. “You don’t even know what I did.”
LaGrange stared at him.
“Fitz, Conner, and Two-Gun made deals.” Ray could feel himself getting worked up. “Conner and Fitz got eighteen months. Two-Gun only got twelve months. But Sarge and I didn’t make any deals. I kept my mouth shut and did almost five years.”
“I’m sorry, Ray, but I told you, it’s not my-”
“Sarge got a hundred and twenty months. That’s ten goddamn years. I get out and what do I hear? That you’re still a detective. Like nothing ever happened.”
“I’m a detective in name only. They got me buried in the Crime Analysis Section, going over records, looking for crime patterns.”
“You know where they had me buried? Have you ever been to Terre Haute? You know how cold it gets in Indiana?”
LaGrange shook his head.
“Now I come back and say I need some help, and you treat me like some scumbag off the street.”
LaGrange sagged. “I’m sorry. You surprised me is all. I got a new wife and a little girl, a three-year-old.” He fished his wallet out of his back pocket and opened it.
Ray saw the picture holders and held up his hand. “I don’t want to see photos of your family. I told you I’m in a jam and need help.”
LaGrange stuffed his wallet back into his pocket. “Sure, Ray.” He took a deep breath. “What do you need?”
“The Pete Messina murder.”
“Oh, shit.” LaGrange’s shoulders sunk. “I heard you were working for them.”
“I needed a job.”
“Is it true they got taken off for a lot of dough?”
Ray nodded.
“The Eighth District report says it was an unsuccessful robbery, resulting in a homicide,” LaGrange said.
“That’s Tony Zello’s cover story.”
“How did he keep a lid on what was going on upstairs?”
“He didn’t let anybody go upstairs, not even the Homicide dicks. He claimed the robbery crew stayed downstairs the whole time. He said they were trying to rob the strip bar, but when one of them shot Pete, they got scared and took off.”
“None of the detectives even tried to go upstairs?”
Ray shook his head. “Tony said the second and third floors were nothing but storage and that the fourth floor was a private residence.”
LaGrange arched his eyebrows. “And that stopped them?”
“Tony put in a call to their captain.”
“How much did they get?”
“Three hundred large.”
LaGrange let out a low whistle. “How are you involved?”
“I’m supposed to find them.”
“The perps?”
Ray nodded.
“How are you supposed to do that?”
“Vinnie has this crazy idea that since I was a detective, I should be able to find four armed robbers.”
“Makes sense, I guess.”
“To a moron.”
They stared at each other.
“What do you need from me?” LaGrange said.
“A lead,” Ray said. “Somewhere to start.”
“I told you, I’m not a real detective anymore. I’m a paper pusher.”
“You’ve got access to all the reports, right?”
LaGrange nodded.
“Then get me copies of everything that’s been written on what went down at the House.”
“Jesus Christ,” LaGrange said. “Do you know what you’re asking?”
“I’m asking for your help, partner.”
LaGrange started to say something. Then he looked away. When he looked back, he said, “I’ll see what I can do.”
“I need to find Hector,” Ray said.
Tony peered over the top of the newspaper he held in front of his face. “What?”
“I’ve been trying to track him down and can’t find him.” Tony stuck his hand out to his side, palm down, and held it three feet above the ground. “You talking about the little guy at the door?”
“Yeah,” Ray said. Hector wasn’t three feet tall, more like five five. He was Mexican or Central American, some kind of Latin, but he tried to act Italian. “He hasn’t been at work since the robbery,” Ray said. “I just came from his apartment and his girlfriend says she hasn’t seen him.”
Tony was stretched out in an overstuffed chair on the fourth floor of the House, in a sitting room just outside Vinnie’s office. Down the long hall was another sitting room and the door to Vinnie and Mrs. Vinnie’s penthouse apartment. Tony’s newspaper was folded to the sports page. “What do I care if his girlfriend doesn’t know where he is?” Tony said.
Ray hadn’t wanted to come back to the House. Tony had already made it clear that Ray didn’t have to work his regular shift. His new job was to find the four masked gunmen. Nothing else. Earlier, on the phone, Tony had said, “You weren’t worth a shit preventing the robbery. Let’s see if you’re any good at solving it.”
While waiting for Jimmy LaGrange to come up with copies of the police reports, Ray decided to do what he would have done were he still a detective. That meant interviewing witnesses. The first person he wanted to talk to was Hector, to find out why the little taco bender just happened to be AWOL at the exact moment the bad guys showed up. But Hector hadn’t shown up for work.
Hector lived uptown. When Ray got there, he found out the diminutive doorman’s apartment was inside a big two-story house off Magazine Street. The once-elegant home had been converted into a rooming house with five tiny efficiencies on each floor. Ray found Hector’s girlfriend but not Hector.
With no other leads, Ray had gone back to the House, but talking to Tony was making him regret that decision. “You understand what I’m saying?” Ray asked. “I haven’t seen Hector since he told me he was going take a piss and asked me to cover the door for him.”
“So what?” Tony said. “You know how unreliable beaners are. The whole damn city is filled with them. They’re the only ones who will even take a job, though. Trouble is, half the time they don’t show up.”
“I know you’re not that bright, Tony, so it’s probably good that Vinnie put me on this thing instead of you. But if you have any idea where Hector is-”
Tony tossed the newspaper aside and jumped to his feet. “You need to shut up while you have a chance, Ray. The way you’re acting, and the fact you’re still standing here instead of getting out on the street and really searching for the little wetback, you must think it’s just a coincidence that he’s disappeared?”
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Ray said.
Tony jerked his thumb toward the stairs. “Then why don’t you get your ass out there and find him?”
“Tony, has your hair gel seeped into your brain? Can you even understand what I’m telling you? Hector is missing. In my old business we used to call that a clue.”
Tony’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t fire back. Ray thought that was unusual. He wondered where Rocco was. Usually you didn’t see Tony without his big goon nearby. He thought about locking an arm around Tony’s neck and giving him a Chinese haircut. The kind you gave as a kid, raking your knuckles against another kid’s scalp until he screamed. Ray would bet money that Tony would scream like a little girl.
“What do you want, Shane?”
Ray pointed at the closed door to Vinnie’s office. “I want to talk to Vinnie, find out what he knows about Hector. It’s not like you guys keep personnel files, but somebody has to know the kid. Somebody hired him.”
“I’m not going to bother Vinnie with that crap.” Tony poked a finger into Ray’s chest. “You want to know where Hector is, go find him.”
Nodding at the closed door, Ray said, “What happened, Tony? Vinnie got tired of having your nose stuck up his ass? He sent you out to play all by yourself?”
Tony’s face flushed and his lips tightened into a thin line. He took a step forward.
Ray dropped his right foot back and brought his hands up. “Be careful, Tony. Your butt-boy isn’t here to protect you. It’s just you and me this time.”
Tony stopped. His eyes stared straight into Ray’s. His face had turned red, and a vein bulged in his forehead. But he didn’t swing. Instead, he spoke in a low hiss. “It’s just a matter of time, Shane.”
Ray grinned. “You’re right about that.”



CHAPTER SEVEN


It was the kind of place Ray hated. A coffee shop that didn’t sell real coffee. The yuppie and punk hangout on Canal Boulevard was part of a corporate chain that considered black coffee a special order. Cappuccinos, mochas, and lattes with sprinkles were the beverages of choice.
Ray saw Jimmy LaGrange sitting at a table against the back wall, next to the restrooms. The detective looked nervous as hell. Ray strolled through the shop, passing a couple of late-morning breakfasters and a geek with orange hair and a laptop. The geek looked like he was eating a granola biscuit.
When Ray reached LaGrange’s table, he dropped into a chair across from his former partner. “You got the reports?”
LaGrange glanced past Ray’s shoulder toward the door. “I shouldn’t be seen talking to you.”
“You picked this place, not me.”
The detective looked around some more. “I’ve got to be careful. Someone might be following me.”
Maybe it was a lack of coffee, maybe it was Jimmy LaGrange acting like a dick, maybe it was the geek with the laptop-what kind of man dyes his hair orange and eats granola biscuits?-but after only a few seconds inside this joint, Ray was already angry. “Cut the cloak-and-dagger bullshit, Jimmy. You weren’t worried about being followed back in the day when you were stuffing Vinnie’s envelopes into your pocket.”
LaGrange’s eyes popped open. He leaned across the table and spoke in a harsh whisper. “Hold your goddamn voice down. I don’t do that anymore. I told you I got a new wife and a new…” His eyes darted around the yuppie coffee shop once more, then focused on Ray. “That stuff’s over.” LaGrange made a short cutting motion with his hand. “Finished.”
Ray wanted to ask his old partner how, if he really was clean, he could afford a new family while he was still paying for his old one-an ex-wife and two kids. But he didn’t ask. He needed LaGrange’s help. “What did you find out?”
A waitress came by, a big smile plastered on her face. She interrupted them and introduced herself as Brandy and said she would be their server. She was cute, Ray thought, in a wholesome, well-scrubbed, perky sort of way. He figured she had to be a college student. Real people weren’t that happy. He ordered the closest thing they had to black coffee. LaGrange ordered an espresso and a bran muffin.
“A bran muffin?” Ray asked after the waitress left.
“My cholesterol,” LaGrange said. He looked embarrassed.
A few minutes later the perky waitress brought their order.
When they were alone again, LaGrange leaned back, looking a little more relaxed now that he had his espresso and bran muffin. “You’re lucky, you know that?” he said.
Ray didn’t feel lucky. “Why?”
“This case is on the fast track.”
Ray raised his eyebrows. “How come?”
“Landry’s on it.”
“Why?”
“You know how he is,” LaGrange said. “He’s got it in for the Messina family. My guess is he wants to spin this off into another investigation of dirty cops.”
“He told me he isn’t with PIB anymore.”
LaGrange looked surprised. “You talked to him?”
“Sort of,” Ray said. “He slugged me.”
The detective sat up. “He did what?”
“I mentioned his dad.”
LaGrange nodded. “Then I’m not surprised. Even as much of a tight-ass as Landry is, he goes ape-shit if anybody brings up his old man.”
“Screw Landry.”
LaGrange drummed his fingers on the table. “How’s his dad doing?”
Ray took a sip of coffee. It tasted like warm shit. “He got sick about a year before I got out. They transferred him to the medical prison at Springfield. I haven’t heard from him since.”
“Cancer?”
Ray nodded. “In his colon.”
LaGrange looked down at his cup, quiet for a few seconds. “When the indictments came out and you guys got arrested, I was sick to my stomach, too. I mean really sick, vomiting every thirty minutes. But what was I supposed to do, turn myself in? Go tell the feds, hey you forgot about me?”
“We’ve all got to live with our choices, Jimmy.”
Neither one said anything for a while. LaGrange took a bite of his muffin to fill the silence. When he finished chewing, he said, “Everything about this case is getting pushed through really fast: follow-up reports, lab results, IBIS-”
“What’s IBIS,” Ray asked, pronouncing it Eye-Bis, like LaGrange had.
LaGrange exhaled sharply. “You have been away a long time.”
“I was in prison.” Ray said. “Which is exactly where you would have been if you hadn’t punched that drunk in the back of the head on Bourbon Street.”
For Detective Jimmy LaGrange, it must have been like winning the lottery, only better. Through pure dumb luck, he broke his hand at just the right time and was out on a sixty-day injury leave when the FBI started up their wiretap. The only guy in the six-man Vice Squad who didn’t go to prison.
LaGrange said, “Ray, if there was anything I could’ve done… anything. I even talked to a lawyer, told him I wanted to help, but he said there was nothing I could do.” LaGrange took a sip of his espresso. “I waited, expecting any second they were going to come for me. Hardest thing I ever had to go through in my life was seeing you, Sergeant Landry, and the other guys walking out of the federal building in chains, on your way to prison.”
Ray remembered that day, too. He remembered it like it was yesterday. He pulled a Lucky Strike from his pocket and lit it with his Zippo.
LaGrange glanced around the coffee shop as a panicked look crossed his face. Then he pointed to Ray’s cigarette. “You can’t do that.”
Ray took a deep drag, held it for a second, then blew the smoke across the table into LaGrange’s face. “Can’t do what?”
“Smoke,” LaGrange said as he coughed. “You can’t smoke in here.”
Ray looked around. “It’s a coffee shop, right?”
Their waitress stomped over to the table. Not so perky anymore. “Sir, you can’t smoke in here.”
Ray looked up at her. “Why not?”
She propped her hands on her hips. “This is a smoke-free environment.” Saying it like Ray was an idiot for not knowing that already.
He waved her away. “Go get me an ashtray.”
She stuck her chin out. “We don’t have ashtrays, sir. We don’t allow smoking.”
“Come on, Ray, put it out,” LaGrange said. “Quit giving her a hard time.”
The not-so-perky waitress folded her arms across her chest. “If you don’t put that out, I’m going to have to call the manager.”
“You better find me an ashtray, or when I get done I’ll just stub it out on your floor.”
The waitress spun on her heel and marched off.
Ray took another drag on his cigarette. “So what’s IBIS, some kind of new fingerprint machine?”
LaGrange looked nervous as his eyes followed the waitress across the coffee shop. Finally, he looked back at Ray. “No, not fingerprints, bullet prints. I-B-I-S stands for…” He glanced at the ceiling like he was looking for the name to be written up there, but evidently he didn’t find it because after a couple of seconds he said, “I can’t remember exactly, but it’s the something-ballistic-identification system.”
“What does it do?”
“It’s a computer database we got from ATF.”
“And?”
“It’s at the new crime lab on Tulane. On every homicide involving a firearm, in fact, on every shooting, the lab takes the bullets and the casings and puts them into this machine.”
Ray pictured some lab guy in a white coat dumping hundreds of shell casings into a big machine.
LaGrange must have read his mind. “I don’t mean the bullets and cases themselves. The lab photographs them and converts the pictures into some sort of digital code that the computer can understand.”
Ray was getting impatient. “How does that help me?”
LaGrange held up his hand. “I’m getting to that. The machine runs comparisons on bullets and casings from every shooting. It can tell you which ones were done with the same gun.” He slapped his palm down on the tabletop. “But here’s the really good part. In addition to every shooting, the department enters a test-fired round from every confiscated firearm. The computer runs the comparisons automatically, so when a gun comes in, we get an automatic hit if it’s been used in a shooting.”
Ray was impressed. He thought about the gun used to blow Pete Messina’s face off. “What about shotguns?”
LaGrange shook his head. “They say the next generation of IBIS will do shotguns, but for right now it just works with pistols and rifles.”
“So why are you telling me about IBIS? They used a shotgun in the House.”
LaGrange shook his head. “That’s not all they used.”
“I was there.”
LaGrange reached under the table and pulled a black leather attache case onto his lap. From inside he slid out a stack of paper, at least twenty or thirty pages, held together by a clamp.
“What’s that?” Ray asked.
LaGrange laid the stack of paper on the table. He flipped through the first couple of pages. “This is the initial report and a few of the follow-ups.” He stopped flipping and stared at one page for a second, then pointed to something about halfway down. “Right here’s where you got lucky.”
“That’s the second time you said that. I don’t feel lucky, so why don’t you just tell me what you found.”
LaGrange tapped his finger on the page. “Crime Scene dug a forty-caliber slug out of the floor.”
Ray shook his head. “Nobody fired a pistol in-” Then an image flashed through his mind.
The dancer up on stage, a hole in her leg, blood pouring out after a shotgun blast. Seconds later, another blast. Then something else, a pop, barely audible after the big explosion from the shotgun. Feeling the heat searing the back of his head.
Ray looked at LaGrange and rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “Where’d they find it?”
The former Vice cop flipped through more pages, skimming each for a few seconds before he found what he was looking for. He turned the stack around so Ray could read it. Ray saw a copy of a neatly drawn diagram he recognized as the first floor of the Rising Sun.
LaGrange’s finger pointed to a small handwritten “15” between the bottom of the stairs and the front door. “Item fifteen is the bullet,” he said. “They found it buried in the wooden floor, twenty-five feet from the door.”
Goose bumps broke out on Ray’s arms. “That motherfucker tried to shoot me in the head.”
“I’ve told you before, you’ve got the luck of the Irish.”
Ray pictured the skull mask, the pair of eyes, and the bad teeth, but most vivid was the image of the tattoo, the spiderweb wrapped around the back of the hand, reaching all the way to the base of the thumb. Somewhere-he wasn’t sure where-he had seen that tattoo before.
“What good does it do me that Crime Scene found that slug in the floor,” Ray said, “if they don’t have a gun to match it to?”
LaGrange pulled a second stack of papers from his attache case. “Your friend Landry has already run an IBIS check on the bullet and it came back positive.”
“Positive for what?”
LaGrange hefted the second report in his hand. “Turns out the same gun was used in a shooting six months ago. They dug the bullet out of a body on Frenchman Street.”
“Any arrests?”
The detective nodded. “Two weeks later, Homicide picked up a guy named Cleo Harris, goes by the nickname Winky.”
“They obviously didn’t find the gun he used, not if the shithead with the skull mask tried to kill me with it.”
LaGrange nodded. “They got the shooter but not the gun.” “Even if I could get into lockup to talk to the guy, what’s his name, Harris, there’s no way he’s going to tell me what he did with that gun.”
“He’s not in lockup.”
“He bonded out on a murder charge?”
The detective shook his head. “The D.A. dropped the case.”
“Why?”
“The only witness developed amnesia.”
“No witness, no case,” Ray said.
LaGrange nodded.
“Is Harris white or black?” Ray asked.
LaGrange slid his index finger down the face sheet of the report. “Cleo Harris. Black male, twenty-three years old. Five eight, one hundred and sixty pounds.”
“All four stickup men who came in the House were white.”
“Maybe he sold it.” LaGrange glanced again at the report. “It was a forty-caliber Smith amp; Wesson, by the way.”
“How do you know it was a Smith?”
The detective flipped to a page at the back of the report. After reading for a few seconds, he said, “They got some scientific mumbo jumbo in here about indications of bullet twist per inch and spacing between the lands and grooves, but the bottom line is that the lab determined it was a Smith amp; Wesson. It even gives some likely model numbers, all of which are stainless steel.”
Ray reached across the table. “I need that report.”
LaGrange pulled the sheaf of papers back. “No way.”
“Why not?”
The detective tapped a finger on the top margin. “I’m the one who pulled it up, and my name is printed on every page.”
“So cut off the header.”
LaGrange shook his head. “I can’t do that.”
“I need that information, Jimmy.”
“I gave you the information,” LaGrange said flatly. “I can’t give you the report.”
There was only so far Ray could push. The bottom line was that Jimmy LaGrange was still a cop, and Ray was a convicted felon just out of prison. “Jimmy, I’m in a real jam here. This is all I’ve got to go on.”
“Why are you helping those assholes?”
Ray took a last drag of his cigarette, then dropped the butt into his nearly empty coffee cup. The waitress must have decided not to tell the manager, or maybe she had and the manager had called the police. Ray looked across the table at his old Vice partner. “I don’t have a choice.”
“What do you mean?”
“At least write down Harris’s information so I can find him.”
Jimmy LaGrange stared back at Ray for a few seconds. Then he looked away as he pulled a pen from his shirt pocket.



CHAPTER EIGHT


“Pull up right here and let me out,” Tony said as Rocco eased the Lincoln Town Car against the curb in front of the Messina Seafood Company on North Rampart Street. The rain was coming down hard.
The building was just east of the French Quarter, in a commercial district that was home to a host of small businesses, most of them barely dodging bankruptcy. The tin buildings lining the four-lane avenue sported peeling paint and faded signs. The sidewalks were strewn with waterlogged trash, plastered to the cement by the steady rain.
Under the nearby eaves and awnings, drug addicts, pushers, and prostitutes waited for a break in the weather so they could get back to work. This was the edge of the Ninth Ward, and Tony knew it well. He grew up here.
Just like its neighbors, the Messina Seafood Company was housed in an old metal building with peeling paint and a faded sign. The sides and back had once been dark blue, but the years and the sun had faded them to a light, almost baby blue. The brick facade was set back from the street just far enough to leave room for the sidewalk. The front third of the building was a two-story office suite. The rest was a high-ceilinged, single-story refrigerated warehouse for storing the oysters, shrimp, and fish that came in fresh from the Gulf of Mexico every day.
“You want me to come with you?” Rocco asked.
With the car door already open, Tony was getting pelted by the rain. He didn’t even glance back. “No, I don’t want you to come with me. Just park the car and wait. When you see me come out, pick me up so I don’t get soaking fucking wet.”
Tony dashed from the car to the front door, dodging puddles. He stood for a moment under the protection of the overhang above the front entrance and stared at his reflection in the glass double doors. Using an embroidered silk handkerchief from his breast pocket, he dabbed raindrops from his suit, then tugged at the slim knot in his tie. Next, he dragged a comb across his hair, knocking off the water that had beaded on top of his styling gel and making sure each strand was in place.
The image that stared back at him from the glass was that of a man on his way up, a man about to overcome the few obstacles in his path. Tony pulled open the door and stepped inside.
The pretty, dark-haired receptionist with the fake boobs waved as Tony passed her desk, making him think again how much he’d like to fuck her. Still, he couldn’t remember her name. Connie, Karen… something like that. The only problem with her was the way she talked. She had the same Chalmette accent as his wife.
If he ever screwed Connie, or Karen, whatever her name was, he wasn’t going to let her talk. He’d make sure her mouth stayed busy doing something else. He probably wouldn’t get to fuck her, though, because the boss had a rule: no screwing the girls in his office. The rule didn’t apply to the Old Man, of course. Rumor was he had some hot piece of tail on the side, and the smart money was on Connie, Karen, what-ever-the-fuck.
If he wasn’t in such a hurry, Tony would have stopped by her desk and laid on a little charm, just in case the boss wasn’t filling all her needs. Tony thought that maybe he could forget that aggravating accent, at least for a little while. The Old Man couldn’t handle a woman like that, even with the blue pills he was taking. What she needed was a real man, a man in his prime. Not a fossil.
Tony found Carlos Messina behind his desk, leaning back in his chair and staring at the ceiling, the telephone stuck to his ear. Carlos waved Tony to a chair in front of his desk. While Carlos talked on the phone, Tony watched him. Like a boxer scrutinizing tape of an upcoming opponent, every chance he got, Tony studied the man.
Everyone called Carlos the Old Man-never to his face-although it wasn’t a slam on his age so much as a sign of respect for the man. But for Tony it was respect for the position only, not the man. In Tony’s judgment, Carlos Messina was getting weak. His years in power had dulled his edge. A toothless lion, he could still roar but could no longer bite. Meanwhile the young lions circled, watching and waiting for their chance.
In his late sixties, Carlos was a fat man with a shock of gray hair. His face was round, with thick jowls that hung past his chin, and a bulbous nose pitted with acne scars that stuck out like a doorknob. From somewhere in his roly-poly face, probably from his dark, almost black eyes, Carlos still occasionally managed a look of authority that made Tony nervous, but it wasn’t often, and for the most part, Tony thought the Old Man just looked like a has-been. It was time for a new generation.
There was one thing Carlos Messina hadn’t lost-his style. Although from the outside the Messina Seafood Company looked like shit, inside, the Old Man’s second-floor office was nice. Positioned at the back of the two-story suite, Carlos’s office had two huge windows: one in the back wall that looked out over the open warehouse, the other looking down on the service drive running alongside the building. The office was also big, with lots of open space, built-in bookshelves, a massive marble-top desk, a sixty-inch flat screen, and plenty of cushioned places to sit.
The kind of office Tony hoped to have one day.
Carlos hung up the phone and looked at Tony. “What do you want?” The message was clear: don’t waste my time. The Old Man was gruff, still trying to roar so no one noticed he had no teeth. Knowing that, though, didn’t mean Tony could act stupid. The boss’s position was a strong one, even if the man in it was weak. Tony would have to tread carefully.
Officially, Tony Zello was just a button man, a soldier. While a caporegime -a captain-might talk to Carlos every day, Tony had only spoken directly to the man a dozen times in the five years since he had been made. Because Tony worked directly for Carlos’s brother, he didn’t even have his own crew. Not a real one, just a few steroid cowboys who were more like flunkies. They sure as shit didn’t bring in any money.
The problem, at least the immediate problem, was Vinnie. He just wasn’t an important member of the family. Because they were brothers, Carlos had put Vinnie in charge of the House. But that was it. And Vinnie was happy with that. He knew enough about his own limitations to stay out of the way. Out of sight, out of mind.
Tony draped an ankle over his knee, trying to strike a casual pose. “I came to update you on what’s been going on at the House since the robbery.”
“My brother sent you?”
Tony shook his head.
Carlos looked surprised. “Does he know you’re here?”
A tiny flutter started in Tony’s stomach. “I came on my own.”
Carlos fixed Tony with a look-almost like he could see inside him-as he leaned forward across the marble desktop and propped his bulk up on his elbows. “You got balls coming to see me like this.”
Tony didn’t say anything, just looked into Carlos Messina’s cold, dark eyes and felt his confidence start to slip. Maybe the old lion still had a few teeth left after all, maybe he could do more than just roar. A slight quiver started in Tony’s legs. It reminded him of when he was a kid, just before he’d get into a fight, usually trying to keep the black kids from taking over his block, his little patch of the Ninth Ward.
Carlos said, “You got something to say, say it.”
Fuck you, old man. You’re nothing but a dinosaur, a throwback to the old days. Carrying around all that Sicilian bullshit. But Tony didn’t say that. Instead, he said, “I don’t think it was a good idea for Vinnie-”
Old Man Messina jabbed a finger at Tony. “That’s your first mistake.” Then he tapped his finger against his chest. “I do all the thinking around here.”
Feeling like he had been caught in the open with no cover, Tony pressed on. “This guy Shane, he’s just a security guard. Now your brother’s got him trying to find these four fucking assholes.”
Carlos Messina leaned back in his chair. “He’s an ex-cop, a detective. I thought it was a good idea.”
“But this guy’s a fuckup. He’s the reason that crew got inside in the first place.”
The Old Man looked across the table for a few seconds. “What is it you have against this guy Shane?”
It was tougher than Tony thought, playing both ends against the middle. “I don’t have anything against him. I just don’t trust his judgment, and I don’t trust his loyalty.”
“My brother trusts him.”
“Shane said himself he can’t do it, said he thinks these assholes are long gone.”
“I don’t give a shit if they ran to Canada, Russia, or all the way to the fucking moon. We’re gonna find these bastards and take care of business.”
“I know Ray Shane,” Tony said, trying to get the conversation focused back on Shane. “I knew him before, when he was a cop. He was an idiot then, and I think the joint made him even stupider. Only good thing about him is he’s being honest when he says he can’t do it.”
The Old Man shook his head. “He did some hard time for us, and he never opened his mouth. Not many people can do that anymore.”
Tony bristled, hearing yet again how tough Shane was, deciding here and now that he was going to puke if he had to hear one more time about Ray Shane’s stretch in prison. “Just because a guy screws up and does a little jail time doesn’t prove his loyalty.”
Carlos gave him that same hard look. “You ever done any time?”
Time to change the subject. “This crew had inside help.”
Carlos snorted. “You think I haven’t figured that out on my own?”
“I’m just saying…”
“And you think it was Shane?”
Tony shrugged. “I’m not sure who it was. But they went straight for the counting room, they used Shane to get inside, and they hit us on Halloween night when we had extra cash on hand.”
“And whose bright fucking idea was that?”
Tread lightly, don’t push too hard. “Vinnie thought-”
Tony jumped as Carlos shot forward and pounded his fat fist on the desk. “I do the thinking. Do you understand me?”
As Tony swallowed, he felt his heart racing. “Yes, sir.”
“Now what are you saying?” the Old Man asked. “Are you telling me it was my half-wit brother who cost us three hundred grand?”
Not sure what to say, and despite his earlier confidence, Tony was too scared to say anything, so he didn’t.
Carlos Messina leaned back in his chair. “That other stuff you mentioned, those guys going for the counting room and using Shane, anyone who’s ever been in the House knows where the goddamn counting room is. It’s not like we keep it a secret.”
“But how many people know the door between the cage and the counting room isn’t usually locked, or that there isn’t a guy with a shotgun on the other side of the door?”
“Why wasn’t it locked, and why wasn’t there a guy with a shotgun behind the door? We got three hundred grand in cash on hand, you’re supposed to protect it.”
Somehow this conversation had gotten off track. “I had a man in the cage, a pretty good man, but these guys came in with masks on Halloween night and Shane walked them-”
“I know how they got in,” Carlos Messina said, “and I know what your man Bobby was doing when they got the drop on him, chasing pussy.”
I need to get this conversation back on track, like I practiced it in my head on the drive over here.
“Shane doesn’t normally work the door,” Tony said. “He’s supposed to be inside by the stairs, yet just before all this shit went down, he stepped outside to relieve the regular doorman. Shane says the kid told him he needed to take a piss, but now no one can find the kid to confirm Shane’s story.”
“What do you mean you can’t find him? Who is he?”
“Spanish kid named Hector. His girlfriend says he hasn’t been home since the robbery.”
“Who’s looking for him?” Carlos asked.
Tony smiled. “Shane.”
“You think this kid could have set it up?”
“Not by himself,” Tony said. “Hector’s not that smart.”
The Old Man pushed himself farther into the cushioned back of his chair and looked up at the ceiling. It was almost a full minute before he said anything. When he did, his voice was low. “You know what matters to me the most? I mean above everything else?”
Unless it was a retirement home in Florida, Tony really didn’t give a shit, but he knew enough to know he couldn’t say that. “No, sir.”
“Loyalty,” Carlos Messina said. “Because without that we got nothing. We’re no better than those fucking animals out in the street, just a bunch of niggers with guns. That one thing, loyalty, that’s what separates us from them.”
“Shane’s got no loyalty except to himself.”
Carlos looked at him. “Why do you say that?”
Everything Tony knew about old-style mobsters he had learned from watching The Godfather. He didn’t know anything about Sicily. He had never been there. He didn’t have any idea from what part of the Island his own family had come from. For all he knew, he might not be Sicilian. His family might be from mainland Italy. But what he did know, thanks to Marlon Brando, was that all of the old-timers cared a lot about their heritage. So he played that card, the heritage card.
“Shane’s not one of us,” Tony said, “and I don’t think we should have some stupid Mick handling our business. We should be taking care of it ourselves.”
Carlos got a far-off look in his eyes, like in his mind he saw himself forty years younger and a hundred pounds lighter, traipsing through the rugged hill country of Sicily, a cloth cap perched on his head and a single-barreled lupara resting on one shoulder. “Maybe you got a point,” Carlos finally said. “Something like this, it should be handled by members of the family.” He glanced at the telephone. “I’m gonna tell Vinnie he better get off his ass and-”
Tony raised his hand, almost like a kid in school interrupting the teacher. Time to drop the other shoe, but carefully. “Mr. Messina, your brother is… under a lot of stress, even before this happened. He was taking care of Pete…” For effect, Tony crossed himself. “God rest his soul. He was trying to deal with his money problems…”
Carlos’s head snapped forward. “What money problems?”
Shrugging, Tony said, “Mainly Pete’s school and a couple other things. Me and Vinnie, we’re at the House every day, and I guess sometimes he needs somebody to talk to. The other day he tells me that Pete’s school just went up on the tuition. It was already forty grand a year.”
The Old Man’s black eyes bored into Tony. “What else?”
“Sir?”
“You said Pete’s school and a couple other things.”
Tony shrugged. “Just personal stuff, you know, like everyone has.”
“His wife?”
“Just something he mentioned in passing. Apparently, she’s been spending a lot of money redecorating their apartment. She bought a new car.”
Carlos Messina looked up at the ceiling again, only this time he didn’t have that faraway nostalgic look. This time his teeth were clamped so tight his jaw muscles bulged under his flabby jowls. When he looked back at Tony, he said, “You’re on the inside over there. I want you to be my eyes and ears. I want to know what the fuck is going on.”
Tony nodded. Everything was falling into place.
Carlos laid his big hands on his desk. “So besides the Spanish kid, you think these mutts had somebody else on the inside?”
“They had to.”
“Who?”
“I don’t know,” Tony said, wanting Carlos to drag it out of him.
“Guess,” Carlos ordered.
“Somebody who knew a lot more about what was going on at the club than the doorman.”
“Give me a name.”
“If I had to guess, Shane would be the obvious choice.”
“What about a not-so-obvious choice?”
Tony swallowed hard, exaggerating the motion of his Adam’s apple. “I’d rather not say, sir.”
The Old Man leaned over his desk. His voice was ice-cold. “Say it.”
Tony hesitated… just long enough. “I guess your brother is one possibility.”
Carlos Messina let out a deep sigh. “We’ve got big money tied up over there. I don’t want anything screwing that up, and that includes my fucking idiot brother.”
The Old Man picked up the phone. Then he looked at Tony. “You understand what I’m telling you?”
Realizing the meeting was over, Tony stood up. “Yes, sir, I understand.” He reached out to shake hands, but Carlos was already dialing a number. After a few seconds with his hand hanging over the desk, and the Old Man ignoring him, Tony turned and walked out of the office. His shirt was stuck to his back with sweat.



CHAPTER NINE


Ray turned the corner in his Mustang and glided down Mandeville Street. It was a quiet residential street with modest single-family houses set right up against the sidewalks and nothing but on-street parking.
He found 1224 Mandeville in the middle of the block, a single-story, white clapboard house with a small covered porch. With the late-afternoon sun shining directly on the house, Ray couldn’t tell if there were any lights on inside.
He would have to watch the house.
After cruising past the house, he drove into the next block, turned around, and parked next to the curb on the opposite side of the street from the house. It was a long shot, but it was the best lead he had.
The Mandeville Street house was the last known address of Cleo Harris, aka Winky. If the cops had Harris right, and he had killed someone with the same Smith amp; Wesson. 40 caliber that the asshole in the skull mask had used to try to put a bullet in the back of Ray’s head, Ray wanted to know what Harris had done with that pistol.
Three hours and nine cigarettes later, Ray’s bladder couldn’t take it anymore. He drove around the corner and took a leak at a Shell gas station on Elysian Fields Avenue. When he got back, there was a black Dodge four-door parked across the street from 1224 that hadn’t been there when he left.
It was just past 7:00 PM, and completely dark now. A couple of lights were on inside the house, but Ray wasn’t sure if they had come on since he had left for the gas station or had been on already. If this was Harris’s house, he probably didn’t have a job or keep regular hours, but if it wasn’t Harris’s house, whoever’s house it was had probably just come home for the night.
Ray had not liked surveillance before. Now he hated it. Too much sneaking around. He preferred the direct approach. The problem was, he wasn’t a cop anymore, and he didn’t have a gun. If this guy Winky was inside, and if he was the shooter the cops thought he was, he would have a gun.
Ray eased his Mustang down the street and parked two houses away from 1224. He slipped out and walked down the sidewalk, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. At the edge of the yard he looked around to see if anyone was watching. Then he stepped onto the porch and stood at the front door.
Pressing his right ear against the door, Ray heard television voices just on the other side, as well as the sound of a baby crying deeper in the house. Now what the hell do I do? Nothing else came to mind, so he knocked on the door. Shuffling sounds from inside, people whispering, then a female voice said, “Who’s there?”
Ray didn’t say anything. Curiosity might make her open the door. The same voice spoke again, this time louder and more insistent. “I said, who’s there?”
He knocked again. He heard more whispering, then footsteps walking toward the door. The doorknob rattled. Ray took a deep breath to steady his nerves. The door jerked open. Inside stood a black woman, early twenties, five foot five, a pretty face but chubby, as if from a recent pregnancy. Her long hair was shellacked into a pile on top of her head. She looked hard at Ray. “What you want?”
Ray peeked past her shoulder, but he didn’t see anyone else. The other whisperer had disappeared. “Is Cleo-”
Almost too late he remembered that you never ask a yes-orno question. Make people explain everything. Never give them a chance to simply say no. “I’m here to see Cleo Harris.”
She shook her head. “He don’t stay here.” Her answer was an admission that she knew him.
Behind her, in the small den, Ray saw a tattered sofa, two beat-up chairs, and a television perched on top of a rickety stand. “Who were you talking to?” he asked.
She made a show of looking around before answering. “I wasn’t talking to nobody.”
“I heard you talking to somebody.”
Working her jaw, she smacked a piece of gum a couple of times. “You must’ve heard the TV, ’cause there ain’t nobody here except me and my baby.”
“I need to talk to you about something. You mind if I come in?”
She put a hand up in front of his face. “I don’t know you, mister, and you are not coming into my house.”
Ray put one foot on the doorstop. “It’ll just take a minute.”
She tried to push the door closed, but he held it open with his hand. She stepped into the doorway and blocked it with her plump body. “You got to have a search warrant to come in my house.”
“I don’t need a search warrant,” Ray said as he tried to squeeze past her.
The woman dug her feet into the floor and wedged her arms into the door frame. “My lawyer told me the police need a search warrant to go inside somebody’s house.”
“He’s right, but I’m not a cop,” Ray said. He shoved her backward into the den.
She screamed out, “Help! Help! He in the house!”
Ray doubted she was calling for the baby. Someone was here.
From a hallway to Ray’s left a man rushed into the den. He was black, midtwenties. He came straight at Ray. Ray shot a glance at his hands. No weapon. The chubby girl hung on to Ray’s left arm while her boyfriend grabbed the front of Ray’s shirt with both hands and started shoving. Both were screaming at Ray to get out.
Ray had to get the door closed in a hurry. He didn’t need nosy neighbors calling the cops. He threw a right hook over the top of the guy’s arms that caught him on the chin.
He dropped like a stone.
“Sit down and shut up,” he shouted at the girl as he shoved her away. Then the back of her leg hit the coffee table and she spilled onto the sofa. The guy tried to get up, but Ray dropped a knee onto his neck and pinned his face to the thin carpet. Something he had learned as a cop: if you get control of a man’s head, you can control his entire body.
The girl scrambled to her feet. “I’m calling the police!”
Ray added weight to his knee. The man winced. Pointing a finger at the girl, Ray said, “If you don’t sit down and shut up, I’ll break his damn neck.”
“Do what he say,” the black man yelled at her.
She sat down. The baby started screaming in the back of the house.
Ray looked down at the man whose head he had pinned to the floor. “What’s your name?”
Through clenched teeth, the man said, “What the fuck you want?”
Ray put a little more weight onto his neck. “Wrong answer.”
“Okay, okay.”
He raised his knee just a little. “What’s your name?”
“Tyrone.”
“Tyrone what?”
“Washington. Tyrone Washington. If you’re some kind of bounty hunter, you got the wrong man.”
Ray put all of his weight down on the guy’s neck.
He screamed and kicked his feet.
“Stop it, stop it,” the girl cried. “You’re killing him.”
Ray eased up, then bent his face down next to the guy’s ear. “Try again.”
“My name Cleo Harris.” Saying it so quickly the words ran over each other.
“They call you Winky?”
“Sometimes. But I ain’t wanted for nothing. That charge been dropped.”
“I’m not here because you’re wanted,” Ray said. “I’m here about the gun.”
“About a gun,” the girl echoed.
Winky tried to turn and look up at Ray. “What gun you talking about?”
Ray pushed his knee harder down on Winky’s neck. “The Smith forty you shot the guy on Frenchman Street with.”
Winky tried to shake his head but couldn’t. “I ain’t had no gun and I didn’t shoot-”
A kidney punch shut him up. “I don’t care who you shot or why,” Ray said. “All I want to know is what you did with the gun.”
The girlfriend started to cry. “You’re hurting him, mister.”
Ray looked at her. “It’s up to you. When I find out what I want to know, I’ll leave.”
She wiped tears off her cheeks. “Who are you?”
Ray took some pressure off Winky’s neck. “The people I work for run a place in the Quarter called the Rising Sun. You know who I’m talking about?”
She shook her head.
“I know who you talking about,” Winky mumbled.
“Who?” the girl demanded.
“Them people,” Winky said. “Them Eye-talians.”
“Oh, Lordy Jesus,” she said.
Ray took off some more weight.
Winky kept talking. “I heard what happened over there, but I swear to Jesus I ain’t had nothing to do with that. I swear on my baby’s-”
“Then who’d you give the gun to?”
“I told you, I ain’t had no gun.”
Ray punched him in the face.
The girl jumped to her feet. “Stop beating on him.”
Ray pointed his finger at her again. “Sit your fat ass down or I’ll kill him.”
She sat back down.
Winky said, “Somebody get shot with that gun?”
“Why do you think I’m here?” Ray asked. “You gonna tell me who you gave it to or not?”
Winky sighed. “I’ll tell you.”
Ray waited.
“They had me wrong for that shooting,” Winky said. “I didn’t have nothing to do-”
“Where’s the gun?” Ray asked.
“I sold it to a white boy-kind of a white boy-named Scooby.”
Ray pressed down hard. “I bet he’s got a friend named Shaggy?”
“I swear to God I’m telling you the truth. Dude scores from me.”
“Heroin?”
Winky tried to nod. Ray could feel it under his knee.
“You got his phone number?”
“He ain’t got no phone.”
“Then how do you get in touch with him?”
“He usually comes by here.”
“How can I get in touch with him?” Ray put so much weight down on his knee he thought for sure the kid’s neck was really going to snap.
“Hold up, hold up.”
“Where is he?”
“I been to his apartment once.”
Ray let up almost all the way. Dead men can’t talk.
That name was familiar. He ran into a guy once who went by the nickname Scooby, but he couldn’t put a face to the name.
“What’s he look like?” Ray asked.
Winky shifted around a little, trying to get more comfortable. “He’s a Cuban.”
“Is he really a Cuban, or does he just look Spanish?”
Winky nodded. “He’s kind of dark, but he ain’t black.”
Ray thought back for a second, remembering an arrest, a guy in the Quarter on a dope charge. “What does his hair look like?”
“Poufy,” Winky said. He tried to move his hand to his head to demonstrate but couldn’t reach far enough. “I mean big, all curly.”
“What color is it?”
“Red.”
Same guy. Ray couldn’t remember his real name but it had to be the same guy. He wasn’t Cuban. He was South American or maybe Puerto Rican, and then only half. The other half was white.
“I found that gun right after that shooting,” Winky said. “I figured it was hot, so I sold it to Scooby. He said he needed it for protection.”
“You remember how to get to his apartment?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re coming with me,” Ray said.
“Why? I told you I ain’t had nothing to do with that shit that went down in the Quarter.”
“You’re going to show me where Scooby lives.”
Winky shook his head. “I only been there that one time. I might not be exactly sure about-”
Ray leaned into Winky’s neck again just to shut him up. “You show me where he lives. Then you’re out of it.”
After a few seconds, Winky nodded. “I just got to show you his apartment?”
“That’s all I want.”
Ray shoved Winky into the front passenger seat of his Mustang. The heroin dealer had promised not to try anything stupid. The same went for his girlfriend, who swore she would stay home with their baby until Winky got back. For his part, Ray promised them both that Winky could come home as soon as he pointed out Scooby’s apartment. Then neither of them would ever see Ray again. As insurance, Ray took the girlfriend’s cell phone. The small house didn’t have a landline.
Ray drove south on Elysian Fields Avenue, toward the river. Winky said to turn left on Saint Claude Avenue. They made another left at Poland Avenue. The old two-story apartment building was three blocks down on the left. There were eight apartments, four on each floor. All eight doors faced the street.
Winky jabbed a finger at the ramshackle building. “That’s his apartment right there.”
Ray pulled into a parking lot across the street. “Which one?”
“Top floor,” Winky said, still pointing. “Second door on the right.”
The doors had numbers on them, but from across the street, Ray couldn’t make them out. “Second floor, second door from the right,” Ray repeated. “You sure?”
Winky reached for the door handle. “Positive.”
Ray grabbed his shoulder. “Hold on.”
“I showed you the apartment,” Winky pleaded. “You said that’s all I had to do.”
“What kind of car does he drive?” The small parking lot in front of the building had three cars in it.
“I never seen him drive. When he came to my place, he either got a ride or caught the bus.”
“When were you here?”
“At least a month ago, maybe about six weeks.”
“Was he alone?”
Winky nodded. “Yeah.”
Ray looked into the dope dealer’s eyes, then studied his face, trying to detect any hint of deception, but he could find none. “If you’re lying to me, I’ll come back and kill you, your old lady, and your baby.” Pure bluff, but Ray hoped the kid bought it.
Winky shook his head. “I ain’t gonna lie to you. I know who your people are.” He pulled the handle and cracked the door. “I got nothing to do with whatever that stupid motherfucker Scooby did.”
“You sold him the gun.”
“And that’s all I did. He went and shot somebody with it, that’s on him.” Winky pushed the door open all the way and started to ease out of the car.
Ray jerked him back into his seat.
Winky spun toward him. “You said I could go after I showed you the apartment.”
Ray handed Winky his girlfriend’s cell phone. Then he held out a twenty-dollar bill.
Winky stared at the twenty. “What’s that?”
“Bus fare.”
“Bus is only two dollars.”
“Take a cab.”
Winky looked at Ray for a second. Then he snatched the twenty. “Thanks,” he said as he sprang out of the car.
Ray pulled his Mustang across the street and parked in front of the apartment building. Up close the place looked even more neglected than it had from a distance. Weeds sprouted from cracks in the trash-littered parking lot. Paint was peeling off the doors. The metal stairway that ran up the right side of the building was covered with rust. Mounted to the front wall, near the foot of the stairs, was a row of dented black metal mailboxes, also spotted with rust.
Ray climbed the stairs.
The second door from the right had a metal 7 screwed into the wood just above the peephole. Ray knocked.
What do I do if Scooby opens the door?
I have no fucking idea.
No one opened the door. Ray knocked again.
Still nothing. He tried the knob. It was locked.
The door to apartment six, third from the right, opened and a pretty black girl stuck her head out. She was about twenty. She held a baby against her shoulder. “Who are you?”
“Friend of Scooby’s.”
She looked him up and down. “You’re police.”
Ray knew the cop look never left you. The way you knocked on doors, the way you stood, the way you talked to people-it all spelled POLICE. If he denied it, she wouldn’t believe him.
“I used to be, but not anymore,” he said. “You know if Scooby’s home?” He didn’t give her a chance to deny he lived there.
The baby squirmed as the woman shifted it onto her other shoulder. “Scooby’s dead.”
The words hit Ray like a punch in the gut. “How?”
She pointed with her free hand toward the street. “Night before last, right out there.”
Ray turned but saw only the street and a few cars passing. “What happened?”
“He was waiting for a ride. Somebody shot him. Happens all the time in this neighborhood. That’s why me and my baby sleep on the floor at night, bullets sometimes come into people’s houses.”
“Anyone stay here with him?”
She shook her head. “He ain’t had no girlfriend if that’s what you asking. Me and him used to talk, but that was a while back.”
“You know his real name?”
“Scooby’s all I know.” Her eyes narrowed. “You said you were his friend. Shouldn’t you know his name?”
Ray didn’t answer, just turned and walked away. The mailboxes at the bottom of the stairs weren’t numbered and not one of them had a name on it, but the seventh one from the left was stuffed with mail. Ray scooped out the envelopes, then climbed into his car.
Just down the street he pulled into a gas station parking lot and flipped through the stack of mail. Almost all the envelopes were addressed to Michael Salazaar. A couple of them were for Dorothy Williams, but Ray figured she was probably a former tenant. Michael Salazaar was the name he had been trying to remember. Now that he had seen it, he was sure.
He remembered a doper he and a couple of other Vice Squad detectives had arrested in the French Quarter. He remembered how he had to grab hold of Salazaar’s big poufy hairdo and wrestle him to the ground.
Michael Salazaar, also known as Scooby.



CHAPTER TEN


The Overnite Motel on Chef Menteur Highway in New Orleans East was a dump. Constructed of painted cinder blocks, the building was a long, two-story rectangle, housing thirty small rooms, all facing the highway. On the left end of the rectangle sat the lobby and a tiny bar.
Rocco was about to turn the Lincoln into the parking lot. “Not here,” Tony said. “Park”-he looked around, then pointed to the Texaco gas station next door-“over there. Pull up there.”
Rocco steered into the gas station. As he stepped out of the car, he asked Tony, “Why here, why not the motel?”
Tony looked over the Town Car’s roof. “Rock, you know, sometimes you’re really stupid.”
Rocco sulked all the way to the motel. Finally, he said, “Why’d you have to say that, about me being stupid?”
“’Cause it’s fucking true. You don’t think this guy might be a little spooked? Maybe he’s looking out the window. He sees my car pull up, you think he’s going to sit there and wait for us to come in?”
Rocco shrugged.
A minute later, standing outside room twelve, on the ground floor, Tony had his ear pressed to the door. Rocco tapped his arm. “How’d you find out Hector was staying here?”
Tony wished the big goof would shut up. “Because I know how people think, especially when they’re trying not to be found.”
“Why doesn’t he want to be found?”
Tony knocked on the door. Inside, someone started moving. Through the door, a voice said, “Who is it?”
Leaning close to the door, Tony said, “Hector, it’s Tony Zello. Open up.”
Silence.
Tony hammered the door with the bottom of his fist. “Open the fuck up, Hector. I need to talk to you.”
Then he heard the rattle of a night chain, and the door opened a crack. An eyeball peered out, looking first at Tony, then Rocco. Hector’s voice said, “How’d you know I was here?”
Tony drove his shoulder against the door. It flew back and smacked Hector on the head, knocking him to the floor. Tony and Rocco rushed in, but Hector got to his feet before they could grab him. He scrambled past the bed and dashed toward the back of the room.
Glancing beyond Hector, Tony saw a sliding glass door. He lunged at Hector, but the little bastard reached out and knocked the lamp off the dresser, dropping it into Tony’s path and slowing him down for a second.
Hector reached the glass door. He flipped open the latch. Tony knew he couldn’t catch Hector before the little spic son of a bitch got out. Tony snatched his snub-nosed. 38 from his waistband and shot Hector twice in the back.
Rocco stopped dead in his tracks. “What did you do that for?”
Tony kicked the front door closed and tucked the revolver back into his pants. “He was going to get away.”
Hector was crumpled into a pile beside the back door, the two dark bullet holes in stark silhouette against his white T-shirt. As Tony rolled him onto his back, a breath of air rattled from Hector’s open mouth. Tony knelt beside him and pressed two fingers against the side of his neck. There was no pulse. Hector the doorman was dead. His sightless eyes stared at the ceiling.
Rocco started pulling the covers off the bed.
“What are you doing?” Tony asked.
“We’ve got to get him out of here, and it’s broad daylight. I’m going to use the bedspread to wrap him up.”
“We’re not moving him.”
Rocco stopped and stared at Tony. “What do you mean?” “Just what I said.” Tony stepped over Hector and opened the back door. A place with back doors was something he’d have to remember in case he needed a room with a quick escape route. “We’re leaving him here.”
Behind the motel ran a narrow concrete walkway, on the other side of which, not more than four feet away, stood a six-foot, wooden privacy fence that separated the motel from the back of another business on the next street over. Tony stepped through the door and turned left. He strolled toward the Texaco station. Rocco, shuffling along behind him, said, “I still don’t understand why you had to shoot Hector.”
Tony spoke over his shoulder. “That’s why I do all the thinking, Rock, not you.”
They didn’t speak again until they were inside the Lincoln. Rocco sat behind the wheel. He looked puzzled. “I thought we were just going to talk to him.”
“You can’t talk to a man who’s running from you,” Tony said.
As Rocco pulled out of the Texaco parking lot, he looked at Tony. “But now that he’s dead, we’ll never get to talk to him.”
Tony took a deep breath. “Just drive the goddamn car, Rocco. Just drive the goddamn car.”
Ray asked Jimmy LaGrange, “Do you remember Michael Salazaar?”
LaGrange shook his head.
“He was a dope fiend we arrested in the French Quarter,” Ray said. He held his hand a foot above his head. “Guy with the hair.”
LaGrange shrugged.
They were in a little bar off Banks Street. When Ray had called to set up a meeting, LaGrange insisted on picking the spot. He made it clear he didn’t want to be seen with Ray.
“We were coming out of Felix’s Oyster House,” Ray said. “Guy walked right up to us and asked if we wanted some dope. I was loaded down with a dozen fried oysters and half a loaf of French bread in my gut and could barely move, so I told him to beat it. But he kept on asking, just begging to go to jail.”
LaGrange nodded like he was starting to remember, then said, “That’s the guy we had the fight with. Ended up, he didn’t even have any dope on him.”
“Yeah, that’s him.”
“I remember now. What about him?”
“His nickname was Scooby.”
“So?”
“So he’s dead,” Ray said. “Got nailed in a drive-by shooting a couple nights ago, right in front of his apartment building.”
“Who cares?”
“I need some information on him.”
LaGrange leaned back in his chair. “Why?”
“He’s the one Winky sold that Smith forty to.”
“You think he’s one of the guys who hit you?”
Ray took a sip of whiskey, then lit a fresh cigarette. “That’s why I want to see his rap sheet. He didn’t have a spiderweb tattoo on his hand when we arrested him, but that was what…” Ray tried to remember how long it had been, relative to the big event in his life, going to prison. “… at least six or seven years ago. I want to find out if he’s been arrested since then and if his sheet lists any tattoos.”
“You don’t understand what you’re asking-”
“Yes I do, Jimmy.” Ray stared at him until LaGrange looked away. “I’m asking you to help me.”
The waitress came by with fresh drinks. Ray dropped a twenty on her tray. After she left, Ray said, “Something else I need…”
LaGrange rubbed a hand across his forehead and grabbed his drink with the other. “What’s that?”
“Rap associates on Scooby. I’ve got to look at everybody he’s been arrested with.”
“What are you looking for?”
“The guys who hit us were smooth.”
“So?”
“That means they knew each other and knew what to expect from each other.”
LaGrange took a sip of his drink. “What do you think about Salazaar getting blown away like that, right after the job?”
Ray dragged on his cigarette and took a slurp of Jameson. “I’ve been thinking about that.”
“You think it’s a coincidence?”
Ray shook his head. “There’s no such thing.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN


Ray dashed under the awning that overhung the front door of the House. It was 7:00 PM and pouring rain. Ray was soaking wet. He had just run from the parking lot two blocks away. Once out of the rain, he doubled over and braced his hands on his knees. He felt like throwing up.
The new doorman gave him a concerned look. “You all right?”
“Just trying to catch my breath,” Ray wheezed. He recognized the doorman from behind the downstairs bar, one of the backs. He didn’t look Italian enough to stay up front for long. Tony was big into the Guido thing. If you didn’t look the part of a Hollywood wiseguy, you couldn’t front for the House.
To Tony Z., image was everything. Which was why he put Hector, who didn’t have an ounce of Italian blood in him and who didn’t know calamari from catfish, as the front man, because he looked the part. Except now Tony needed a new front man because Hector wasn’t coming back, ever.
As soon as he was able to breathe, Ray stood straight and fished a cigarette from the pack in his pocket. He stuck a butt in his mouth and flicked his Zippo but couldn’t get it to light. Finally, he waved the lighter at the guy standing by the door. “You got a light?”
The doorman shook his head. “I don’t smoke.”
Ray pulled open the door.
As he stepped inside, Ray almost bumped into a tall brunette wearing a dark fur wrap. She had a pile of hair stacked on top of her head, held tight by a diamond-studded clip, or what looked like diamonds. The clip resembled a crown and would have given her a kind of fairy-tale princess look if it hadn’t been for the painted-on leather pants, spiked heels, and push-up blouse under the wrap.
She smacked her gum a few times, then held out a set of keys to Ray. “It’s the maroon Jag.”
He looked around, thinking she must be talking to someone else. She jingled the keys at him.
“Are you talking to me?” he asked.
“You do work here, don’t you?”
“Yeah, I do.”
“Then I need you to pull my car around.” She flicked at the fur wrap. “I can’t get this wet.”
He pointed to the keys in her hand. “If you’re in Shorty’s lot, you’re supposed to leave your keys with him.”
“I’ve been shopping. My car is loaded with bags, and I’m not leaving my keys with a nigger.”
“Who the hell are you?”
She shook her head and gave Ray an exasperated sigh, letting him know she thought he was an idiot. “I’m Priscilla Zello. If you work here, then you work for my husband.”
Ray jammed the unlit cigarette behind his ear. He had heard that Tony Zello’s wife used to be a swimsuit model. Looking at her, he could believe it, but it just proved that no matter how good the outside looked, the inside could still be rotten.
“You’re married to Tony?” he asked.
She smacked her gum and nodded.
Ray laughed in her face. “That explains a lot.”
Then he stepped past her into the House. Behind him, he heard her jaws flapping, something about getting him fired.
On the second floor there was only a light crowd at the gambling tables. Most of the club’s regulars were night owls. Ray found Tony leaning against the bar. Tony eyed Ray’s wet clothes and hair. “Somebody piss on you again?”
“Fuck you, Tony.” Ray stood next to him and peeled the damp cigarette from behind his ear and stuck it in his mouth. “Give me a light.”
Tony pulled a lighter out of his pants pocket and handed it to Ray. A gold-plated Zippo with a big “Z” on the front, the “Z” set with diamond chips. Ray turned it around in his hand and read the inscription on the back, “Happy 40th, Tony.-Pris.” It was gaudy enough to be something Elvis might have kept in the jungle room.
Ray lit his cigarette, then handed the lighter back.
Tony tossed the gold Zippo up and then snatched it out of the air. He held it out so Ray could admire it. “Nice, huh?”
Before Ray could answer, Tony said, “Still, she bitches about my smoking. Says it ruins all her clothes.”
“Did she give you a black velvet portrait of herself, maybe something in leopard skin?”
Tony stood straight. “Hey, asshole, that’s my wife you’re talking about.”
“I know,” Ray said, taking a drag on his cigarette. “I ran into her downstairs. I had to explain to her why I wasn’t going to run out in the rain and pull her car around for her.”
Tony nodded. “She likes to be waited on. What she doesn’t know is that fur is a fake. If she gets it wet, it’ll turn white.”
“Apparently, she has a problem with black people.” Ray stared at Tony. “I wonder where she picked that up?”
Tony jammed the gold lighter back in his pocket. “You said you wanted to talk. So talk. I got things to do.”
“I just got back from Hector’s apartment. I saw his girlfriend again and his sister. They say he’s dead. He was found shot in some dump on Chef Highway.”
“I know,” Tony said. “I’m the one who shot him.”
“You what?”
“You heard me.”
“What the hell for?”
“I didn’t do it on purpose.”
“You shot Hector by accident?”
“No, I didn’t shoot him by accident. I shot him on purpose. Killing him, that was an accident.”
“What did you mean to do?” Ray asked.
“I just wanted to talk to him.”
“So you shot him?”
“He was trying to get away.”
“You shot him in a motel?”
Tony nodded.
“What the hell was Hector doing out there?” Ray said.
“Looks to me like he was hiding, probably laying low until the heat-”
“Wait a minute,” Ray said. “How did you know he was there?”
Tony glared at Ray. “Don’t interrupt me.”
Ray didn’t say anything.
“You mind if I finish?” Tony said, sounding like the asshole he was.
“Go ahead,” Ray said, biting his tongue on what he really wanted to say, which was Go fuck yourself.
“I told you before, Shane, the street never lies. Everything you need to know is out there. You just got to know where to look. I heard that little fuck Hector was holed up out in the east, so I went looking for him. And guess what? I found him.”
“Too bad you didn’t question him before you killed him.”
“I told you, I didn’t kill him on purpose. I went there to talk to him. But as soon as me and Rocco stepped inside that rat hole he was in, the little piece of shit bolted for the back door. I popped one at him, just trying to wing him, but I guess I missed.”
“Missed?”
“I don’t mean I missed him, missed him. I mean I missed winging him. Must have hit an artery or something, maybe his heart.”
“You went there to talk to him and you accidentally shot him in the heart?”
Tony shrugged. “Yeah.”
“Did he say anything?”
“He didn’t have time.”
Ray shook his head. “We’re supposed to be working toward the same goal here, Tony. I’ve been looking for Hector for two days. But you found him first, and you killed him before he could say anything. Someone with a suspicious mind might think that was a bit too convenient.”
Tony stepped toward Ray and jabbed a finger in his face. “Watch your mouth, Shane, or I’ll close it for you. Just like I did to your little friend Hector.”
“He was the only lead we had.” Ray decided not to tell Tony about Winky or Scooby.
Tony stuck a cigarette in his mouth and lit it with his “Z” lighter. He took a long drag and blew the smoke in Ray’s face. “You must have been a real hotshot detective.”
“We tried not to kill our witnesses.”
“Carlos called me,” Tony said. “He wants to know what you’ve been doing. Looks like I’ll have to tell him you haven’t been doing shit.”
“How did you find Hector?”
“What’s it matter? You couldn’t find him, so I did. Maybe I should have been the detective.”
“You’re a regular Sherlock-fucking-Holmes.”
“You know what your problem is, Shane?”
“No, tell me.”
“The reason all you can do is sit on your ass at the end of the bar for that little chump change we throw at you is because you ain’t go no respect for anybody, and that includes yourself. You’re pathetic.”
“Coming from you, that doesn’t mean a whole lot.”
Tony ignored the gibe. “You remember that song that fat black chick used to sing. R-E-S… P…” Tony waved his hand, dismissing his failed attempt at spelling. “That song that spells out respect.”
“You mean Aretha Franklin, R-E-S-P-E-C-T?”
Tony nodded. “Yeah, whatever. Point is-”
“Otis Redding wrote that song.”
“I don’t give a fuck what jiggaboo wrote it.” Tony’s face started to turn red. “Point I’m making is you don’t know nothing about respect.”
Ray flicked his cigarette butt into an ashtray. “At least I know how to spell it.”
Tony’s eyes narrowed. “Vinnie feels like he owes you, but I don’t. When I’m running this place, you’re going to get what’s coming to you. You can count on that.”
Ray squinted at Tony in mock confusion. “Are you getting promoted?”
“Somebody fucked up. Somebody didn’t want to get his hands dirty running this place, used too much of a laid-back management style. Turns out Vinnie might have to pay back that three hundred large out of his own pocket.”
Ray shrugged. The news surprised him, but he really didn’t care if Old Man Carlos thought his brother had screwed up or not. So long as no one was demanding that he kick in to replace the stolen cash. “Vinnie can afford it.”
Tony snorted. “Vinnie couldn’t afford to buy a grilled cheese sandwich.”
“What are you talking about?” Ray nodded toward the casino floor. “This place is a cash cow. He lives in a penthouse apartment. His brother practically owns New Orleans, the underside of it anyway. Vinnie can afford it.”
“I’m telling you, Vinnie doesn’t have a pot to piss in.”
Ray’s cop instincts told him this was something that might be important. “Why not?”
Tony glanced around the room, making sure no one was close to them. He looked at Ray. When he spoke, his voice was hushed. “That school his boy went to was expensive, big-time expensive. Whatever was left over after that, his wife ran through it like Vinnie had his own printing press.”
Ray nodded toward the money cage and the closed door to the counting room. “Why was there so much cash?”
Tony shrugged, but his expression said he knew more.
“Did you skip a pickup?” Ray asked.
Tony held up a pair of fingers. “We skipped two of them that night.”
“Why?”
“That wasn’t my call.”
Ray stared at Tony. “Whose call was it?”
Tony aimed a finger at the ceiling, toward Vinnie’s penthouse.
“Why?” Ray asked.
Tony shrugged. “I don’t know. Ask him yourself.”
“I will.”
The clock above the stove showed 8:00 PM. Jenny Porter realized she was going to be late for work. She slipped on her slut suit, got it zipped in the back, and was starting to look for her keys when someone knocked on her apartment door.
Looking through the peephole, she saw the top half of a grossly obese man dressed in a suit. She didn’t recognize him, so she shouted through the door, “Who is it?”
Though his voice was muffled, she heard him say, “Ms. Porter, my name is Hiram Gordo.” He was holding a business card up near the peephole. “I represent a group of medical providers. I need to speak with you. It’s quite urgent.”
Now she understood. It was about the money. It was always about the money. “I can’t talk right now. I’m getting ready for work.”
“It’s very important, Ms. Porter,” the fat man said. “It’ll only take a few minutes.”
As Jenny opened the door, Hiram Gordo waddled inside and handed her his card. She took it but didn’t look at it. Gordo gave her a long look, his eyes lingering on her legs. He extended a pudgy hand. “It’s very nice to meet you.”
His hand was cold and clammy, like grabbing hold of a fish. Instead of meeting her eyes, he stared down the front of her blouse. He wouldn’t let go of her hand. Finally, she pulled away from his grasp. Jenny suddenly felt very uncomfortable. “You didn’t buzz, how’d you get in the building?”
He looked at her face for the first time. “I met one of your neighbors who was coming out. After I introduced myself, he let me in.”
She wondered what the point was of having a secured building if anyone off the street could walk in unannounced. “Like I said, I’ve got to get to work.”
He gave her an oily smile. “This will only take a minute.” Then, with a nod at the sofa, he said, “Mind if I sit down?”
Jenny shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t have-”
But Gordo ignored her. He plopped down and wiggled himself into the cushions, then patted the spot next to him. “Sit down, please.”
Jenny folded her arms across her chest. “I told you I’m on my way to work. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go.”
The fat man leaned back. “Ms. Porter, as I said, I represent a group of medical providers.”
“Which ones?”
“Mid-City Medical Center, Stafford Nursing Services, and Medico Equipment Rentals.” The names rolled off his tongue like a used-car salesman. “You owe them a total of forty-eight thousand dollars.”
“Are you some kind of collection agent?” She glanced at his business card in her hand. HIRAM L. GORDO, ATTORNEY-AT-LAW.
She had not known many lawyers, but the ones she had known looked a lot more… respectable. “You’re a lawyer?” she said.
“My firm specializes in the collection of bad debt.”
“Bad debt?”
He gave her a thin smile. “It’s a term we use for debts that are more than ninety days past due. I don’t mean to be offensive.”
“I’m not offended,” she said. “I don’t care what you call it, but I’m not paying them any more money.”
“Ms. Porter, my clients, in the spirit of cooperation and fairness, went to the trouble of working out a very reasonable payment plan for you, but you haven’t been making your payments.”
“Nine hundred dollars a month isn’t what I call reasonable.”
He ignored her. “My clients have sent you letters of delinquency by certified mail, they’ve called you, they’ve done everything possible before contacting my firm for collection. However, now that it’s been turned over to me, I intend to collect.”
“I put my mother in the hospital so they could help her. Instead, they killed her.”
“Ms. Porter, that’s a matter that you should take up with an attorney who specializes in malpractice. My only concern is the unpaid debt.”
“You think it’s fair what they did?” she asked. “They let my mother die, and they charged me seventy-five thousand dollars to do it.”
“That’s not why I’m here.”
“I know why you’re here. It’s because those sons of bitches care more about collecting bills than they do about helping sick people.”
“I don’t think that’s fair or even accurate.”
“No, of course you don’t. You’re just here to collect the blood money.” Jenny felt her emotions starting to take control. “You’re worse than them.”
“Let’s get back to your problem,” Gordo said. “Normally, I give notice by certified mail. If after thirty days I haven’t received payment, then I file suit.”
She stared down at him. “You file whatever you want. I’m not paying them any more money for killing my mother.”
“The records show that you’ve already paid twenty-seven thousand dollars, but it’s been almost a year since your last payment. All I’m asking is that you resume making your payments.”
“I’m not paying your clients another fucking dime.”
“You’re not going to have a choice, Ms. Porter. When I sue you, I’ll get a judgment, and then I’ll file liens on your property, garnish your wages, whatever I have to do to serve my clients.”
“Go to hell…” She glanced at the card. “… Mr. Gordo.” Jenny pointed to the door. “And get out of my apartment.”
Hiram Gordo sprang to his feet, surprising her with his speed. She tried to step back, but the back of her legs bumped the coffee table and stopped her. The lawyer grabbed her arm.
Jenny tried to pull away, but his fat fist held her tight. “Maybe we can… work something out that’s mutually satisfying to both of us.”
She looked into Gordo’s swollen face, at the thin line of sweat beaded above his upper lip. “What do you mean?”
The putrid stench of his breath washed over her face as he pulled her closer to him with his right hand, while the fingers of his left hand stroked her arm. “I mean maybe we can do something for each other. Quid pro quo, as it were.”
She jerked her arm free and upended the coffee table as she backed away from him. “Get out!” she shouted, jabbing her finger at the door.
Gordo smiled again. “You don’t really want me to leave, do you?”
She exaggerated a glance at the closed door to her bedroom, trying to draw his attention to it. “I live with someone.”
The fat belly jiggled as Gordo laughed. “You live alone, Ms. Porter.”
Again she looked at the closed door and wished there really were someone in there to help her throw this pig out. She kept backing away, still trying to bluff. “If you don’t leave right now, my boyfriend is going to come out here and kick your ass.”
“My investigator has been watching you.”
“Watching me,” she said, suddenly sick to her stomach.
“I thought it would be a good idea to know more about you.” His face cracked into a smile. “I know you live alone, I know where you work, and I know what you do for a living.” He chuckled.
“You’re looking for a freebie?”
“Forty-eight thousand dollars, Ms. Porter, it’s a lot of money. I can help you.”
She backed toward the kitchen, thinking of things she could use as weapons-knives, forks, the steel pot sitting on the drain board.
Gordo followed her.
“Help me with what?” she asked. Keep him talking. It would give her time to think.
“I can get you an extension,” he said, stalking toward her. “Maybe work out easier payments.”
“And what do you want?”
Her back bumped into the wall between the den and kitchen. Gordo laughed, then reached out and caressed her cheek. “I think you know what I want.”
He grabbed her arms and pinned them against her sides. He leaned forward and kissed her. Jenny twisted her face away and ducked. She tried to slide under his arm, but he held her against the wall with his big belly.
With her back braced, Jenny drove her right knee up into the fat man’s balls. The lawyer grunted but didn’t let go of her. Near panic, she again slammed her knee into his crotch. Another grunt, but the fat man still wouldn’t let go.
She felt his hand on her shoulder, felt his thumb pressing into the hollow just behind her collarbone. He was trying to drive her to the floor.
“You can do it on your knees if you like,” he said.
Jenny twisted her neck and sank her teeth into his thumb. She tasted his blood in her mouth. Gordo screamed, a high-pitched wail, like a young girl. As he jerked his hand away from her shoulder, Jenny twisted under his arm and dashed into the kitchen. He stumbled after her. “You bitch!” he screamed.
She made it to the countertop next to the stove just as he grabbed a handful of her hair. Gordo yanked her head back, but Jenny’s hand closed on the handle of a steak knife, part of a set of six, the handles sticking out of a wooden block. He pulled her back and down, trying to drag her to the floor, but she kept her feet under her and didn’t fall. Instead she spun toward him and stabbed at his chest. He saw it coming and twisted away at the last second. The blade stabbed through his sleeve and dug into the flab of his upper arm.
He backhanded her across the face and jumped away, grabbing at the hole in his jacket. Jenny held the knife in both hands, the point up, aimed at his face. “Get out of my house.”
Gordo glanced down at the blood seeping between his fingers. Then he looked at Jenny. “You stabbed me, you crazy bitch!”
Although she was at least five feet away, she jabbed the knife at him. “I’ll stab you again if you don’t get your fat ass out of my apartment.”
“What the hell’s wrong with you?” He looked astonished, like they had been playing a game. “You’re a whore. You fuck for a living, yet you won’t do it to help yourself get out of debt? I’ve had housewives fuck my brains out over a five-thousand-dollar credit card debt they didn’t want their husbands to know about.”
They stared at each other across the floor of the small kitchen, both breathing hard. Gordo looked at his arm again. “I can’t believe you stabbed me.”
He lunged at her.
Jenny hacked at his face. She missed, but the fat man stumbled backward to get away. She rushed after him, thrusting the steak knife at his eyes and screaming at the top of her lungs, “Get out! Get out! Get out!”
The blubbery lawyer turned and ran. She chased him to the edge of the kitchen, then stopped, afraid to get too close to him. At the apartment door he turned. “This isn’t over.” He nodded toward the bloody hole in his sleeve. “You’re going to pay for this.” Then he threw open the door and bolted out.



CHAPTER TWELVE


“What’s the matter, you afraid to be seen with me?” Ray said.
Jimmy LaGrange nodded. “Yeah.”
“Every time we meet it’s somewhere new.”
“Maybe that should tell you something.”
“Like what?”
“Like I don’t want to meet with you,” the detective said.
Ray glanced around the park. They were near Lake Pontchartrain, not far from his boathouse apartment. The late-afternoon air was warm, and for a change it wasn’t raining. November in New Orleans and people were still out in shorts, some walking dogs, everyone enjoying the nice weather.
The two former partners sat on opposite sides of a picnic table. Ray said, “What’d you find out?”
LaGrange slung his attache case onto the table. He pulled out a thick manila folder. From inside the folder, he slipped a computer printout of at least a dozen pages and slid it across the table to Ray. “Scooby’s rap sheet associates.”
Ray flipped through the list of everyone Michael Salazaar had ever been arrested with in New Orleans. He started to count the names.
“Fourteen,” LaGrange said. “I highlighted the ones who got picked up with him for felonies.”
“Thanks,” Ray said.
He studied the printout. Under each name was a section containing basic identifying information, including race, sex, date of birth, and last known address. Nine were highlighted in yellow. Below the identification section was a list of charges.
“Scooby had a lot of friends,” Ray said. He eyed the folder in LaGrange’s hands. “What else have you got?”
“Rap sheets on his nine felony friends. I knew you were going to ask for them.”
“Good thinking,” Ray said, reaching across the table.
LaGrange put a hand on top of the folder. “This is it, Ray. I can’t help you anymore. You’re getting too deep into this shit, and I’ve got to think about my family.”
Ray stared at him. “I’ve got no choice.”
“You told me that before,” LaGrange said. “What do you mean?”
Ray told LaGrange about what had happened in Shorty’s parking lot, about the squirt gun filled with piss, about the real gun, and about the threat.
LaGrange said, “Why you?”
Ray shrugged. “They say it’s because I used to be a cop, but I think there’s more to it.”
“Like what?”
“Tony is an ambitious bastard. Best I can figure, he doesn’t want to risk ruining his career. If this crew has already blown town, or they spent the money, or anything else happens that’s not according to plan, Tony wants a fall guy.”
“And you’re it?”
Ray nodded.
“And if you do happen to find them?” LaGrange said.
“Tony takes the credit.”
LaGrange slid the folder across the table. “Same old Tony Zello,” he said. “Trying to have it both ways, just like always.”
Inside the folder were ten stapled computer printouts. Ray glanced at the first page of each and saw that at the top was a name, followed by the same identifying data as the rap sheet associates printout, then the total number of arrests. Printed below were the details of each arrest.
Scooby’s rap sheet was on top. The date of his last arrest was only three months ago, when he had been picked up for simple possession of heroin. The charges had been dismissed. A brief entry gave the reason as improper search. More important to Ray was the section describing marks, scars, and tattoos that was updated after each arrest. Scooby’s sheet listed several tattoos, but no spiderweb on his hand. Ray moved on.
He scanned the first page of each stack, looking at the names and physical descriptions, specifically for the spiderweb tattoo. Two of the rap sheet owners were black. Ray put them aside. He hit pay dirt on number five.
Dylan Sylvester-the name sounded familiar-white male, twenty-eight years old. Among the tattoos listed was a spiderweb on the back of his right hand. An image popped into Ray’s mind of a tall guy, on the skinny side, with a shaved head.
The arrests were listed in reverse chronological order, with the most recent on top. Sylvester’s first two were for DWI and simple battery. But two years ago he had been picked up for possession with intent to distribute crack and possession of a firearm during a drug-trafficking crime. Both charges had been dismissed, with no reason listed.
Ray flipped through the pages. There was an almost four-year stretch between the drug and gun arrest and the next most recent bust, for armed robbery. The disposition section showed Sylvester had pled guilty to the robbery and had drawn a ten-year sentence. With good time and an overcrowded prison system, he could have been out in three.
Then an arrest nine years ago jumped off the page at Ray. He found out why he thought he knew Dylan Sylvester. The charge was simple robbery, the location was in the French Quarter, the arresting officers were Ray Shane and Kurt Fitzpatrick.
Across the picnic table, LaGrange slurped coffee from a Styrofoam cup. Ray said, “You remember this guy?”
“Who?”
“Dylan Sylvester.”
LaGrange cocked his head back for a few seconds, like he was thinking about it, then looked at Ray. “I saw his name, but it didn’t sound familiar. Why?”
Ray tapped the physical description. “He’s got the tattoo.”
LaGrange shrugged. “Big deal. So do a hundred other guys.”
“But I know this guy,” Ray said. “Kurt and I arrested him nine years ago.”
“For what?”
Ray flicked his finger against the page in front of him. “Says simple robbery.” He thought back, trying to pull up the details. “Way I remember it, though, a tourist got robbed at gunpoint. A district car put out a description of the perp. Half an hour later me and Fitz see this skinhead asshole strolling down Bourbon Street. He matched the description the vic gave, so we grabbed him. We found the vic’s wallet on him but not the gun.”
“He stashed it,” LaGrange said, “in case he got caught.”
“That’s what we figured. We did a show-up, and the victim ID’d the guy, but with no gun the most we could charge him with was simple robbery.”
“He get convicted?”
Ray shook his head. “D.A. dismissed it when the victim-he was from somewhere up north, Chicago, Detroit, something like that-didn’t show up for court.”
“Tourists never show up.”
Ray nodded, acknowledging something that had made working French Quarter robberies so frustrating.
“You think it’s him?” LaGrange asked.
“I know it’s him.”
“If they were wearing masks, how can you be so sure?”
“Because I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“What are you talking about?”
Ray laid Dylan Sylvester’s and Michael Salazaar’s rap sheets side by side, then flipped through them until he found what he was looking for. He laid a finger down on one arrest from each sheet. “They were together two years ago on a crack and gun arrest.” He turned the pages of each record, looking for something else. “And when Dylan was doing his D.O.C. time for armed robbery…”
“Yeah?” LaGrange said, sounding almost interested enough to be a detective.
Ray ran his finger down Salazaar’s rap sheet until he found the right entry. “Scooby was also doing state time.”
“What for?”
“Possession with intent to distribute cocaine.” He tapped the page with his finger. “How much do you want to bet they did their time together?”
“That doesn’t mean they got together and robbed you the other night.”
LaGrange had never been too bright. It was kind of scary thinking he was in the Crime Analysis Section. “There’s more.”
“What?” LaGrange asked.
“All you’ve got to do is complete the circle.” Ray raised one hand and flicked up his index finger. “The other night at the House, an asshole with a spiderweb tattoo on his hand tried to shoot me in the head with a Smith amp; Wesson forty-caliber pistol.” He held up his second finger. “Winky sold that same gun to a guy named Scooby.” Third finger, “Scooby was butt-buddies with Dylan Sylvester.” Fourth finger, “Dylan Sylvester is an armed robber.” The thumb, “Dylan has a spiderweb tattoo on his right hand.”
“It’s all circumstantial, you got no direct-”
“I’m not going to court,” Ray said. “This is between me and them.”
LaGrange raised his eyebrows. “You sure about that?”
“What do you mean?”
“You said you don’t believe in coincidences.”
“Yeah, so?”
“You’re pretty sure you’ve identified two members of the crew, right?”
Ray nodded.
“Are you going to tell the Guidos you know them?”
Ray shook his head. “I arrested these guys years ago. It’s not like we were drinking buddies.”
“You don’t think there’s a connection?”
Something unseen had been tugging at the back of Ray’s mind. Now it was starting to come into focus, but he didn’t want it to. “What connection?”
“Four guys hit the place and you knew two of them.”
“I told you-”
LaGrange held up his hand. “Okay, you don’t know them but you’ve got a past with them. Then right after the robbery, one of them gets whacked standing in his front yard. You see anything funny about that?”
Ray shrugged. “I don’t know.” But that out-of-focus thing that had been tugging at him was getting clearer by the second.
“Then it’s just a coincidence,” LaGrange said.
“Maybe.”
“Then why don’t you tell the Eye-talians about it?”
“I doubt they believe in coincidences either,” Ray said. “I’d end up hanging from a meat hook.”
“You were a good cop, Ray, so think about it. What do you figure the odds are that two guys you arrested several years ago would get together with two other assholes and pull a job at the place where you work, just when you happen to be standing at the front door, which is somewhere you normally can’t even be found?”
Suddenly Ray had a headache. He pressed his fingers against his temples, feeling the need for a cigarette. “I don’t know.”
“What do you think? ” LaGrange insisted.
Head throbbing, Ray turned the possibilities over in his mind but couldn’t come up with an answer that made sense. There was only one thing he was sure about. “I still don’t believe in coincidences.”
Tony barged into Vinnie’s office.
Vinnie sat behind his desk, the telephone stuck in his ear. He glared at Tony. “You ever hear of knocking?”
Tony stopped halfway between the door and Vinnie’s desk, feeling like a kid caught with a girlie magazine. “You want me to go back outside and knock?”
Vinnie gave him a look, one that was supposed to be intimidating, but it looked more stupid than scary, kind of like he had just bitten into a lemon. After a couple seconds of the lemon look, Vinnie waved to a chair. “Much use as you are, I should put you back out on the street collecting the vig.”
Vinnie spent the next fifteen minutes on the phone. Tony knew his boss was dragging it out to make him wait, the last five minutes talking about where’s the best place to get authentic southern Italian food. Finally, Vinnie hung up. He squeezed his forehead like he was fighting a migraine.
Tony said, “What’s going on?”
“Shit, that’s what’s going on, nothing but shit.” He pointed to the phone. “Motherfucker right there. That guy uptown. The one who’s got some of our video poker machines in his place… what’s his fucking name?”
“You talking about George?”
“George, that’s it. I’m talking to him for an hour, I can’t remember his name. Anyway, George’s brother got arrested last night for banging a sixteen-year-old.”
“How old is his brother?”
“How do I know how old his brother is? I don’t even know how old George is.”
“I mean, is his brother a kid?”
Vinnie shook his head. “No, he’s a grown man. George said his brother has got a teenage kid himself.” Vinnie leaned back in his chair. “What a fucking pervert.”
“Boy or a girl?”
“What?”
“Was George’s brother screwing a teenage girl, or was he screwing a boy?”
Vinnie shook his head. “What difference does it make?”
“Some of these girls,” Tony said, “they can doll themselves up to look a lot older than they are. I could see how the guy might have got himself into a situation.”
“Are you some kind of perv, too?”
“I’m just saying… What does he want anyway?”
“What do you think? For me to get his brother out of jail.”
“Why does he think you can get his brother out on a sex beef? That shit hits the newspaper, forget about it.”
“These guys, they seen too many movies. They think we got more power than we actually do. I had the power everybody thinks I got, I’d get shit done just like that.” Vinnie snapped his fingers.
“So what are you going to do?”
Vinnie shrugged. “I don’t know. The poker machines in George’s place, they’re worth a grand a week. I got to make it look like I’m doing something just to keep him happy.”
“Like what?”
Vinnie waved his hand in the air. “I don’t know. I’ll come up with something. Tell me about Ray Shane, what’s he found out?”
This is what Tony had been waiting for. He didn’t give a shit about George or his pervert brother, didn’t care if he had gotten caught with a girl, a boy, or a dog. Ray Shane and the robbery were what concerned him. Vinnie was funny, though. Tony had to let him think things were his idea.
“Nothing is going on with Shane,” Tony said.
“What do you mean, nothing?”
“He’s been looking for Hector for three days. I told him don’t worry about it. I already found him, took me fifteen minutes.”
“You fucked that up.”
Tony nodded. “What was I supposed to do, let him get away?”
Vinnie pounded his fist on the desk. “Catch him and bring him back, not kill him.”
“I can’t bring back the dead.”
Vinnie pointed a fat finger at Tony. “You’re the one made him dead.”
“I’m sorry.”
Vinnie Messina let out a long breath. “What’s Shane come up with?”
“Nothing.”
“Why not?”
Seeing an opening, Tony said, “I got a funny feeling about Shane.”
“What kind of funny feeling?”
“I don’t think he was trying all that hard to find Hector.”
“Why?” Vinnie said.
“I don’t know. Either he’s stupid, or else…”
“Or else what?” An edge of suspicion had crept into Vinnie’s voice.
Tony just shrugged, but inside he was smiling. “You ever seen Shane working the door before?”
“He was covering for Hector.”
“So he says.”
“You don’t believe him?”
Tony raised his hands in the air. “It’s just strange, that’s all. Him being there, claiming he was covering for Hector, then the shit goes down and all of a sudden our boy Hector turns into Harry Houdini.”
Vinnie glared at him. “Yeah, it sure is strange. Too bad we can’t talk to Hector.”
They were getting sidetracked. Tony had to get the focus back on Shane. “That little pimply faced bastard had to have a reason for wanting to hide out. You only run if someone is chasing you, so if everything was on the up-and-up and happened just the way Shane said, then why was Hector hiding, and why did he try to ditch out the back door when I found him?”
“Scared, I guess,” Vinnie said.
“Scared of what? Think about it, he’s the doorman and he needs to take a leak, but he doesn’t abandon his post, he gets someone to cover it for him. And knowing how important the front door is, he doesn’t get just anybody, he gets the security man to cover for him, but while he’s in the can, the place gets hit. Still, if that’s exactly the way it happened, he didn’t do anything wrong. So why’s he so scared?”
Vinnie’s face was tight. “What are you saying?”
Tony eyed his boss carefully, studying his expression, seeing him warming to the idea that maybe Shane had something to do with it. Time to switch sides, let Vinnie come up with the rest of it by himself. “Then again, maybe Shane’s right, maybe it’s just a big coincidence.”
“A coincidence that Shane was on the door when it happened?”
Tony nodded.
Vinnie shook his head. “I don’t believe in coincidences.” The old guy was slow, but if you nudged him in the right direction, he usually caught on. Tony frowned like he didn’t understand. “What are you saying?”
Vinnie rubbed a hand across his face. “Keep an eye on Shane. If he takes one step you think is out of line, I want you to bring him in.”
Tony nodded. “You got it.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN


For five hours Ray Shane sat in his car watching the door to Dylan Sylvester’s apartment on Clouet Street, smoking cigarettes and drinking. Just coffee at first, then spiking it with a little Jameson as the hours wore on. The apartment was the last known address listed on Sylvester’s rap sheet.
During those five hours, the door to Dylan Sylvester’s apartment didn’t open once. At one o’clock in the afternoon, bored out of his skull and light-headed from the booze, Ray decided to try the direct approach.
He had it all worked out in his head. Sylvester would answer the door, and Ray, since he had no gun, would take him down hard and frisk him for weapons. Then he would secure Sylvester with something. Too bad he didn’t have a pair of handcuffs.
But what if there were other people in the apartment? No problem. He knew how to deal with that.
From inside the glove box he grabbed a sap, a flat, eight-inch-long strip of hardened leather, shaped like a spoon and filled with lead at the wide end. It was an old-time piece of police equipment, not even legal when Ray had been on the job. He hefted the twelve-ounce sap in his hand. Anyone inside the apartment who interfered would get smacked down hard.
Sylvester’s apartment was on the first floor. During his surveillance, Ray had seen people coming and going from different apartments all morning, mostly one at a time, with no heavy foot traffic in and out. It didn’t look like anyone was selling dope from the building. As he climbed out of his car, Ray slipped the sap into his back pocket and walked up to Sylvester’s door.
He wasn’t sure what to expect, but was pretty certain there was going to be trouble. Nervous sweat dripped from his armpits as he tapped on the door. A long time ago he had learned that if you want people to answer the door, especially criminals, you don’t pound on it like the police, you knock softly.
Seconds later, the door sprang opened. The quickness of the response from inside the apartment caught Ray a little off guard. He was reaching for his sap when he found himself looking at a five-foot-tall Vietnamese woman. Behind her, a pack of kids ran in circles and yapped. She didn’t speak much English, and Ray didn’t speak any Vietnamese. It took five minutes, but through a combination of pidgin English and hand signs Ray found out that no one named Dylan Sylvester-or anyone with a spiderweb tattoo-lived in the apartment. The woman and her kids had been there six months, and the address on Dylan’s rap sheet was dated almost a year ago.
Half a day wasted, Ray thought as he trudged down the ramp into the parking lot under police headquarters. After the fiasco at the apartment, he had gone home, left a phone message for Jimmy LaGrange, kicked back a couple stiff drinks, then stretched out on his bed.
When he woke up at four o’clock, LaGrange hadn’t called, so Ray decided to go see him in person. The basement parking lot was packed with cars, but Ray found the one he was looking for, a beat-up Dodge with a kid seat in the back. LaGrange’s personal car. It was like the ex-Vice cop had said, he was a detective in name only, stuck in the Crime Analysis Section, working nine to five, with no take-home car.
At twenty minutes past five, LaGrange was part of a slow trickle of day-watch employees stumbling out of the building through the double fire doors next to the property room. As LaGrange unlocked his car, Ray slipped up behind him. “You’re late.”
The detective spun around. “What the fuck-”
“I figured you were the type to leave early so I’ve been sitting here since a quarter to five.”
LaGrange put a hand to his chest. “Christ, you nearly gave me a heart attack. What do you want?”
“I left you a message.”
The detective opened his car door and flung his attache across to the passenger seat. He looked over his shoulder at Ray as he slid behind the steering wheel. “That’s because we got nothing to talk about.”
Ray pointed to the baby seat. “What did you say you had, a boy or a girl?”
LaGrange pushed the key into the ignition and cranked the motor. “A little girl.”
Ray stood just inside the driver’s door, one hand on the roof, the other on top of the door frame. “I need a better address on Sylvester.”
LaGrange tried to pull the door closed but couldn’t, not with Ray standing in the way and refusing to budge. “I can’t help you anymore. I told you I’m through.”
“How old is she?”
LaGrange looked confused. “What?”
With a nod toward the empty kid seat in the back of the Dodge, Ray said, “Your daughter, how old is she?”
“Three.” Suspicion clouded LaGrange’s face. “Why?”
Ray stood silent for several seconds, just staring at his old partner. Then he said, “I’d hate for her to grow up without her daddy.”
LaGrange’s face turned hard and his eyes narrowed. He let go of the steering wheel with his right hand and edged it toward the service pistol holstered on his hip. “What are you talking about?”
All you had to do was talk about a man’s kid, mention the little brat in just the right context, the guy got upset. “I need one more favor,” Ray said. “Then I’ll leave you alone.”
“I asked you a question,” LaGrange said, his right hand hidden by his side.
“Don’t blow a gasket,” Ray said, pointing in the direction of LaGrange’s concealed right hand. “I doubt you could get that piece out in time anyway. And even if you did, what are you going to do, shoot me?”
“If I have to,” LaGrange said.
“Why? I’m unarmed. I’m your ex-partner. All we’re doing is talking about old times.”
“You threatened my family.”
Ray shook his head. “No I didn’t. I was just talking about the good old days. You remember the good old days, don’t you? Back when we ran the French Quarter, back when we did all that crazy shit, all that illegal shit. But the federal government says I’ve paid for my sins. How about you, Jimmy, you paid for your sins yet?”
LaGrange eased his hand away from his gun. “The statute of limitations has run on everything we did. Nobody can touch me.”
Ray leaned closer. “Not on everything.”
LaGrange swallowed hard. When he spoke, his voice was hoarse. “What do you mean?”
“There’s no statute on murder.”
LaGrange was quiet. Then he wiped his hand across his mouth. “I never murdered anybody.”
They stared at each other in silence. Finally, LaGrange looked away.
“The Rose Motel,” Ray said. “Room fifteen.”
Right in front of Ray’s eyes, Jimmy LaGrange deflated like an old tire that had sprung a leak. “That was an accident.”
“You accidentally strangled her?”
“I was drunk,” LaGrange said as beads of sweat popped out on his lily-white forehead. “I don’t even remember what happened.”
“I remember what happened, and I remember where her body is buried.”
LaGrange’s breathing sounded labored. He was having trouble catching his breath. “You helped me put her there.”
“How old was she, fifteen?”
“She was a junkie whore.” LaGrange got his breathing under control. “There’s no evidence. It’s just your word against mine, and you’re a convicted felon.”
Ray shook his head. “You’re wrong, Jimmy. There’s plenty of evidence. They’ll start with the body. It’s just bones now, but bones can tell a story. Then there’s the motel register. I’m sure they keep the old registers in storage somewhere.”
The detective’s face went slack.
“You didn’t use your real name, did you?” Ray said, his tone mocking. He was enjoying watching his old partner squirm. “Even if you didn’t, the handwriting will give you away. Amazing what those lab guys can do, isn’t it?” Ray snapped his fingers, as if he had just thought of something important. “Hey, you think they keep phone records from that far back? Because I was wondering if she ever called you at home?” Ray watched a drop of sweat roll down the side of LaGrange’s face. “There sure are a lot of little loose ends, aren’t there?”
“You’ve got just as much to lose as me.”
“You’re wrong again, Jimmy.” Ray pointed to the kid seat again. “You’ve got a lot to lose. I got nothing.”
LaGrange reached for his attache case and stepped out of his battered Dodge. “Give me an hour.”
It took an hour and a half, but LaGrange slid a plain white envelope across the table to Ray. They were in the same yuppie coffee shop on Canal Boulevard. Inside the envelope Ray found two sheets of paper stapled together. It was an incident report about a car burglary. He asked LaGrange what this had to do with anything. LaGrange held up his hands. “We’re finished.” Then he got up and walked out of the coffee shop.
Ray lit a cigarette and read the report. This time the waitress didn’t bother telling him to put it out. When he finished reading, he was smiling.
Tony stood next to the pay phone at the corner of Saint Peter and Bourbon, drumming his fingers against the side of the aluminum booth.
He looked at his watch. It was eight p.m.
Patience wasn’t Tony’s style. He hated to be kept waiting. This was even worse. He felt like he had a target on his back. This whole setup stank. The waiting was just making him more paranoid. He kept looking around, waiting to catch someone spying on him.
An hour ago he was walking out of the House when a ten-year-old street urchin ran up to him and handed him a note. The kid was one of those tap dancers from Bourbon Street who danced with an upside-down hat on the sidewalk, tapping for tips. Tony took the note, gave the kid a buck, and told him to get lost. The kid said, “The man who gave me this said you would give me ten bucks.”
Fucking ten-year-old trying to hustle him. Tony crumpled up a five and tossed it in the gutter, told the kid if he didn’t get lost right now he would drag him up to the roof and throw him off. Did he think he could tap his feet fast enough to fly?
Tony unfolded the note and read the message scrawled in pen across a torn piece of notebook paper. Go to the phone booth down from Pat O’s. I’ll call you there.
When? Stupid bastard didn’t even say when he was going to call. Then there was the question of why. Why should Tony go to the phone booth? What kind of jerk-off sends an anonymous note? Who uses pay phones anymore? If the guy wanted to talk, why not call the House or Tony’s cell phone?
Unless my phones are tapped.
Tony and Rocco strolled through the Quarter toward the phone booth on the corner of Bourbon and Saint Peter, a half block from the door to Pat O’Brien’s. While they walked, Tony kept glancing around. He knew the guy had to be watching him.
The French Quarter was bustling with people. The tourists-some sober, most already bombed-and a handful of locals flowed through the streets looking for a good time. The air was alive with the sounds of jazz, blues, R amp;B, Cajun, and rap that poured from the bars, restaurants, and souvenir shops along Bourbon Street. The sounds of the French Quarter were unique. So were the smells: red pepper, Crystal hot sauce, shrimp, oysters, Tabasco, po’boys, Lucky Dogs, beer, urine, and vomit.
Tony felt like cracking somebody’s head, or having Rocco do it for him. Then the pay phone rang. Tony snatched the handset off the hook and barked into the mouthpiece, “Who the fuck is this?”
A man’s voice said, “How you been doing, Tony?”
The voice didn’t mean anything to Tony. Maybe he had heard it before, maybe not, but the guy talked like they knew each other. “Who is this?”
“Don’t be in such a hurry,” the voice said. “We’re going to do this my way.”
Tony’s fist tightened around the handset. “I got news for you, pal. I’m not a man who likes to be jerked around, and when I find out who you are, I’m gonna cut off-”
“I got a proposition for you.”
Tony took a deep breath to calm down. “People come into my office all day long with propositions for me. I don’t do business over a fucking pay phone.”
The man didn’t say anything. Finally, sick of listening to the hum of the phone line, Tony said, “What kind of proposition?”
“I’ve got some information for you.”
“And you want something for it, right?”
“Of course.”
“What kind of information?”
“Meet me at Fat Harry’s in an hour.”
Tony snorted. “Fuck you.”
The voice remained calm. “Believe me, you want this information.”
“I’m not meeting you anywhere. I don’t even know who the fuck you are.”
“An hour, Tony.”
The balls on this fucking guy, telling him, ordering him around like he was some sort of lackey. What kind of information could this clown possibly have that would interest him? “How am I supposed to recognize you?”
“Don’t worry,” the voice said. “I’ll recognize you.”
“How?” Tony asked, a tingle of anxiety beginning to creep up his spine. “Do we know each other?”
“Hey, Tony,” the voice said.
“Yeah?”
“Leave your lapdog at home.”
The line went dead.
An hour and a half later, Tony Z. sat at a rough wooden table in a back corner of Fat Harry’s Saloon on Saint Charles Avenue. He had left Rocco at the House. The big man hadn’t liked it at all. “What’s the matter with you?” Rocco had whined. “This guy, who the fuck knows who he is, is setting you up for something. Someone’s looking to hit you, Tony.”
But whatever it was, it wasn’t a hit, at least not a hit from inside the family. This wasn’t how they operated. They didn’t pass notes, didn’t call you on a pay phone with a lot of vague bullshit. When they wanted you hit-Tony knew, he had done it twice before-they got your best friend to call you up for a meeting, maybe invite you for a beer. Then when you least expected it, something brushed the back of your head, and in that moment you knew, you knew you had breathed your last breath. Then came the POP! as the. 22 went off and the little bullet, smaller than an aspirin, blasted into your brain and the lights went out. Forever.
Both times Tony had wondered what it felt like, in that split second, microsecond really, as the bullet left the barrel and blew through your hair, your scalp, your skull. Did you feel it? Or was it all too quick to register?
Tony sat with his back to the wall, sipping his second scotch, when a guy walked in wearing jeans and a dark blue sport coat over a gray golf shirt. Tony recognized him. Not sure whom he had been expecting, but knowing he hadn’t been expecting this guy.
“Buy me a drink,” the guy said as he sat down on the wooden bench across the table from Tony.
Tony knew he was a cop. He was a dirty cop, but what other kind was there? He just couldn’t recall his name. Not right off. The name was there, creeping along the fringe of his memory. The guy was Vice, or used to be, which made him double dirty.
“Who the fuck are you?” Tony asked.
The guy laughed. “That’s just like you, Tony, such a big shot you don’t remember the little people who put you so close to the top.”
If the guy wasn’t a cop, Tony would have smacked him right then. Instead, he drained his glass and started to stand. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re running, but I don’t have time for it.”
The guy held up his hand, gesturing for Tony to stay. “My name is Jimmy LaGrange. I used to be in Vice. Ray Shane was my partner.”
Now, Tony remembered him. He was the one who didn’t end up in prison.
The cop signaled for the waitress. When she came over, he ordered a drink on Tony’s tab and told her to bring Tony a refill.
The balls on this guy. When the girl left, Tony said, “You got sixty seconds.”
The cop opened his mouth to speak, but Tony cut him off. “First, why all the cloak-and-dagger bullshit?”
“Figure it out for yourself,” the cop said. “You’re a mobster, I’m a detective. I know the feds are watching the Rising Sun, so I’m pretty sure they’re listening to your phones. I don’t want to end up on any government tapes.”
Tony drummed his fingers on the table. “I don’t give a shit about the FB-fucking-I. They got to do something to justify their budget, so they’re always hanging around, taking pictures, watching people, and yeah, probably listening to my phones, but the bottom line is, they can’t make a case to save their fucking lives. Believe me, the FBI is the last thing on my mind.”
The waitress came and set their drinks down.
Tony looked at his watch. “Your minute’s almost up.”
The cop wrapped his hand around his glass and took a sip. Then he said, “I know Shane is working for you, and I know who he’s trying to find.”
Tony got uncomfortable. He didn’t know anything about this asshole, yet this asshole seemed to know a lot about him. Tony eyed the guy’s sport coat. “What is this, some kind of amateur-hour shakedown? You wearing a wire, Detective?”
The cop laughed. “You want to go into the can and feel my balls? ’Cause that’s where we put wires, you know? Right under our balls so homophobes like you won’t find them.”
Tony jumped to his feet.
“Sit down, douche bag.” The cop looked around like he was embarrassed for Tony. He sure sounded like a cop. Had that cocky cop confidence.
Tony glanced around. Then he took his seat.
I should have brought Rocco.
Rocco could drag this arrogant prick outside and tune him up. At worst, Rocco would do a year in the parish prison. Tony would take care of him, make sure he got paid, look after that hot little Spanish girlfriend of his.
Tony took a sip of his drink. He needed time to figure out how to get the upper hand on this guy.
“I got some information about Ray Shane I thought might interest you,” the cop said.
“Ray Shane…” Tony rubbed a hand across his chin. “That’s that cop who went to prison, right?”
“Don’t pull my dick, Tony,” the cop said. “I know you got held up by a four-man crew, and I know you’ve got Shane trying to chase them down.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I got two names for you.”
Tony stared across the table. “What names?”
The cop shook his head. “Not so fast.”
“So here’s the catch?”
The cop nodded.
Tony downed some more scotch. How much did this flatfoot know? “What do you want?”
The cop held up two fingers.
“What’s that mean? Two what?”
“Two things. That’s all. Just two things.”
“Spill it,” Tony said.
“The first is money. Two names, two grand.”
“If you’re wearing a wire, this is entrapment. You’re trying to solicit a bribe. I intend to report you to the proper authorities.”
“I’m not wearing a wire, dipshit, and your little jailhouse lawyer legal tricks don’t hold up in court anyway.”
Tony sighed. Sometimes he just got tired of all the bullshit. “You said two things. What else?”
“I want Ray Shane out of my fucking life.”
Tony stared at him. Dude looked serious. “We used to pay you what, a hundred bucks a week? Now you’re trying to sell me a couple of names for two dimes?”
“So you do remember me.”
“Yeah,” Tony said. “I remember the kid who delivers pizza to my house, too. And I even remember his name.”
“You’re still an asshole, Tony. You know that?”
Tony smiled. “Two G’s is a lot of money. How do I know those names are real?”
“You’ll have to trust me.”
“Trust a dirty cop?”
“I got more.”
“More names?” Tony asked. “The phone book is full of names.”
“More than just names.”
“Like what?” Tony asked.
The cop stared at him. “Do we have a deal?”
As soon as Tony nodded, the cop slid a hand inside his sport coat. Tony stiffened, expecting maybe he was about to be arrested, the victim of some crude sting, but instead the cop pulled out a plain white envelope. He laid it on the table, his hand still covering it. “I got the two names and their rap sheets right here.”
He pulled it away as soon as Tony reached for it.
Tony eyed him hard.
“Not until I get paid,” the cop said.
“You think I carry that kind of cash in my pocket?”
“You can get it.”
Just as he was about to tell this idiot to fuck off, a lightbulb went off in Tony’s head, seeing a way to kill two birds with one stone. “I got a better idea.”
The cop shook his head. “No better ideas, this is the way it’s got to be.”
“You know my boss, the guy who runs the House?”
A nod. “Yeah, I know Vin-”
Tony’s hand shot up. “No names.”
“I know him.”
“I’ll give you half now. The other half after you do me a favor.”
“I’m listening,” the cop said.
Tony told him what he wanted.
The cop stared at him for several seconds, mulling it over. Tony could almost see the wheels turning inside his head, could almost see the dollar signs flashing in his eyes. Finally, the cop nodded.
Tony pulled a cell phone from his suit coat.
“Use mine,” the cop said. He slid a phone across the table. “Somebody is probably listening to yours.”
Tony picked up the detective’s phone. “How do I know somebody’s not listening to yours?”
The cop grinned. “I work in the Crime Analysis Section. Who wants to listen to my phone?”
Thirty minutes later Rocco showed up with ten one-hundred-dollar bills sealed inside a letter envelope. Tony tried to hand the envelope to LaGrange, but the cop was too nervous to take the cash where anyone might see him.
Tony followed the cop into the men’s room. The bathroom was small, a sink, a single stall, and a stainless-steel urinal half-filled with ice and just wide enough for two men to stand shoulder to shoulder.
“It stinks in here,” Tony said. “Let’s get this over with.”
The cop made a show of checking the stall before he snatched the envelope from Tony’s hand. It was only after he had ripped it open and counted the money, then made it disappear inside his coat pocket, that he handed over his own envelope.
Inside, Tony found two folded computer printouts, each several pages long and stapled together. They were the criminal histories of Michael Salazaar and Dylan Sylvester.
“Did you give these to Shane?” Tony asked.
The cop nodded.
Tony flipped through the printouts. “You give him anything else?”
“No, but he gave me something.”
Tony looked up. “What?”
Jimmy LaGrange leaned against the sink. “Shane knows both those guys.”
“Go on.”
“He arrested them, years back,” the cop said. “Salazaar is dead. Got himself killed in a drive-by shooting outside his apartment a few nights ago.”
“What about the other one?”
“Shane’s looking for him right now.”
“Does Shane know where he is?”
LaGrange shrugged. “This afternoon he came back to me looking for another address on the guy. I gave him what I had, but I don’t know if he found the guy or not.”
“What address did you give him?”
“Sylvester filed a report about his car being broken into. I gave Shane the address off the report.”
The bathroom door pushed open. Someone was trying to get in to use the can. Tony shoved it closed. From the other side of the door someone said, “What’s going on in there?”
“Wait your fucking turn,” Tony shouted.
“Weird, isn’t it?” the cop said.
“What?”
“Shane just happens to have a past with two of the guys who robbed you.”
“You’re the detective,” Tony said. “What do you think?”
“If I was working it as a straight robbery case, I’d be looking real hard at Ray Shane.”
Tony nodded.
“Shane had means, motive, and opportunity,” the cop said. “He knows how to set something like this up. There’s a lot of money involved, and he’s the one who let them in the front door.”
Tony tried not to, but he couldn’t help grinning just a little. “That’s just what I was thinking.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The address on the burglary report was for a small apartment complex off Franklin Avenue. Two months ago, someone had smashed out a window on Sylvester’s car and boosted his stereo. What was amazing to Shane was that Sylvester had filed a police report. The guy’s a career criminal-dope, robbery, assault-somebody grabs his radio, he calls the police like a regular citizen, like he had been violated.
The building was decent, not too much trash on the ground and only one junked car in the parking lot. A sign out front boasted that a resident manager was on the premises.
Sitting in his car, starring at the door to Sylvester’s apartment, Ray decided he didn’t have any more time to waste. Sylvester might not be home. It might be hours, maybe even days, before he came back. If he was home, he might not leave for hours or days. He might not even live there anymore. What Ray needed to do was get inside that apartment. Right now.
Too bad I don’t have a gun.
Sylvester’s apartment was on the ground floor. As Ray approached the door he felt his heart hammering against his ribs. Sweat dripped down his back. He really wished he had a gun.
He stood to the side of the door and knocked. No answer. He knocked again. First trying the old soft-knock trick, then gradually building to the standard police pounding. Still no answer. The next-door neighbor stuck her head out. She was about twenty-five, skinny, with shoulder-length brown hair. Ray pegged her as an ex-junkie, probably with a kid she was trying to take care of. “Who you looking for?” she said.
There was no sense lying to her. “I’m looking for Dylan.”
She shook her head. “He moved out.”
Another dead end. “You know where he went?”
The girl looked him up and down. “You a cop?”
“Just a friend.”
“You’ll have to ask the manager. He might have left a forwarding address or something.”
“Where’s the manager?”
“Apartment fourteen,” she said.
“How long ago did he move out?”
“Last month sometime. Right after all them cars got broke into.”
“Thanks,” Ray said. He headed toward apartment fourteen.
Ray told the manager Sylvester had rented a TV and was three months behind on the payments. “I’m supposed to get the TV back or get the money,” he said.
The fiftysomething manager sat at a round table in her kitchen with one elbow propped on the chipped Formica top, a cigarette burning between her fingers. She wore a threadbare pink housecoat. Between drags on her cigarette, she said, “He still owes me two months’ rent.”
“You got any idea where he went?”
She shook her head and pursed her lips for another drag. Then she stopped and snapped her fingers. “One time, right after all that trouble we had with them kids breaking into the cars, he told me he was going to move out to the East, to one of those complexes that has security.” She traced a circle on the table with one yellowed fingertip. “One with a security fence and a guard.
Never before had Ray realized how many apartment complexes there were in New Orleans East. He started his search just past the high-rise, the bridge that arches high over the Industrial Canal. He cruised up and down Morrison Avenue, then searched along the major cross streets, then finally rolled down the interstate service roads.
What he was looking for was Dylan Sylvester’s car, described in the burglary report as a blue Buick four-door, and registered to a woman named Belinda Sylvester, born twenty years before Dylan. Ray figured Belinda was Sylvester’s mother. No self-respecting crook ever put a car in his own name.
Cruising apartment parking lots, looking for the blue Buick, Ray had time to think about coincidences, about how he didn’t believe in them, and about the odds of all this happening by chance.
Salazaar and Sylvester knew each other. They had been arrested together and had once served time in the joint together. And Ray had arrested both of them. There was nothing really unusual in two butt-buddy scumbags like that getting together to pull off a job. That could be a coincidence.
But where Ray quit believing it was a coincidence was the point where Salazaar and Sylvester got together with two other mopes to rob the Rising Sun, the place where Ray-the cop who had arrested them both-just happened to work.
Then there was the incredible timing: the four masked gunmen showing up while Hector was taking a leak, and just when Ray was watching the door, the one time he had done that since he started working at the House. Ray was no math whiz, but he knew enough to know that the odds of all that happening by chance were very slim, like winning-the-Powerball slim.
Then there were the dead bodies. Michael Salazaar, aka Scooby, standing outside his apartment, gunned down in a drive-by shooting. Hector disappearing right after the robbery. Tony having to hunt for him, finding him hiding out in a shit motel. Hector still trying to run. Tony-moron that he was-shooting the only witness they had.
Ray realized someone had to be setting him up. But who? Just among those working inside the House, there were twenty or thirty possibilities, and those were just the people who didn’t like him. With three hundred grand involved, it could easily be someone Ray didn’t even know, someone just using him for convenience.
As Ray rolled through the streets of New Orleans East, an idea wormed its way into his brain that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. What if the person who set up the robbery knew Ray was going to get the job of looking for the shooters? What if giving him the job was part of the plan, the part that made him look like he was covering up the fact that he was the inside man?
And who gave him the job? Who forced it on him? Who insisted that since he was an ex-cop he was the best man for it? Who had motive, means, and opportunity? Who was the most inside man of all?
Vinnie Messina.
Tony Zello kept looking at his watch as he paced up and down in front of Fausto’s Italian Restaurant on Dumaine Street. It was eight o’clock.
Never trust a cop, not even to be on time.
A few minutes later he saw Jimmy LaGrange two blocks away, strolling up the street, wearing an off-the-rack department store coat and tie. Tony waved for him to hurry up, but LaGrange just kept ambling along.
When the detective finally reached him, Tony tapped his Rolex. “You’re fucking late.”
“I got held up.”
“He doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” He grabbed LaGrange’s elbow and tried to steer him toward the front door.
LaGrange jerked his arm away. “I don’t like meeting gangsters in public. Why couldn’t we handle this over the phone?”
Tony softened his tone a little. He needed this to go smooth. “He wants to meet you in person.” Then he draped an arm over LaGrange’s shoulders. “Don’t worry so much. Everything’s gonna work out fine, you’ll see.”
As they stepped into the restaurant, LaGrange said, “Is this going to get me back on the payroll?”
Tony nodded, not saying what was really on his mind, thinking how it was always the same with cops. They only cared about one thing-money. No wonder they were called pigs. Respect, honor, and loyalty were concepts that meant nothing to them.
“And you’re going to take care of my problem with Shane?” LaGrange asked.
“Yeah, yeah,” Tony said. “I’m gonna take care of everything, but don’t bother Mr. Messina with that mundane crap.”
LaGrange scanned the restaurant. He looked nervous. Tony ran his hand up and down the detective’s back, feeling for a wire. He didn’t find one. He asked LaGrange, “What’s wrong?”
“I told you, I don’t like meeting in public,” LaGrange said. He pushed Tony’s arm away. “And I don’t like being felt up by a fucking queer. You want to know if I’m wearing a wire, ask me.”
Tony stopped and grabbed the cop’s tie, pulling them face-to-face. “You want to remember where you are, and who you’re talking to. If you got a problem”-he pointed to the door-“you can carry your sorry ass back outside.”
LaGrange took a deep breath. “I don’t have a problem.”
They walked on.
Vinnie Messina, dressed in a dark suit and tie, sat at a table in the back of Fausto’s. A couple of trifold rattan screens separated his table from the rest of the diners and provided an air of privacy. Rocco and a thug named Joey sat on either side of him.
Tony pointed to an empty chair opposite Vinnie and gave LaGrange a nudge. “Have a seat.” The detective sat down and Tony slid into the chair next to him. Baskets of garlic bread and two bottles of wine were already on the table. Tony poured himself a glass. He hoped the cop was smarter than he looked, hoped he would phrase everything just right. After a sip of wine, Tony looked at Vinnie. “Mr. Messina, I’d like to introduce you to somebody.” He nodded to the detective. “This is Detective Jimmy LaGrange.”
Vinnie stared at LaGrange. Then he glanced at Tony. “Is he clean?”
Tony nodded.
Vinnie gnawed a hunk of bread. He took his time, washing the bread down with a gulp of wine. Then he wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin. When he finished, he tossed the napkin on the table. A waiter hovering nearby jumped in to pick it up and replaced it with a fresh folded one. As soon as the waiter had stepped out of the way, Vinnie said to LaGrange, “I hear you got something to tell me.”
The cop was sweating. “I have information about Ray Shane.”
“How do you know Shane?”
“We worked the Vieux Carre District together. Then later we were partners in Vice.”
“And you want to sell this information to me?”
LaGrange nodded.
“Why?” Vinnie asked.
The detective looked uncomfortable as he shot a glance at Tony. “I got bills to pay.”
Vinnie nodded. Then he bit off another hunk of bread. He chewed on it for a while, but there was still a tiny piece crawling around inside his mouth when he said, “You and Shane were partners, right?”
LaGrange nodded again.
“And now you’re willing to sell him out,” Vinnie said.
Tony saw beads of sweat shinning like sequins on the detective’s upper lip. For several seconds, no one at the table said a word. Tony could hear everything going on around him: the clink of rings on crystal glasses, forks scraping china, the thrum of indistinct conversation, a woman’s high-pitched drunken laughter.
Then LaGrange said, “Ray Shane isn’t my partner anymore. He’s not even a cop. I don’t owe him anything.”
Vinnie held up his hand, commanding silence. “No need to explain. I just wanted to find out where we stood with each other.” He reached into his jacket, pulled out a white envelope, and threw it on the table. “Say what you got to say and get the fuck out of here. They’re about to bring my dinner.”
LaGrange glanced at Tony, who gave him a nod. Then the detective looked back at Vinnie. “Shane was desperate when he came to me. He had the names of two guys who he needed to put his hands on, so I agreed-”
Vinnie snatched his envelope off the table. He glared across the table at Tony. “This is something you could’ve told me. I don’t need to hear this from him.”
Tony raised both hands, pleading for patience. “Just wait.” Then to the cop, “Tell him the rest.”
LaGrange nodded, then gulped down a couple swallows of air. “As I’m looking up the information Shane asked for, I see something strange.”
Vinnie laid the envelope on the table again and reached for his wineglass.
As the detective’s eyes tracked the white envelope, he continued, “Both these mutts I’m looking up are guys Shane already knows, guys he has a history with.”
The glass was halfway to Vinnie’s mouth. He brought it back to the table without taking a sip. “What do you mean, a history?”
“Shane arrested both of them a while back. Then later, when the feds arrested Shane, the two guys were in the parish prison at the same time Shane was. All three of them were in there together.”
Tony Zello couldn’t help but grin. Although the detective had gotten off to a shaky start, he was hitting on all cylinders now.
Vinnie asked Tony, “You check this out?”
Tony nodded. “There’s more.”
“What?” Vinnie asked.
LaGrange cleared his throat. “One of the guys Shane was looking for is now dead.”
Vinnie stared at Tony. “Is he saying Shane killed the guy?”
Tony shrugged. “If not, it’s a hell of a coincidence, don’t you think?”
Vinnie shook his head. “But it doesn’t make sense. If Shane set this up, why did he need help from a cop to find these guys? He would already know how to get in touch with them.”
Tony knew from long experience, you had to let Vinnie believe he was on the cutting edge, or at least close to the cutting edge, even if he were miles away. So Tony took his time before he answered. When he did answer, he made sure to sound as if he were just getting a grip on the idea himself. “That’s what I couldn’t figure out. Then I got to thinking about it. Shane’s a dumb fuck anyway. Say he gets these two guys…” Tony circled a finger at the cop, wanting him to supply the names.
LaGrange, taking the cue, said, “Michael Salazaar and Dylan Sylvester.”
“Salazaar and Sylvester,” Tony repeated. “Sounds like a law firm.” He took a sip of wine. “Okay, so Shane works out a plan with these two, then they either bring in two more guys, or Shane brings in two he already knows. Either way, Shane ends up with four shooters. Then he gets Hector out of the way, pays him, threatens him, maybe Hector doesn’t even know what-”
Vinnie’s eyes slashed at Tony. “Too bad we can’t ask Hector about it.”
Tony shot a glance at the detective sitting next to him. Crooked or not, he was still a cop and Tony wasn’t about to admit to a homicide in front of him. He also wasn’t going to let the conversation get sidetracked. “Maybe after the robbery, these guys get greedy, or Shane gets greedy, or they get pissed at each other. Whatever happens, they have some kind of beef and all of a sudden Shane can’t find them. Either that or he’s just trying to play us. Acting stupid, like he can’t do anything, and hoping his incompetence gets back to us.” Tony pointed at Vinnie. “Remember how he was when you told him you wanted him to find these guys?”
Vinnie nodded, then tilted his head back until he was staring at the ceiling. He stayed that way for almost a minute. Then he said to Tony, “Are you telling me Ray Shane is responsible for killing my son?”
Tony nodded, then realized Vinnie wasn’t looking at him. “I think so.”
“I hired him,” Vinnie said, looking down, his voice thickening. “I brought him into the House. It was me who introduced him to Pete.”
“There’s something else we need to discuss in private.” Tony nodded toward LaGrange.
Vinnie slid the envelope across the table to the detective. Tony saw that at least the cop had the class not to count it. Silently, LaGrange slipped it into the inside pocket of his cheap, dime-store sport coat. Then he stood up and left without a word.
Vinnie told Rocco and Joey to make sure Detective LaGrange left the restaurant and then to stop by the bar and have a drink. He needed a minute with Tony.
When he was alone with Vinnie at the table, Tony said, “Shane is trying to set you up.”
Vinnie stared at him, but his eyes were glazed over. Tony could almost see Pete’s reflection in them. When Vinnie finally focused on Tony, he said, “Why is Shane still here? Why didn’t he take the money and run?”
“Where would he go? He’s a federal convict on parole. He misses an appointment, his parole officer violates him and puts out a warrant for his arrest. But if he plays it cool, gets those other guys before they get him, he gets to keep all the money and stay straight with his P.O.”
“What do you mean he’s setting me up?” Vinnie asked.
Tony downed the last of his wine, then reached for the bottle. As he refilled his glass, he said, “Shane’s been asking a lot of questions.”
“What kind of questions?” Vinnie’s voice sharpened.
“About the money.”
“What about it?”
“Same kind of thing he was asking before, how come we had so much cash in the counting room.”
“That wasn’t my-”
Tony cut him off. “That’s not all.”
“What else?”
“He asked about Pete’s school.”
The sound was like a gunshot as Vinnie slammed his fat fist down on the table, rattling it so hard that Tony’s glass almost tumbled over the edge. Vinnie’s words came out like a bark. “He asked about my son’s fucking school.”
“He asked how much it cost.”
“What business is that of his?”
Tony shrugged.
Vinnie leaned forward. “What’d you tell him?”
Holding his hand up, Tony said, “I said he asked about it. I didn’t say I told him anything.”
“What the hell is he up to?”
“I heard he was in the Hog’s Breath talking to Charlie Rabbit.”
“He don’t even know Charlie Rabbit.” For a few seconds Vinnie furrowed his forehead like he was trying to remember something. “Right in my office, I think that was the first time they ever said one word to each other.”
Tony shrugged. “Then it’s funny them two being together, huh?”
Vinnie picked up his fresh napkin and wiped his face. “Maybe they were just having a drink.”
“Think about it. Shane talks to Charlie, convinces Charlie to go back and tell your brother he thinks you might have robbed the place yourself.”
Vinnie actually shook with rage. “He’s trying to backdoor me with my own fucking brother?”
Tony nodded. “That’s what I’m worried about. Way this went down. .. with nothing like this ever having happened before, and coming on our watch, so to speak, some people could say this makes us look bad. Some people might even lay the blame on us.”
Vinnie looked down at the table. “But if Shane set it up from the inside…” Vinnie was starting to warm to the idea. “There’s no way we could have known about it. There’s no way anybody could blame us. What we need to do-”
Tony raised a hand. “We’ve got to be careful. You don’t want to make another mistake.” Wondering how that line was going to fly. But Vinnie didn’t seem to notice. Tony pressed on. “Let’s wait, just a little while, so I can check out some things.”
Vinnie sat hunched over, staring at the checkerboard pattern on the tablecloth. He was lost in his own thoughts, mumbling to himself. “I was good to him. It was me gave him a job, and this is how he repays me. It’s always the ones you trust the most. He’s a fucking Brutus.”
“Vinnie,” Tony said, his voice soft, almost a whisper.
The chair creaked as Vinnie looked up and shifted his weight. “You really think he’s setting me up?”
Tony nodded.
The older man’s lips compressed into a thin line. “I want you to find Shane and bring him to me.” He pointed toward the bar. “Take Rocco and Joey with you.”
Again, Tony raised the hand of patience. “Vinnie, I really think we should-”
Vinnie pounded the table again with his pudgy fist, this time toppling his own glass and spilling wine onto the tablecloth. “You bring that traitorous bastard to the House.”
Tony watched the red stain of Vinnie’s wine spread out across the table as he thought about what Vinnie had just said. When his boss said things like that, it made Tony wonder if Vinnie had ever actually done any work when he was coming up, or if he had just ridden his brother’s coattails. “Bringing him in ain’t going to be that easy.”
“Why not?”
Tony cleared his throat. Like explaining something to a kid. “The guy’s dumb, but he’s not that dumb. When we find him, he’s not going to jump in the car with us and go for a ride. Not voluntarily. You’re talking about stuffing him in the trunk, driving him through the city, then sneaking him into the House-all without attracting attention.”
“So what are you saying?”
“I’m saying what if the feds are watching the House? What if they have it under surveillance or something? If we bring Shane in and he never comes out, next thing we know we got them going over the whole place with those black lights you see on TV, looking for traces of blood, matching DNA, all that shit.”
“What do you suggest?”
“Once we find him, it’d be easier if you came to us, instead of me bringing him to you.”
“How are you going to find him?”
“I’ll wait for him at his place. Eventually everybody goes home.”
Vinnie nodded. “Call me as soon as you have him. I don’t want you talking to him until I get there. I want to hear everything he has to say.”
Tony stood up. He was smiling.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Just past 11:00 PM, Ray wobbled up the flight of wooden steps that led to his apartment above the boathouse. At the top of the stairs he was a little unsteady on his feet and breathing hard, so he lingered on his deck, one hand on the rail.
After almost a full day of driving through parking lots in New Orleans East-and not finding the blue Buick he was looking for-Ray had stopped uptown at Cooter Brown’s to have a drink. One drink had turned into two, then three. There might have been a fourth.
Standing on his deck, Ray let go of the railing and dug out a cigarette and his Zippo. It took half a dozen flicks to get enough of a flame to light a Lucky Strike. As he took a long drag, a slight breeze drifted off the lake behind him. There was a chill in the air. The sky was clear. The stars were out.
Ray decided to grab a bottle of Jameson and a glass from inside. He would pour some whiskey over a couple of cubes of ice and sit on the deck and enjoy the night air.
A glass-top patio table stood on the porch with three plastic chairs around it. Ray grabbed the back of one of the chairs and tilted it forward, dumping the puddle of rainwater out of the seat. He would need to bring a towel out with him to dry it before he sat down.
Ray flicked his cigarette butt over the railing and into the lake. Then he dug his keys out of his pocket and walked across the deck. The inside of his apartment was dark. With his keys in one hand, Ray stood in the doorway and slid his other hand against the wall, feeling for the light switch.
Something heavy smashed against his head.
The blow sent a bolt of blinding white light through Ray’s skull. The thunderous clap of pain that exploded inside his head an instant later dropped him to his knees. Somewhere in the distance he heard his keys clatter to the ground. Then he pitched forward, facedown on the wooden floor.
The sound of voices came to him. At least two people. They sounded far away, too far away for him to understand the words, but he understood their menace. Someone grabbed his wrists and dragged him all the way into the apartment. The door slammed shut behind him.
A foot cracked against his ribs.
“Roll him over,” a voice commanded.
Someone kicked him over onto his back. The room was still dark. The shadow of a man stood near the door. “Get him up,” the shadow said. “He tries anything, crack him with that steel pot again.”
Two guys, one on each arm, pulled Ray to his feet. At least three of them in the apartment. Still he couldn’t make out any faces. His ribs felt like they were on fire. The pain sucked the air out of his lungs. With his head spinning and his lungs unable to draw a breath, Ray’s knees turned to jelly. The hands clutching his arms were all that held him up.
“He’s too heavy,” the one on the right said.
“I think we hurt him,” the one on the left said.
The shadow in front of Ray let out a sigh. He walked away from the door and dragged a chair over from Ray’s garage-sale dinette set. The two guys on either side dropped him into the chair.
The dark image walked back to the door and flicked on the light switch. As the light seared into Ray’s head, doubling his pain, he squeezed his eyes shut and tried to block it out. Something trickled down the side of his head and dripped into his ear.
After a couple seconds he opened his eyes, blinked them clear, then found himself looking at Tony Zello. Tony was leaning against the door, ten feet away, hands in his pants pockets, looking cool in a charcoal gray suit with blue pinstripes, a maroon handkerchief folded in the breast pocket, and a green paisley tie. “How you doing, Ray?”
“What the fuck do you want?” Ray croaked, his tongue thick in his mouth. When he glanced up to his right, he saw Rocco looming over him. Another big steroid guzzler named Joey stood to his left. Both of them were pushing down on his shoulders to keep him in the chair. On the floor lay a two-quart steel cooking pot. When he left this morning, it had been on the stove.
Tony Zello slipped one hand out of his pocket as he stood up straight. He jabbed a finger at Ray. “You’re stupid, Shane. You know that?” He stepped closer. “You’re just like every other cop I know. You want to be a player, but you ain’t got the balls.”
The chair in which Ray had been dumped was one of three he kept around his breakfast table, molded plastic with four aluminum legs and no arms. The weight of the two goons pressing down on his shoulders kept him planted in the seat.
As Tony got near him, Ray swung his right arm up and smashed it into Rocco’s forearm, but it was like striking a telephone pole.
“Hold him still, goddamn it,” Tony said.
Ray dropped his left shoulder and tried to squirm out from under Joey’s hand, but the two goons just drove his shoulders down harder and grabbed his arms with their free hands.
“You ain’t going nowhere, you dumb fuck,” Tony said as he stepped in and landed a solid punch just above Ray’s left eye. “You thought you were smart, huh? Thought you could take our fucking money.”
Ray had a sick feeling in his stomach, a fluttering, like being on a roller coaster as it plummeted down a steep drop. He could tell by the way they were acting, the set expressions on the faces of the two goons, that they were going to kill him. The fact that Tony thought Ray had done something wrong was enough to kill him. These guys had a very low burden of proof.
“Tony, what the fuck are you talking-”
The next punch almost knocked Ray out of the chair, despite the two goons. Blood ran into his eye, then down the side of his face.
Through his bloodied vision, Ray saw that Rocco and Joey were both staring at Tony, their mouths set tight. Both worked at the House, both were young. There was a good chance neither had ever made his bones, been directly involved in killing someone. Ray didn’t want to be their first.
He had always been a good talker. Once he had spent nearly an hour talking to an enraged Mexican who was brandishing a machete. The guy had come home from work, found his wife on all fours, the clerk from the neighborhood grocery mounted up behind her. Ray, still working uniform patrol, got to the scene first and cornered the husband in the bedroom, the chopped-up bodies of his wife and the grocery clerk still in the bed. Every other cop wanted to shoot the guy.
Instead of shooting, Ray holstered his gun and walked into the bedroom. An hour later he led the man out in handcuffs, the two of them talking like old friends. He had a way with words. It was a gift. But when he needed them most, to save his own life, he couldn’t think of anything to say.
Tony raised one foot and stomped it down on Ray’s stomach. The kick doubled Ray over as he fought for breath. If it weren’t for the two bruisers holding him in place, he would have been curled up on the floor sucking wind.
“I figured it was you all along,” Tony said. “It had to be. Then, when I found out you knew those two guys…”
How the hell had Tony found out about Michael Salazaar and Dylan Sylvester? Ray had just learned about them himself, and he hadn’t even found Sylvester yet. In short gasps, he said, “I don’t know… who you’ve been talking to… but I don’t know those guys… I arrested them is all.”
He had explained the same thing to Jimmy LaGrange.
Tony kicked him again. “I take back what I said about cops ain’t got no balls. What you did took balls, but like I said, it was stupid.”
Ray tried to speak but only managed a dry heave. Finally, he got the words out. “It wasn’t me.”
Tony slid a small revolver from under his suit coat. Ray recognized it as a Smith amp; Wesson. 38, the Chief’s Special model with a two-inch barrel, just like the one Ray had carried in an ankle rig while he was on the job.
“You fucked up, Shane. Now you got to fess up. This is going to go down one of two ways, easy or hard. It’s your choice.” Tony laid the muzzle against Ray’s knee. “Either way, you’re going to tell me everything.”
“I didn’t take your money,” Ray croaked.
Tony grinned. “That’s what I thought you’d say.” He cocked the hammer.
“Hey, Tony.” Rocco’s voice was nervous. “Ain’t you gonna call Vinnie? You know, like he said.”
Tony stared up at Rocco, his concentration broken. He lifted the gun off Ray’s knee and waved it around, gesturing with it as he spoke. “No, I ain’t gonna call Vinnie, you dumb fuck. I’m gonna straighten this out myself.”
The other knuckle-dragger said, “Yeah, but I still think you should at least call-”
Tony’s face flushed beet red as he screamed, “Vinnie told me to handle this, and that’s what I’m fucking doing.” Then he leaned into Joey’s face, spittle flying from his lips as he shouted, “If you ain’t got the stomach for this kind of work, go back to being a fucking busboy and a dishwasher.”
For just a second, no one was paying attention to Ray. The pressure from the two goons on his shoulders had eased, same with their grip on his wrists. Words weren’t going to work. There was no way to talk his way out of this. He had to make a move, and he had to make it right now.
Ray lashed out with his right foot and kicked Tony in the balls. Tony grabbed his scrotum and fell to his knees, his revolver clattering to the floor. For an instant the two goons were distracted, and Ray came out of the chair. He made a grab for the. 38 but couldn’t reach it.
Rocco and Joey clawed at Ray but they missed. Ray threw a right hook into Tony’s jaw that knocked him onto his back.
The door was ten feet away, just three steps. But it was too far and Ray knew it. The two musclemen would drag him down from behind before he made it halfway. There was another way out. The window. Three feet wide and four feet tall, it overlooked the back half of the boathouse below his apartment. Beyond that was the marina, and beyond that, Lake Pontchartrain. The two goons were blocking his path.
Ray had to move now or die, so he dropped his head and rushed straight at Rocco. He buried his right shoulder in the big man’s stomach and drove his legs hard, drove them like pistons, drove them the way Coach Ramsey had made him do it on the practice field at Tulane. Rocco clawed at him but couldn’t get a grip. The muscle-bound moron was off balance. His upper body was moving backward toward the window faster than his legs. Joey spun toward Ray and caught the back of his shirt, but he didn’t grab enough to stop him. Ray was moving too fast.
With his eyes clamped shut and his chin tucked into his chest, Ray used Rocco’s body for a shield as he shoved the big ape through the window. Rocco’s back shattered the glass just as his legs hooked on the windowsill and slammed him down on the roof. Ray used his momentum to tumble headfirst over Rocco, but he landed so hard on his back it knocked the wind out of him.
Lying on the sloped, corrugated tin roof, with his feet pointing down toward the marina, Ray couldn’t move or catch his breath. Just behind him, Rocco moaned, while inside the apartment, Joey shouted for his partner to grab Ray before he got away.
After a second, Ray managed to suck enough air into his starved lungs to roll over. He raised himself on all fours and glanced back through the busted window. Joey was trying to pull Tony Zello to his feet, Tony cussing him the whole time. Rocco was hung up on the windowsill like a bull caught in a tangle of barbed wire, groaning as he tried to free himself, his big hands pawing at the backs of his thighs. Jagged pieces of glass stuck up like shark’s teeth along the bottom edge of the window frame, and twin streams of blood flowed down the roof from beneath Rocco’s legs.
With Joey tugging at him, Tony hobbled to his feet, but was so unsteady he had to hold on to Joey to keep from falling. Tony looked through the window and locked eyes with Ray. Tony’s hand came up. In it was the. 38 revolver. He pointed it at Ray and fired.
Ray dropped to his belly, spun around, and scampered to the edge of the roof. As he peered down at the black water twenty feet below, he heard another shot behind him. The bullet banged against the roof not two feet from him and whizzed past him as it ricocheted into the night air.
Ray pitched headfirst off the roof.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The sound of crashing glass jolted Tony Zello. He realized he must have been unconscious. Confused, he looked around and saw that he was lying on the floor.
Where am I?
Then it hit him. He was in Ray Shane’s apartment.
As Tony crawled to his feet, the pain hit him, like someone jamming a red-hot poker into his scrotum. He screamed and collapsed back onto the floor. Joey turned away from the window and rushed to help him. Lumbering across the small room, the big goof looked excited as he pointed back at the window, yelling, but running his words together. “Hesgettingaway!”
Tony looked where the useless muscle head pointed and saw a pair of legs draped over the bottom of the window. That had to be Rocco, his other tough guy. Just outside the shattered glass he caught sight of something moving. It rose above the windowsill into his line of sight. Shane was outside on the roof.
Tony grabbed hold of Joey and started to haul himself up. He saw his. 38 on the floor. He let go of Joey with one hand and scooped up his gun. When he got to his feet, Tony had to bite his lip to keep from crying out. He tasted blood. Using Joey’s massive bulk to steady himself, Tony raised his gun and fired.
Ray Shane was on his hands and knees facing the window. At the sound of the shot, he dropped to his belly and slid away. Tony fired again. His aim was wide and he heard the bullet bounce off the tin roof.
At the edge of the roof, Shane peered down into the water and hesitated for just a second, giving Tony time to line up the sights on Ray’s ass and squeeze off another shot. It seemed like it all happened at once: Tony jerking the trigger, the. 38 barking, and Ray falling from the boathouse roof. All so close together Tony couldn’t tell if he had hit the no-good ex-cop bastard or not.
So he let go of Joey and hobbled to the window to see for himself. He climbed over the bleeding Rocco, who clawed at him and begged for help. Tony ignored him and half crawled, half slid down the sloping roof until he reached the edge. Looking down, he saw only the black water of the marina, and directly below him, a foaming mass of bubbles centered in a series of radiating ripples.
Shane was gone. Had the shot hit him or had it missed? Tony Zello imagined the ex-cop lying on the muddy bottom of the harbor, blood flowing from the bullet hole in his ass and water pouring into his lungs as his mouth opened and closed, looking like a fish lying on a dock. The image almost made him smile, but not quite. Tony wasn’t going to smile about Shane until he was standing over his corpse, until he saw him dead.
Rage poured through Tony and helped dull his pain as he thought about Ray Shane getting away from him. Nearly a minute ticked by as Tony stared over the edge of the roof, looking down at the water as it settled back to inky smoothness.
Behind him, Rocco moaned. Tony turned and saw Joey trying to lift Rocco off the glass spikes on the windowsill. Tony would have to call the old alcoholic doctor they used. More time wasted.
“Fuck you, Shane!” he screamed as he fired his last two shots, blowing holes in the black water.
There was no air in Ray’s lungs. The twenty-foot belly flop from the top of the boat shed had knocked all the wind out of him. Then there was the cold, like a thousand needles stabbing into his skin at the same time, an acupuncturist gone mad. With empty lungs, he sank like a stone. The water pressure built against his eardrums as he went down.
Ray’s shoes bumped the muddy bottom. The marina was only eight feet deep, just enough to accommodate the pleasure cruisers, sportfishermen, and sailboats operating out of the New Orleans Yacht Club. Plenty deep enough to drown.
Although his eyes were open, the only thing Ray could see was a faint glow above him that contrasted with the pitch black below. The sharp reports of two more gunshots echoed through the water and Ray felt a pressure wave as the rounds struck the surface.
He let himself sink lower and knelt motionless on the bottom, afraid to move as panic clouded the edges of his mind. He couldn’t stay down, yet he couldn’t go up. Tony was up there, Tony and his gun. If Ray surfaced, with his head bobbing on top of the water as he gasped for air, he would be an easy target. One shot and it would be over. Just another body recovery for the NOPD dive team.
There were only a few seconds left to make a decision. The boathouse was behind him. Tony was probably at the edge of the tin roof, looking down into the water, but he couldn’t see inside the boathouse unless he hung his head over the edge. If he couldn’t see, he couldn’t shoot. Ray’s only safety lay inside the boathouse.
With his lungs burning, Ray fought an almost irresistible urge to inhale as he clawed and kicked his way across the bottom of the marina toward the boathouse. Probably five feet, no more than eight, and he’d be under the protection of the tin roof. He swam as far as he could, swam until his vision began to go dark.
The pressure in his head was unbearable as he angled up toward the surface. He was fighting his way through the water, each movement getting harder, like swimming through syrup. The pressure against his eardrums eased as he neared the surface. He was almost there. As long as he had swum far enough to get under the shed’s roof, he had a chance.
Then Ray’s head collided with something, and the darkness closed in around him. He had hit the bottom of the boat. The thirty-eight-foot Rampage docked in the shed pressed down on him and held him under. Terror seized him. Blind terror. He was thirty feet from shore. No more than five feet from the dock. He looked left and right, up, then down. He was disoriented. Which way was the surface?
Follow the hull!
With one hand touching the boat, Ray kicked and clawed at the water. His lips peeled back as animal instinct, more powerful than willpower, forced his mouth open. He couldn’t stop it any more than he could stop his eyes from blinking, but with his last shred of concentration he delayed drawing a breath for just a second and kept his lungs from filling with the dark water. And that second was long enough.
His hand broke the surface and he felt cold air on his fingers. One last kick, then his head was out of the water. He sucked in air-sweet, life-sustaining air-as overhead he heard Tony stomping his way across the tin roof back to the apartment. Common sense urged Ray to duck back under the water in case Tony looked into the boathouse, but he couldn’t do it. If he was going to die, then it was going to be a bullet that killed him, not water.
Ray heard muffled shouts inside the apartment, then more feet pounding across the floor, the sounds echoing off the boathouse walls.
His apartment door banged shut. Feet clomped down the wooden stairs. More shouting, this time from the parking lot, and still more from farther away, maybe neighbors. He hoped someone would call the cops. Ray kept treading water, still gulping deep breaths of air. Never again would he complain about hunger or thirst. All he needed was air.
He heard a motor crank. Tires squealed. Then the deep roar of a big engine being run hard.
“Where we going?” Joey shouted.
Tony leaned farther back into the seat, both hands gripping his sore balls. “Just drive the fucking car.”
Rocco was laid out on the backseat, bleeding all over it, bleeding all over the genuine Corinthian leather-whatever the hell that was-ruining the upholstery of Tony Zello’s almost brand-new Lincoln Town Car.
Joey was speeding down Pontchartrain Boulevard, stiff-arming the steering wheel and crushing it with his massive hands. He glanced at Tony. “But how do I know where to go?”
“Get us to the doctor.”
“Feelgood’s?”
“You know any other doctor we can go to?”
Joey craned his head back over his shoulder to peek into the backseat at Rocco, who was rolling back and forth, moaning, and slinging blood. “How about the emergency room?” Joey said.
“I don’t have time for that,” Tony yelled. “We’re dropping him off at Dr. Feelgood’s and then we’re going to find that motherfucker.”
“You think he got away?”
“Drive!”
Getting out of the water turned out to be a lot harder than getting into it. The first thing Ray tried to do was reach up and grab the dock that ran along the wall of the boathouse, but it was four feet above the water, and he couldn’t reach it. Next he tried to shinny up one of the pylon foundations, but it was covered with green slime and he couldn’t get a grip on it.
Not sure if the car that squealed away carried Tony and his two goons, or if maybe one or two of them had stayed behind, Ray didn’t want to swim out into the marina where he could be seen. He had to get out of the water-it was sucking the heat out of him-but he had to stay inside the boathouse.
As he dog-paddled around the bow of the Rampage, Ray found a half-inch line hanging off the bowsprit. Gripping the line, he pulled himself up until the water was at his waist. Then he pushed his feet off the boat’s hull and swung toward the dock. He let go of the rope with his left hand and grabbed for the dock, catching the tips of his fingers between two planks. For a second he hung suspended between the dock and the boat. One more push against the hull with one foot, he let go of the line and made a desperate grab for the dock with his other hand, and got it.
Ray’s ribs screamed in agony as he dangled from the wooden planking. The goons had done a number on him, and it took him a while to muster enough energy and courage to try to pull himself up. This was going to hurt.
He managed to hoist himself high enough to get his right elbow on top of the walkway and the fingers of his right hand all the way across the dock to the far edge. Then, after swinging his legs from side to side a few times, he built up enough momentum to use his elbow to leverage one foot up onto the dock. From there he clawed his way up until he was lying facedown on the wet wood, panting like a dog.
Every bone in Ray’s body felt broken, every muscle felt torn, his head felt the size of a Fourth of July watermelon. Cigarettes and booze were out. He was giving them up. Join a gym instead. Just as soon as he got himself out of this mess. First thing he had to do was find out why Tony Zello was trying to kill him, but to do that he had to first get off this dock.
From inside the boathouse door, Ray peeked out at the street. It looked clear, but what was he really looking for? There were no gun-toting thugs waiting to blast him, but even Tony had enough sense to hide. He’d already done a good job ambushing Ray inside his own apartment. Ray scanned the street again, then stepped out of the boathouse. It wasn’t until he had hobbled four or five steps and reached the foot of the stairs leading up to his apartment that he realized he was holding his breath, waiting for a gunshot.
Halfway up the stairs, the sound of an approaching police siren stopped Ray dead in his tracks. Someone had heard the shots and called the police, but the cops were a day late and a doughnut short. They couldn’t do anything for him now.
His apartment door was so close, only a few feet away, and he needed dry clothes. He was freezing. Suddenly, he remembered something. Ray patted his left front pocket and felt nothing. His keys were inside. He remembered them hitting the floor. The siren was getting closer.
He turned and limped away.
“You still want me to drive?” Joey asked over his shoulder.
Tony was wobbling down a driveway in Old Metairie, just outside the city, the home of the guy they called Dr. Feelgood. Tony was several steps behind Joey. He couldn’t straighten up. His swollen balls forced him to walk stooped over like an old man. “Do I look like I’m in any condition to drive?” Tony said. “Of course I want you to fucking drive.”
Feelgood was an old juicer who had his medical license pulled years ago. Since then he’d been practicing without one and was the doctor of choice for people who didn’t want the cops to know how they had gotten hurt. Rocco was inside having his legs sewn up.
Inside the Lincoln, Joey asked Tony, “Where we going?” Tony had to think about that. He wasn’t sure. Shane had most likely gotten away. Unless one of Tony’s bullets had hit him. Replaying the scene in his mind, Tony was pretty sure that had not happened. Bullets hardly ever killed instantly, unless you hit a man in the head. Most of the time the guy flopped around for a while before he died. So if Tony had hit Shane, he probably would have popped to the surface, at least for a few seconds, and tried to grab onto something and get some air.
Joey started the car but left it in park.
Tony turned to the big man. “You got a car?”
“Yeah.”
“What kind?”
“A Camaro.”
“A Camaro? Big as you are, why the fuck you drive a little car like that?”
“It’s one of the new ones. Chicks dig it.”
“But you can’t get comfortable in a goddamn two-door.”
“Yeah, but it’s fast.”
“Where is it?”
“At Shorty’s.”
“Fuck,” Tony said, and pounded the dashboard with his fist. “Just get moving.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the blood-soaked backseat. “First thing we’re gonna do is clean up this mess. Then we’re going back to Shane’s apartment.”
“What about my car?”
“Forget it.”
Joey shifted into reverse and backed toward the street. “Why we going back to Shane’s?”
“I want to see if his car’s there. It’s a lot easier to find a man if you know what he’s driving.”
“Why did you want to know what kind of car I drive?” “Someone might have seen us driving away from the marina and given the police a description of my car.”
“But you took the license plate off.”
“It’s a big green Lincoln. It’s not hard to spot, especially with blood splashed all over the backseat.”
Joey scratched his head. “So what are we going to do?”
“Clean up the backseat and put the license plate back on.”
“What about the cops?”
“Fuck the cops. I pay half those motherfuckers anyway.”
Joey drove out of the neighborhood. He hit Metairie Road for a couple miles, then made a left turn onto Pontchartrain Boulevard and headed back toward the marina. “Where do you think he’s gonna go, Shane I mean?”
Tony was thinking that he didn’t have a clue where the ex-cop might go. Then he realized how little he knew about Shane. He didn’t know if Shane had family in New Orleans. Family was always a good place to start when you were looking for a guy on the run. He didn’t know if Shane had any friends, or a new girlfriend. Maybe after so much time in prison, he had a boyfriend.
Tony slipped his cell phone out of his pocket and called the House. Someone there must know something about Ray Shane.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Jenny Porter’s apartment was a one-bedroom walk-up on the third floor of a four-story building, and on mornings like this she hated those two flights of stairs with a passion.
It was 4:30 AM.
A weather front had come in late last night and it was cold, wet, and miserable. The only security was a self-locking iron door across the building’s front entrance. Behind that was a wooden door with a busted lock. Its only purpose was to keep the weather out of the foyer.
Jenny stood in front of the security door, keys in hand, when she realized it wasn’t locked. Looking more closely at the dead bolt, she saw the bolt still extended from the cylinder. The door had been pried open. The spring hinge had pulled it shut, and the protruding bolt rested against the frame, leaving a narrow gap between the door and jamb.
She dropped her keys back into her purse and pulled the iron door open. One of the hinges gave a tortured squeak. She pressed her hand against the wooden inner door and pushed it open. A wide hallway ran down the center of the building with four apartments on each side. At the far end of the hallway was the stairway leading to the second floor.
Jenny stepped inside and pushed the wooden door closed behind her. Two big windows above the door illuminated the hall during the day, but before sunrise the only light came from an old chandelier that hung from the ceiling halfway down the hall. The apartment doors were set back about three feet from the hall, leaving a small alcove in front of each.
Why was the door open? Maybe the lock was broken and the building’s maintenance man had left it unlocked. But it hadn’t been like that when Jenny left at eight o’clock last night, right after her encounter with Hiram Gordo. If the lock was broken, the maintenance man would not have pried the door open and left it unlocked all night. He would have fixed it.
She looked at the double row of alcoves, each one hidden in shadow, and wondered if there was something or someone hiding in one of them. With her heart thumping against her chest, Jenny crept toward the stairs at the back of the building, peering into each shadow as she slid past it.
At the end of the hall, Jenny stood at the foot of the stairs and gazed up toward the second floor. A single lightbulb mounted high overhead cast a dull glow along the empty stairwell. No ghosts or goblins up there. At least none she could see. She started up the stairs, inching her way to the landing above.
By the time she got to the second floor, Jenny started to relax. She told herself she was acting like a foolish girl. There was no madman, no escaped convict with a butcher’s knife waiting to cut her down. Nothing but a dimly lit, empty stairwell.
And a pried-open front door.
One flight to go. As she padded up the steps toward the third floor, she couldn’t help looking over the banister to make sure no one was moving around in the hall below her, but there was no one there. Nothing but tricks of light and shadow.
Just before reaching the third floor, Jenny paused. Her apartment was the third door on the left, the second from the front of the building. She almost felt like calling out, half expecting that if she did, she would see Hiram L. Gordo’s big fat ass come slinking out from one of the alcoves. But she didn’t call out, and she didn’t see Hiram L. Gordo.
She crept down the center of the hall, trying to stay as far away from each shadowed doorway as she could. At the first pair of apartments, Jenny checked left and right, saw nothing. Then the second pair of doors, again, just empty shadows. She was starting to feel silly, but remembered that she had slept with a night-light on until she was almost out of high school.
The bogeyman wasn’t what she had been afraid of. Maybe as a little girl it was ghosts under the bed, goblins in the closet, kid stuff, but later, just after she hit puberty, she kept the night-light on because of her stepfather. His drunken visits to her room late at night, after her mom was asleep, were what really scared her.
In the middle of the hall, she edged past the corner of the alcove in front of her door. Something moved. It was on the floor but it was big. Her heart jumped into her throat. “Who are you?” she shouted.
The shadow moved again. She backed away, ready to turn and run, or scream and hope someone would call the police.
The shadow grew. Jenny’s back bumped into the wall opposite her door. It was almost a relief when she realized it was just a man and not a monster. Admitting to herself for the first time that she still half believed in the bogeyman. But it wasn’t Gordo, not big enough by half. An ax murderer? He was on the run from the cops and had broken into the building to escape. Now she had seen him, and he would have to kill her.
Jenny’s stomach twisted into knots. Should she scream for help or run? With heels on she probably couldn’t get down the stairs fast enough to get away. As the scream built in her throat and she opened her mouth to let it out, the shadow spoke. “You gonna let me in or what?” The voice sounded a lot like Ray Shane.
“You almost gave me a fucking heart attack!” Jenny said, sitting across the kitchen table from Ray. The breakfast nook was small, but it was her favorite room in the apartment. Light, airy prints hung on the walls, creating a Mediterranean theme. The table was square, with a bleached wooden frame and the top made from Mexican tiles. Jenny’s heart still beat like a machine gun. “What happened to your face? My God, you look like you got hit by a fucking truck.”
Shane put a hand up to the cut above his eye. “I don’t think I ever heard you use the word fuck before. You just used it twice in the same sentence.”
Jenny took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “It wasn’t the same sentence. Same paragraph, maybe, but not the same sentence.” She was just glad it hadn’t been Gordo hiding in the shadows, waiting to try another run at her. Still, she was wondering why Ray had been camped out in front of her door.
“I don’t think it’s a paragraph if you say it.” Ray’s eyes were closed as he massaged his temples with the fingers of both hands.
“What?”
He looked at her across the table. “It’s not a paragraph if you say it. You write it down, then you got a paragraph. If you say it, several sentences I mean, you got a…”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t know what you’ve got, but I know it’s not a paragraph.”
“You an English teacher now?”
He shook his head. “I read a lot in prison, does that count?”
“No.”
“I was just trying to make a point.”
She laid both hands on the table and leaned toward him, speaking slowly so he wouldn’t misunderstand. “You have no fucking point to make because you’re a fucking asshole for fucking scaring me like that.”
He stared at her.
Jenny held up three fingers. “Now that’s three times in one sentence, so you can quit worrying about whether or not it’s a paragraph.”
The seconds ticked by on the clock mounted beside the kitchen door, Ray just looking at her, no expression at all. Then all of a sudden his banged-up face broke into a grin.
She couldn’t help smiling back at him.
He laughed, a deep belly laugh. Then winced in pain as he held his hands against his ribs.
She looked at the dried blood matted into his hair. “What happened to you?”
“Your boyfriend again.”
She glared at him and stabbed her finger toward the door. “If you’re going talk to me like that, get out of my apartment.”
Shane gave her a crooked smile. “ Your apartment. I remember when it used to be our apartment.”
She dropped her hand but kept her eyes locked on his. “Now it’s just my apartment. It was your choice, Ray.”
He nodded once, an almost imperceptible movement, but it was there.
Jenny’s anger started to slip. There was something in his eyes she hadn’t expected to see-defeat. Like he had been beaten, not just physically, but emotionally. Ray had never looked that way before, not even when he was on his way to prison. Maybe everything that had happened to him had finally taken its toll, had finally worn him down. They had both fallen so far from where they had been that there was probably no going back.
She watched as he probed at his torn scalp with his fingertips. “I’ve got nowhere to go, Jen,” he said.
“Tell me what happened.” She pointed a finger at him. “But I’m warning you, you say something like that again, I don’t care if you’ve got to sleep in the street, I’m kicking you out.”
Even though she realized it was a mistake, that it would stir up old feelings, Jenny fished under the kitchen sink for a first-aid kit while Ray told her what had happened at his apartment.
She spread the kit out on the table. When she touched the cut over his eye, he winced. “What did he want?” Jenny asked.
“To kill me.”
“Why?”
“He thinks I somehow stole that money.”
“What money?”
“From the robbery.”
“Why would he think that?” She wiped a cotton ball soaked with rubbing alcohol over his split eyebrow.
Ray’s head jerked back. “Ouch!”
“Quit your whining. You want this cleaned or not?” He nodded and she kept wiping. “Why does he think it was you?”
“I guess he figures there had to be somebody on the inside.”
“Was there?”
He nodded.
There was no way to bandage his scalp without shaving it, so Jenny just cleaned the cut as best she could with a Q-tip. The split over his eye had started bleeding again, so she made him press a towel against it until it stopped, then covered it with a gauze bandage.
“This one needs stitches,” she said, pressing the last piece of tape into place along the edge of the bandage.
“I can’t go to a hospital. Too many questions.”
Jenny set her gauze and tape down on the table. “Suit yourself, but if you don’t get it sewn up, you’re going to have a hell of a scar.”
“You afraid it’s going to ruin my good looks?”
“Don’t be an asshole.”
He whistled. “You picked up some rough language working at that place.”
She retook her seat across the table from him and looked into his eyes. “Did you do it, Ray?”
He looked surprised. “How the hell can you ask me that?”
Not letting go of his eyes, she asked again, more demanding this time, “Did you do it?”
Ray sighed, but he kept his eyes on hers. “No, I didn’t.”
Living with him had taught her how to tell when he was lying, and she knew he was telling her the truth. “Then who was it?”
He shrugged. “Hector was probably involved, but he wasn’t smart enough to pull it off by himself.”
“Tony?”
He looked away. “I don’t know.”
“You’re holding something back, Ray. What is it?”
“Just some things I heard…”
“About what?”
“About Vinnie.”
Not at all what she was expecting. “What about him?”
“He might have had a motive.”
“His son was murdered.”
Ray rested his elbows on the table. “Somebody got carried away.”
“Carried away?” she said. “They blew off his head.”
“And whoever did it has got to make damn sure they cover it up.”
“You really think it was Vinnie?”
A shrug. “It’s possible.”
“Why?” she said. “What’s the motive you’re talking about?”
“Same reason people do everything.” He rubbed his thumb and index finger together. “Money.”
She shook her head, thinking he was way off about this. “You’re projecting. Not everyone thinks like you.”
“What do you mean?”
Jenny took a deep breath. “Your problem is you’re greedy.”
He eyed her like she was crazy. “What the hell are you talking about? I’m trying to tell you the reason Vinnie might have robbed his own place, and you want to turn it around and tell me I’m greedy?”
“I’ve known you a long time.”
“So?”
Jenny could tell he was getting pissed, but that was too bad. This was something he needed to hear. “Why did you go to prison, Ray?”
“Because somebody ratted on us.”
She shook her head. That was the answer she expected. “No, Ray, I’m asking you why you went to prison.”
“The feds tried to make a deal with me. I could have gotten off with probation, but I told them no, that I don’t snitch on my partners.”
Was he just being hardheaded or did he really not get it? Knowing Ray the way she did, Jenny believed it was the first option. He was hardheaded. As long as she had known Ray, she could never remember him admitting he had made a mistake. He bulled his way through everything, always convinced he was right.
“Listen to me, goddamn it!” she almost shouted. “I’m talking about why you went to prison, what you did that sent you there.”
He stared at her, his face set so hard it looked like stone, but that very look is what gave him away. Because in that look she saw that he knew exactly what she was talking about. He just refused to admit it, just like always.
Jenny rubbed her fingertips together just like he had. “Greed is why you went to prison, Ray. Not because somebody ratted on you, not because you sacrificed yourself for your partners, but because you wanted money. You saw morons like Tony living like kings. You had a cop’s salary but wanted to be one of the kings, and for a while you were, but then you got caught.”
Ray’s face turned red. “You think you got me figured out? You think you know what makes me tick? You think every problem can be fixed with some pop-psychology bullshit from an episode of Oprah?”
Some wounds never heal. Jenny felt her throat tighten, felt the tears forming at the corners of her eyes. “Maybe some things can’t ever be fixed, Ray, but I know one thing.”
“What’s that?” His voice was ice-cold.
“People can change.”
He stared at her, his bright blue eyes boring into her for so long she felt like looking away, but she didn’t. He wasn’t playing stare-down, he was thinking, probably about what she had said. She hoped he had really listened to what she had said. When he finally spoke, his voice was thick. “You think that’s true, about people changing?”
His hands were spread out on the table, palms turned down. Gently, she laid a hand on top of one of his. “Yeah, I-”
Someone pounded on the door.
Jenny spun around in her chair. She glanced at her watch, 5:30 AM . Who the hell could be at the door at this time of morning? Gordo. It had to be. As she looked back at Ray she put a finger to her lips.
He nodded.
Then she got up and stepped to the door. She looked through the peephole but couldn’t see anything. There was no light coming through. Whoever was outside probably had his finger on it. “Who is it?” she shouted.
From the other side a man said, “It’s me. Open the fucking door.”
Tony Zello.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Tony Zello was at Jenny’s door.
She glanced at Ray. He was on his feet. He had recognized Tony’s voice.
She turned back to the door. “I said, who is it?”
The voice was angry. “You know who this is, now open the fucking door.”
“Let me get something on. I’ll be right back.”
More pounding. “Open the door, Jenny.”
She crossed the room, grabbed Ray’s arm, then dragged him down the short hallway into the bedroom. “You stay in here. I’ll get rid of him.”
“How?”
She pulled a robe from a hook on the back of the closet door. “Stay here and for God’s sake be quiet.”
Tony hammered again. Jenny started for the door. In the hallway she stopped suddenly. Still wearing black panty hose and matching pumps.
This is dangerous. I’ve got to keep my head.
From the bedroom door Ray watched as she kicked away her shoes and peeled off the panty hose. Jenny pressed a finger to her lips, then waved him back into the bedroom.
The door shook under Tony’s fist.
As Jenny passed by the end table next to the sofa, she snatched the cordless phone from its base. Standing at the door, she said, “What do you want, Tony?”
“I want to come in.”
As silently as she could, Jenny latched the night chain, then said, “Why?”
Tony shouted through the door. “I need to talk to you.”
Five thirty in the morning. With most everyone in the building still in bed, her neighbors had to hear him. She ran her hand through her hair, mussing it to look like she had been asleep. A final glance back down the hall. Ray was just closing the bedroom door. Jenny unlocked the dead bolt, then opened the door.
Tony tried to push his way in but was held back by the night chain. He pressed his face through the crack. “Take off the chain.”
He wasn’t alone. Joey, one of Vinnie’s muscle-bound idiots, loomed behind him.
“What do you want, Tony?”
“I want to come in.”
“I’m not opening the door. You got something to say, say it.” Tony snaked a hand through the crack and tried to reach the chain.
Jenny slammed the door on his fingers.
“Owww.”Tony shouldered the door open to the limit of the chain. “Stop that, you bitch.”
“I’m going back to bed. If you’ve got something to say, you better say it fast.”
His eyes narrowed, but he kept his voice calm. “Have you seen Shane?”
Jenny stared at him for a second, trying for a look of disbelief, a look that said she was shocked he would ask such a stupid question. “You woke me up to ask me if I’ve seen Ray?”
“Answer the question.”
“No, I haven’t seen him.”
Tony peered past her shoulder. “You sure?”
Jenny tapped the heel of her palm against her forehead. “You’re right, Tony. I forgot. Ray’s in the bedroom. We’ve been screwing since I got home.”
“Don’t get smart with me. I’ll knock your teeth down your throat.”
She pressed a hand against the door frame next to the chain. “That’s a nice thought, Tony, but I think I’ll pass.”
He slipped a finger through the door and traced the tip along the back of her hand. “I never heard you complain before.”
“Fuck you, Tony,” Jenny said, her voice toneless and tired.
“Open the door.” Tony’s voice was soft. “I still need to talk to you.”
She shook her head.
Tony glanced over his shoulder at Joey, then back at Jenny. The edge came back into his voice. “Open it, or I’ll break it down.”
“You mean you’ll have your boyfriend break it down. You’re too much of a pussy to do it yourself.”
She jumped back as Tony shoved his arm through the crack and tried to grab her.
“I’ll wring your fucking neck, you cunt.”
Standing back, just out of his reach, Jenny held the cordless phone up in front of him. “You don’t leave right now, I’m calling the cops.”
“You better open this fucking door.”
She pressed the TALK button and a dial tone buzzed from the speaker. Jenny pressed the 9, then the 1. With her finger still poised over the 1, she said, “You going to leave me alone, or do you want me to press it?”
Tony glared at her, but he pulled his hand back.
She said, “On a nine-one-one call, even if I hang up, they dispatch a car.”
In frustration, Tony smacked his fist against the door, then once more pressed his face through the crack. He jabbed a finger at her. “I’ll deal with you later.” Then he was gone, stalking down the hall with Joey trotting along after him.
Jenny closed the door. As she turned the thumb latch on the dead bolt, Ray stepped into the den. “That was good thinking, that thing with the phone.”
She walked toward him and stood close. “Is your car outside?” she asked, worried Tony had seen it.
“I took the bus.”
The thought of Ray Shane, tough-guy, ex-Vice detective, riding a city bus made her laugh. Picturing him getting on, fishing through his pocket for the exact fare-they didn’t give change-then stuffing himself into a tiny seat, waiting for his stop. She laughed harder, laughed until her belly hurt and tears came to her eyes.
He watched her for a while. Then said, “What’s so funny?” Still laughing, holding her stomach, she said, “You on the bus.”
He grinned. “I’ve lived here all my life, and it was the first time I’ve ever been on one.”
“Where is your car?”
“At my place,” he said. “I had to leave in a hurry.”
“Why didn’t you call the police?”
He shook his head. “And tell them what, the mob is trying to kill me?”
Jenny nodded. “Why not?”
“I’m just another ex-con. The cops aren’t going to do anything to help me.”
“So what did you do?”
“Caught the bus and rode around.”
“Soaking wet?”
“To the driver, I was just another nut with nowhere to go.” Ray wrung his shirttail. Water dripped on the floor.
Jenny hadn’t noticed before but Ray’s clothes were wet.
“When the bus stopped on Canal Street, I got off and walked here.”
“And brought Tony with you.”
He shrugged.
After a long look at him she made a decision. “Get your clothes off and get in the shower.”
He didn’t say anything, but his eyes told her he was grateful.
“Believe it or not,” she said, “I’ve still got some of your clothes.”
“Did you believe her?” Joey asked.
Tony looked over at him. “She knows better than to lie to me. I’ve kicked her ass before, and the little bitch knows I’ll do it again.”
Joey had both hands on the wheel as he steered the big Lincoln down Canal Street. “Where we going?”
“Fuck if I know,” Tony said, more to himself than to Joey.
And that was the problem. He didn’t have any idea. He knew he had to find Shane. But how? Where was he? Tony didn’t know where else to look.
Joey said, “How about his family or maybe his friends? That’s probably where he’d go if he got in a jam.”
Tony shook his head. “I thought of that. Our line of work, people don’t fill out applications and leave the phone numbers of people to reach in case of an emergency.”
Joey didn’t say anything else, so Tony went back to thinking about his problem. Thinking how he had Shane in his grasp and let him slip away. A wave of rage washed over him, and he pounded his fist against the dashboard. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Joey jump. Joey was another problem. Technically, he worked for Tony, but everyone at the club ultimately worked for Vinnie.
Tony wondered if he could count on Joey. Or would Joey feel obligated to report to Vinnie that they had lost Shane? So far, Joey had not been out of Tony’s sight, so there was no way Vinnie could know what had happened, at least not yet. But what about later?
Tony glanced at his watch. It was 6:00 AM. There was still time to straighten this out. All he had to do was keep an eye on Joey-don’t let him use the phone-and find that prick Shane. Tony hadn’t made it this far just to let a crooked ex-cop fuck everything up. And he had come a long way.
Growing up in the Irish Channel with seven brothers and sisters, the Zellos were the only Italians in the neighborhood. His dad worked thirty years as a pipe fitter, but never put in any overtime because he liked the booze too much. Without enough money for Catholic school, the Zello kids went to public school.
At McDonogh No. 35, they were the only white faces in the hallways. Tony had to fight every day-fight to get to his locker, fight to get to class, fight to get home. By tenth grade, he’d had enough. He cut out of school early and told his mom and dad he was quitting.
“The hell you are,” his father said, his booze breath washing over Tony. “You’re gonna graduate and get a good job.”
“I got a good job.”
Mr. Zello’s eyebrows shot up in an exaggerated look of surprise. “You do, huh?”
“I work for Mr. Nicky.”
Tony’s father might have been a poor white-trash boozer, but he was an honest poor white-trash boozer. He knew Nick, knew Nick was connected, knew Nick ran numbers and shylocked on the side. Nick even ran a little protection racket on the businesses along Saint Claude Avenue. “You’re staying away from Nick, and you’re staying in school,” his father said.
They were in the kitchen and his dad had already turned around to pour himself another drink when Tony said, “I’m not going back. Fuck those niggers, fuck that school, and fuck… you.”
The speed of the move caught Tony by surprise. His father spun around, highball glass in his right hand, and smashed it against the side of Tony’s head. Sprawled on the kitchen floor, Tony pulled his hand away from his head and saw it was covered with blood. The next day he went to a doctor and had the three-inch slice above his left ear sewn up. That was twenty-five years ago, and he had not seen his father since.
Riding in his Lincoln, Joey driving, Tony was on the verge of seeing everything he had worked for disappear because of one man-Ray Shane. With no idea where Shane was, no leads on where to start looking, and time running out before Vinnie found out what had happened, Tony decided to make a career move. He was going to-
“Hey, Tony, you listening?”
“Huh?” Tony looked at Joey. Lost in his thoughts, he hadn’t heard the big goon. “What did you say?”
“I said, where to?”
They were at the foot of Canal Street, at the river. “Head uptown on Tchoupitoulas.”
“Where we going?”
“I’ll tell you when we get there.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN


After Ray got out of the shower, Jenny handed him the clothes she had dug out of the bedroom closet. She sat on the end of the bed while he slipped on an old pair of khakis. After buttoning them, Ray ran his hand down inside the waistband, showing her a couple inches of extra room. “Prison food is pretty lousy.” After he pulled on a blue golf shirt, he said, “I can’t believe you kept this stuff.”
For weeks after Ray was arrested, Jenny Porter cried herself to sleep every night, her face buried in one of his shirts. After a while the shirts stopped smelling like him, so she had washed them and hung them up in the closet, eventually forgetting about them. She supposed that somewhere in the back of her mind she had always hoped he would come back. However, that was something Ray didn’t need to know. She gave him a smile. “Goodwill wouldn’t take them.”
He pointed to the closet. “Any chance you got a pair of my old shoes in there?”
She shook her head. “I’ll light a fire and we can dry your shoes in front of the fireplace.”
She was glad when they left the bedroom. Too many memories, both good and bad. In the den she crouched in front of the small fireplace and struck a long match. She turned the gas valve until she heard the hiss. Then she held the flame near the jets until the gas ignited. Ray padded over on bare feet and set his shoes and socks down in front of the brick hearth.
The clock on the mantle read 6:30.
Jenny said, “You hungry?”
“Starving.”
“Eggs all right?”
He nodded. “That’d be great.”
Just like that, she flashed back as a montage of images from a better time played in her mind.
Late afternoon, both of them about to leave for work, Ray with the Vice Squad, she as a bartender. She stood in the kitchen in bare feet, whipping up something for him to eat before he left. Kissing him on his way out the door, telling him to be careful.
Jenny cracked four eggs for the both of them, then threw in an extra one, remembering how skinny Ray had gotten in prison, and scrambled them in a skillet. She toasted bread and poured orange juice. After they ate, Ray helped her pick up. That part was new. He used to stuff his food down and rush out, leaving everything on the table for her to clean up before she left for work.
By the time they finished cleaning up the kitchen, it was 7:00 AM , and Jenny was dead tired.
As if he had read her mind, Ray stifled a yawn and said, “You mind if I crash on the sofa? I’m about to pass out.”
No, she didn’t mind. She almost, almost but not quite, told him he could take half the bed. It was the same bed they used to sleep in together every night. Both of them needed sleep, what was the harm? She didn’t tell him that, though, because he might say no. He might say no because she was a whore, or because he was afraid of catching something, or both. Jenny didn’t think she could bear hearing him say no, so she didn’t say anything.
Instead she pulled a spare pillow and blanket down from the shelf in the hall closet and tossed them to him. Ray leaned the pillow against the armrest and was unfolding the blanket when Jenny asked, “You ever think of where we’d be if we hadn’t messed our lives up so bad?”
Ray didn’t look at her. He kept his eyes on the blanket as he spread it out on the sofa.
Embarrassed by his silence, she forced out a laugh and said, “Probably doesn’t matter. People like us always screw things up.”
He stood up and looked at her with a penetrating stare. She tried to meet it, but after a couple of seconds she had to look away. When he spoke, his voice was low, almost a whisper, “I think about it every day.”
Her belly tightened as a lump formed in her throat, forcing her to swallow a couple of times before she said, “Me, too.”
“What you said earlier, about how people can change, do you really believe that?”
Afraid her voice would crack, she just nodded.
“How?” he asked.
She stood across the sofa from him, looking straight in his eyes. “First, I think you’ve got to admit that whatever happened is your fault, and then you’ve got to make up your mind that you’re going to change.” She saw him shaking his head, so before he had a chance to interrupt, she added, “Then you’ve just got to do it. You’ve got to change. Just quit doing the things you used to do.”
Ray’s gaze faltered and he looked away. “I wish it was that easy.” He sat down on the end of the sofa, his back to her.
She walked around and sat down near him, not next to him, not crowding him, leaving a foot or so of cushion between them. “I didn’t say it was easy.”
With his elbows resting on his knees, Ray leaned forward. “One night when I first got on the job, maybe two or three months out of the academy, me and my partner, my field training officer, got a call. Shots fired. It was a little neighborhood off North Galvez in the Third District. We roll up on the scene and I see this guy lying in the street, really half in the street and half on the grass. He’s shot to shit, maybe six, seven holes in his chest and one in his face. Blew the back of his head out.
“There’s a lady standing ten feet away screaming and crying. Turns out the victim is her husband. Later we find out he was a shithead, owed somebody money over a dope deal, but at the time we didn’t know that. She’s pointing across the street screaming that the guy who shot her husband ran between two houses.
“My FTO, a big fat dude who had been on the job twenty years and couldn’t run ten feet, he tells me to go after the guy while he calls it in and secures the crime scene. So off I go, flashlight in one hand, gun in the other. I’m creeping down this pitch-black alley, and I hear a big dog barking like crazy, hear his claws tearing at a chain-link fence.
“Next thing I know I hear a shot. I duck and aim my light and my gun toward the back of the alley. I see the guy trying to go over the fence into the backyard. There’s a dog back there on the ground just on the other side of the fence. The guy has shot the dog and is trying to climb over the fence. I take a shot at him but my hand’s shaking so bad I miss. Doesn’t matter, though, the guy hears the shot, he throws down his gun, puts his hands up, and surrenders.
“I hear my partner screaming from the street, but he doesn’t come down the alley because he’s scared. I cuff the perp, pick up his gun, and walk back to the car.”
Ray was quiet for a few seconds, staring down at the floor. “I never felt so good in my life.”
She reached across the space between them and laid a hand on his leg, not a sexual gesture, just one of reassurance. “Why did you tell me that story, Ray?”
He took a deep breath. “Everything was simple then. I was the good guy. The man in that alley, he was the bad guy. A week later my FTO and I respond to a house burglary. The owner was out jogging and somebody broke in. Owner stays outside while we go in to check the residence, make sure whoever did it is gone. Upstairs in the bedroom my partner finds the owner’s wallet. It’s obvious the burglar didn’t get upstairs, nothing’s moved around, no sign the place has been tossed. My partner slips the guy’s wallet into his pocket. End of the shift he hands me sixty bucks, says it’s my cut.”
“What did you do?”
He looked at her. “Put it in my pocket.”
A frown crossed her face. “You kept it?”
Ray shrugged. “He was my FTO. He wrote my evaluations. On my way home that night I felt bad about it. I was stopped at the light at Tulane and Jeff Davis and I see this bum sitting on the neutral ground. He had one of those signs, handwritten on cardboard with a piece of string looped around his neck. Sign said ‘help a Vietnam vet,’ or ‘will work for food,’ something like that. I rolled down my window, wadded up the money, and threw it at him.”
Jenny reached behind him and rubbed his back. “You serious about changing?”
“It’s too late,” he said.
She asked him again, “Are you serious about changing?”
Silence. Then he nodded. “I want to.”
“Wanting to is not enough. You’ve got to do it.” But talk was cheap. She was stuck in the same trap as Ray. She wanted to change, wanted to change so badly it hurt, but she didn’t have the strength. Until now. She had never verbalized it like she was doing right now. Hearing her own words as they bounced off Ray and came back. She could do it, and she could help him do it.
Ray snapped his fingers. “Just like that?”
Jenny pulled her hand away and shook her head, feeling a new strength. “What did I tell you that you had to do first?”
Ray didn’t answer.
“You have to admit it’s your fault.”
“What’s my fault?”
“Everything.”
“Everything’s my fault?” he said, sounding defensive.
She wasn’t going to back down, wasn’t going to let him off the hook. This was going to be painful, but necessary. “Being a crooked cop and a thief was your fault, Ray, no one else’s.”
He started to stand, but she grabbed his arm and held him down. “Just like it’s my fault I’m a whore.”
Ray turned to her. “At least you had a reason.”
Jenny shook her head. “My mom getting sick isn’t a reason. I could have done something different, but I chose not to. I chose to become a whore and fuck for money.” She felt the tears spill over and run down her cheeks. “I let any man who can afford it stick his dick in me, stick it anywhere he wants.”
“Shut up.” Ray had his eyes closed like he was in pain.
She went on. “Don’t sugarcoat it. You might be a crook and a thief, but at least you paid for what you did. Me, I’m still doing it, and I’m nothing but a-”
He spun toward her, grabbed her shoulders with both hands, and shook her. “Stop it!”
But she didn’t stop. “What you did was your fault. Just like what I did was my fault. But neither one of us ever has to make the same mistake again.” She took a deep breath. “I’m finished at the House. I’ll give up whatever I have to, this apartment, my car, everything, but I’m finished.”
He leaned over and hugged her. “Me, too.”
They were too early, so Tony told Joey to stop at Rickabono’s Cafe on Panola Street. Tony took his time. He ate a big breakfast, two jumbo waffles, a glass of juice, and three cups of coffee. At first Joey tried to ask questions, but Tony told him to shut up and eat.
The muscle head wasn’t happy about the menu-too much fat, too many carbohydrates, and not enough protein. Still, he managed to stuff down a pile of pancakes after drowning them in a pool of maple syrup deep enough to float a small boat in; then he stuffed down enough scrambled eggs to choke a horse.
After breakfast they headed downtown. Joey parked the car where Tony told him. The big man looked surprised as he looked at the building. “This is where the boss has his office?”
Tony nodded.
“You want me to come in with you?” Joey asked, sounding hopeful.
“Stay in the fucking car,” Tony said. “Don’t go anywhere, don’t talk to anybody.”
The muscle head nodded.
“Where’s your cell phone?” Tony asked.
“Huh?”
“Your cell phone, let me see it,” Tony demanded. He didn’t need Joey reporting in to Vinnie as soon as he was out of the car.
Joey pulled his phone out of his pocket.
Tony snatched it from his hand.
“Hey…”
Tony glared at him. “Hey, what?”
With a shrug, Joey said, “Nothing. You can borrow it if you need it.”
“Thanks,” Tony said, lacing the word with sarcasm.
Inside the faded blue building, Tony tried to breeze past Connie. .. Karen, whatever the fuck her name was, and go straight in to see the Old Man. But she stopped him. He didn’t have an appointment. The boss didn’t like surprise visitors. That’s why he had a secretary.
Tony sat in a small chair across the reception room from Connie or Karen, imaging her naked, bent over her desk. He got hard thinking about it. He had to wait fifteen minutes. Then she let him in to see the boss.
In the Old Man’s office, Tony dropped into the same chair he had sat in before. Carlos Messina looked impatient. “I’m surprised to see you here again.” Translation: this better be important.
“You mentioned you wanted me to keep an eye on things and let you know what was happening,” Tony said. More nervous than he thought he would be.
“That’s why I got a phone.”
Tony took a deep breath, hoping this wasn’t a gigantic mistake. “There’s something I thought I should tell you in person.”
Carlos Messina motioned with his fingers for Tony to hurry up.
“Ray Shane was the inside man. He set up the whole thing.”
The Old Man’s face didn’t change. It was his eyes. Suddenly they were different, radiating a coldness that made Tony shiver. “You sure about that?”
Tony licked his lips. His throat was dry. “I got it from a cop.”
“A cop told you Ray killed my nephew?”
Tony repeated what LaGrange had told him.
After Tony finished, Old Man Carlos was quiet for a while. Finally, he said, “This cop who gave you this, is he reliable? Do we know him?”
Tony nodded. Here in the man’s office it was time. Time for the big play. Either Tony was going to move up, or talk himself into a shallow grave. Maybe a dump job in the river, or worse, the swamp, become alligator food. “But Shane’s not smart enough to have done it on his own.”
Carlos Messina leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling. Tony wasn’t sure, but he thought he heard the man sigh. After a minute, the Old Man said, “What are you saying?”
“Shane had help.”
Mr. Messina leaned across his desk, propping himself up on his elbows and looking straight at Tony. His face looked like it had been carved from stone. “Say it,” he snapped.
Tony wished he had brought his gun. It would have made him feel better, but he had left it in the car. It was against the rules to bring a gun to meet the boss. That’s how bosses got assassinated. Tony swallowed hard, then said, “I think your brother helped him.”
The Old Man’s eyes blazed. “What did you say?”
Tony’s stomach flopped. “I think… I think Vinnie and Shane were in on it together.”
Mr. Messina peeled his elbows off the desk and leaned back in his chair. “You trying to tell me my brother killed his own son?”
Tony shook his head. “I think that part was an accident.” “My brother loved Pete. He doted on him. No way he would hurt him.”
“Someone got carried away.”
Messina dragged his hands down his face. When he spoke, his voice sounded almost sad. “Me and my brother, we haven’t ever been what you’d call close. I let him run the House, and I stay away.”
Carlos revealing some of the family secrets made Tony feel bold. The Old Man might let go of something Tony could use. “Why?” Tony asked.
“’Cause I really don’t like Vinnie. I loved that fucking goofball Pete, though. I loved him like he was my own son, but my brother, he’s always been a dumb fuck.”
Tony kept his face somber, but inside he was grinning. “There’s something else I probably should tell you.”
“What?” Carlos’s voice was like a pistol shot.
“Vinnie,” Tony said, feeling comfortable enough to use the out-of-favor brother’s first name, “told me to find Shane and get rid of him.”
Carlos pounded his fist on the desk, making Tony jump. “Everybody knows, including my dumb-fuck brother, nobody gets clipped unless I say so.”
Tony felt more confident as the gap between the brothers widened. “That’s why I felt I had to come see you.”
But Carlos wasn’t listening. “That stupid motherfucker…”
Tony had to get the boss’s focus back. “Mr. Messina, what do you want me to do?”
Messina snapped out of his reverie and looked at Tony. “Huh?” Then he nodded. “Yeah, you can do something for me. Help me straighten out this mess.”
Tony saw himself taking another step up the ladder. “Name it, it’s done.”
“You know where Shane is?”
The boss was delving into a tricky area. No way could Tony admit that he had his hands on Shane but had let him escape. Neither could he flat-out lie to the man. Not that lying bothered Tony. He just didn’t want to get caught doing it. Lying to the boss was a capital offense. “I can find him,” Tony said.
Carlos nodded. “When you find him, bring him to me. No, no, no.” He waved his hand. “Better yet, when you find him, stash him somewhere. Somewhere quiet. Then you call me and I’ll come to you.” He held up a cautionary finger in the air. “Don’t kill him. You understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I want to talk to him.”
That was the last thing Tony wanted, but he nodded anyway. “What about Vinnie?”
“What about him?”
“If I don’t hit Shane like he told me, he’s going to think something is strange.”
Carlos stared across the desk, his eyes ice-cold. “Don’t worry about my fucking brother. I’ll handle him.”
Jenny Porter woke up at 3:00 PM, lying on the sofa in Ray’s arms, her back spooned against his chest. She could tell he was still asleep by his rhythmic breath on the back of her neck.
They had sat on the sofa until nine o’clock, talking mostly about how they were going to change their lives. Not talking about doing anything together, just about changing their lives individually. They had also talked a little bit about the past, both their individual pasts, and about the past they shared. They had really only touched on that shared past. Jenny wanted to start over, not rehash all the mistakes they had made.
Talked out and way beyond tired, she wanted to sleep but didn’t want to be alone, didn’t want to break the connection between them. They had both eased down onto the sofa and laid their heads on the pillow. Jenny wasn’t sure who started it, but they ended up making love.
Scared at first, she was tentative, afraid that any second Ray would remember how she made a living and push her away. But as his passion grew, so had hers. Finally, she lost her fear and they had exhausted themselves. When it was over, and with their bodies still tangled up on the sofa, they had fallen asleep.
She had slept like a rock, but now that she was awake she had to pee. One of Ray’s arms was draped over her, so she lifted it as easily as she could, slipped off the sofa, and tiptoed into the bathroom. When she came out, she wore a robe with nothing underneath.
Ray was awake. “How long you been up?” he asked.
His tone and inflection were perfectly neutral, making it impossible for Jenny to tell what he was thinking. She didn’t know if he was happy about what had happened between them or pissed off. She said, “Just a few minutes, my bladder woke me up. How’d you sleep?”
He rubbed his eyes with both hands. “Great.”
“You still tired?” she asked. “You can use the bed.”
Naked, he stood up and stretched. “No, I’m fine. I’ve got to figure out what I’m going to do.”
“Hungry?”
He nodded, a grin on his face. “Starved.”
Feeling relief flooding into her, she said, “Me, too.”
“You should leave right now,” Jenny told Ray. Both of them had dressed and were sitting at the dinner table, eating cold-cut sandwiches and drinking chocolate milk.
Ray looked at her funny. “You want me to leave?”
Realizing the way it sounded, she said, “No, not my… not leave the apartment. You can stay here as long as you like. I’m talking about New Orleans. You have to leave. You’ve got too many ghosts here.”
He took the last bite of his sandwich, then said, “Where would I go?”
“I don’t know. When I lived in California, I loved it. You could go there.” She wanted to suggest that they go together, but wanted it to be his idea.
He shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“If you want to change your life, you’ve got to get out of this town.”
“I was out of town for almost five years.”
“And look what happened when you came back.” Her voice rose. “You started right back where you left off. It’s this town.” She slapped her palm hard against the table. “The Messina family, they suck you in and won’t let you out.” She realized that she was talking about herself. With or without Ray, she had to get away.
“I needed a job and they gave me one,” Ray said. “It’s not like I had any other offers.”
They were drifting into the past again. “You could have gotten a regular job, something that didn’t involve them.”
“I’m not involved with them, at least not the way I used to be. I throw guys out who had too much to drink or get too rough with the.. .”
“Whores,” Jenny said.
“Too rough with the girls.”
“You’ve got to leave, Ray, and not look back.”
He shook his head. “I can’t leave until I sort this out.”
“Why?”
“The Messinas have friends,” he said. “If they think I had something to do with what happened, especially with Pete getting killed, they’ll find me. It doesn’t matter where I go.”
“Then what are you going to do?”
He sat quietly for a minute, then said, “I need your help, Jen.”
She was afraid neither of them would ever get out of this town alive. “What do you need?”
“To stay here for a couple of days.”
She nodded.
“And I need to borrow your car.”
“All right.”
“Were you serious about what you said?” Ray asked.
“I said a lot. We both did, but I meant every word of it.”
“I’m talking about you not going back to the House.”
Jenny nodded. “I’m through with that.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m getting out of New Orleans.”
“Where to?”
“Maybe back to California. The weather is perfect, and you should see the beaches.” She had only lived there for a year, but she loved it, working at a health club teaching aerobics classes to middle-aged women and swimming classes to kids. Jenny desperately wanted Ray to say, Yeah, California sounds nice. Maybe we should go together. But he didn’t say that. Instead, he said he needed to call Charlie Liuzza.
“Are you crazy?” Jenny said.
“He said to call him if I needed anything,” Ray said. “Well, I need something.”
“He’s a killer,” Jenny said. “If Tony or Vinnie or even Carlos himself really wants you dead, Charlie is the guy who’s going to get the order.”
Ray shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
Jenny didn’t believe Ray was thinking at all. “He’s with them, you’re not.”
“I talked to him a couple days ago. He’s all right.”
She got up and walked into the kitchen, carrying her plate and glass. She left his sitting on the table. “You’re not calling him from my phone.”
Ray stood up. He looked at his drowned cell phone sitting on the small bar that separated the kitchen from the dining nook. “I’ll use a pay phone.” Leaving his dishes behind, he walked toward the door.
Jenny looked at him. “Ray, don’t call him. Let’s just go, let’s leave right now.” She set her dishes down on the countertop. “I’ve got a credit card. Let’s get in the car and go.”
With his hand on the doorknob, Ray turned and looked at her. “Are you going to be here when I get back?”
She was scared, scared of the Messinas, scared for Ray, and scared of what Tony would do to her if he found out she had lied to him. From personal experience she knew how brutal he could be. But more than anything else, now that she had found Ray again, Jenny was scared of losing him.
He stared at her, waiting for her answer.
She nodded. “I’ll be here.”
Ray stepped out and pulled the door closed behind him.
Jenny started to cry.



CHAPTER TWENTY


“You look like shit,” Charlie “The Rabbit” Liuzza said.
Ray said, “I feel like shit.”
They sat at a back table inside Hobnobber’s, a businessman’s happy-hour bar across Canal Street from the French Quarter. A place Ray hoped mob guys didn’t go.
The Rabbit said that after Ray called him, he had made a few phone calls to guys he trusted, guys who worked for Old Man Carlos directly. “You got yourself in quite a jam.”
Ray knew he was in a jam. He just didn’t know why. “What’s it about?”
“According to what Tony’s saying, Vinnie put a hit out on you.”
“What?”
“He thinks you set up the robbery and got his son killed.”
“That’s bullshit!”
Charlie held up his hand. “Keep your voice down.”
Ray nodded. Speaking more calmly, he said, “I didn’t have anything to do with it. Guy with a tattoo on his hand sticks a gun in my face. That’s the first I knew about it.”
“I believe you. I know you’re a stand-up guy, but what I found out, you got even worse problems than that.”
Confused, Ray said, “Worse than Vinnie and Tony trying to kill me?”
Charlie nodded. “Yep.”
The guy knew how to build suspense, Ray thought. “How much worse can it get?”
“The Old Man is involved.”
Ray felt his stomach doing flip-flops. Jenny had been right. If the Old Man wanted him dead, who better to send than the Rabbit?
His thoughts must have been plastered all over his face because Charlie said, “Don’t worry about it, kid. I’m not here to whack you.”
Ray’s throat was so tight he could barely speak. “Why not?”
“I took my wife shopping at one of those outlet malls in Mississippi. We stopped at a casino on the coast. She likes the slots. I played a little blackjack and walked away with fourteen hundred of the casino’s money. I been gone for two days. Haven’t heard from anybody. Last I knew, you were doing Vinnie a solid, trying to find the crew who robbed us.”
“I appreciate that.”
“But if he tells me something different”-Charlie jerked his finger back and forth between them-“next time we see each other, it’ll be different.”
Ray nodded as Eric Clapton’s version of “I Shot the Sheriff” started playing on the jukebox. The song reminded him of prison. “That song was big on my wing,” Ray said. “Guys with boom boxes used to play it all the time.”
Charlie, shaking his head, said, “Fucking boom boxes in prison, next thing you know they’re gonna open up whorehouses in the yard.”
Ray was listening to the familiar lyrics of the song, wondering the same thing he always wondered when he heard it. He took a sip of Jameson, then said, “You ever wonder who shot the deputy?”
“Huh?”
Ray pointed up toward the ceiling, like he was pointing to the notes as they drifted across the bar. “That song is Clapton’s version of the old Bob Marley tune ‘I Shot the Sheriff.’ What I want to know is, who shot the deputy?”
Charlie cocked his head, listening to the words. “What are you talking about?”
“The guy in the song, he says, ‘I shot the sheriff, but I did not shoot the deputy.’ If that’s true, then who shot the fucking deputy?”
The jukebox played, I shot the sheriff, but I swear it was in self-defense. Freedom came my way one day, and I started out of town. ..
Charlie nodded. “Nobody shot the deputy. I think the guy’s saying he shot the sheriff, and he could have shot the deputy, too, but he didn’t.”
“No,” Ray said, thinking about the arguments he had gotten into at Terre Haute over the same thing. “If you listen to the words, the deputy is definitely dead. The guy says, ‘They want to bring me in guilty, for the killing of a deputy.’ So somebody killed the deputy. It just wasn’t him.”
“Him who?”
“The guy in the song.”
“Eric Clapton?”
“No, he’s just singing the song. I’m talking about the guy in the song, the one whose story it is.”
“So he didn’t kill the deputy, so what?” Charlie asked, looking confused.
“If he admitted to killing the sheriff, why not just admit to killing the deputy, too? I think it was the sheriff who killed him.”
Skeptical, Charlie said, “The sheriff killed his own deputy?”
Ray nodded.
“Why?”
Ray shrugged. “The guy mentions planting seeds. The song was written by Bob Marley. There’s a definite marijuana connection. Guy was probably paying off the sheriff, and the deputy caught them both. Something like that.”
Charlie kicked back his drink, then said, “You’ve given this a lot of thought, huh?”
“Not much else to do inside, except think.”
“You know, this ain’t the first time you’ve been in a jam with us.”
“You talking about when I got arrested?”
“No, after that.”
“What?”
Charlie, master of suspense that he was, stopped talking and signaled the waitress for a fresh round of drinks. He waited until she delivered them before going on. “It was after you got transferred out of Orleans Parish, and they took you down to the Saint Bernard Parish jail. I was at a meeting where the boss was kicking around the idea of having you clipped on the inside.”
Ray’s heart started racing. “When you say the boss, you’re talking about…”
Charlie nodded. “The Big Boss.” He took a sip of scotch, then went on, “He was afraid of you cutting a deal with the feds, but we didn’t have anybody in Saint Bernard. Getting someone in there to do it, it was very complicated. I told him my advice was to hold off, see what you did.” Charlie shrugged. “Turns out you did the right thing.”
There was something Ray had to know. “Why did you stand up for me? You didn’t even know me?”
Charlie took a deep breath and gulped down some more scotch. “What are you, about forty?”
“Forty-one.”
“My son would be about your age now. Good-looking kid, but stubborn, head hard as a rock. His birth was so rough on Jean, my wife, doctor said she wouldn’t be able to have any more, and he was right.
“Probably because of that we spoiled the boy some. I grew up in Gertown. Back then it was half Italian, half Irish, and for a kid coming up, you really only had two choices, be a cop or be a crook. Most of the Irish kids became cops, most of us became crooks. Where did you go to school?”
“Holy Cross.”
“You finish college?”
Ray shook his head. “Only made it two years.”
“Me and Jean, we wanted our boy to finish college, wanted to give him a better choice than to be either a cop or a crook. No offense.”
Ray smiled. “None taken.”
“He was a smart boy, lot smarter than his old man, so when the time came, I bought him a new car and sent him off to college.”
Charlie stirred his drink with his finger, then took another sip. “Twenty years ago. His senior year at Notre Dame, driving home for Christmas, he hit a patch of black ice, and the car skidded down an embankment. A state trooper said there was only minor damage to the car, and if he had been belted in, he probably would have walked away. But my son didn’t walk away-he died.”
Ray had asked why Charlie had stood up for him, and Charlie had told him about his son, about his lost dreams. Maybe that was the answer. Maybe not. Ray didn’t want to push it.
“Any chance you could talk to the boss again for me, about this jam I’m in?” Ray asked.
Charlie shook his head. “Tony’s got his ear on this. The guy I called said Tony has made some kind of move. Told the Old Man he thinks you and Vinnie worked this thing together.”
“But that’s crazy,” Ray said.
“Doesn’t matter if it’s crazy or not, that’s what he told the boss, and that’s what the boss believes.”
“They’re brothers, for God’s sake.”
“Half-brothers.”
“Huh?”
“Same father, different mothers.”
Ray said, “I never heard that.”
“Their old man was supposed to have been a real gash-hound back in the day. The boss is his legitimate son. Vinnie is from one of his flings.”
“But they have the same last name.”
“I guess their father liked to spread the name around, wanted to make sure his line continued. There was another son, a legitimate one, the oldest, but he died in his thirties. They say it was syphilis.”
“I heard they don’t get along.” Ray said.
“Not at all, but even half-blood is strong. The boss set his brother up to run the House, but from what I hear, Vinnie is up to his ass in debt. That’s one reason why the Old Man isn’t having any trouble believing what Tony told him. Only he knows his brother couldn’t pull it off by himself, and that’s where you come in.”
“Tony has always had a beef with me.”
“You’re an Irish cop,” Charlie Rabbit said. “Of course he’s got a beef with you.”
“I was a cop.”
Charlie shrugged. “Once a cop, always a cop is how he looks at it.”
“How about you, it bother you I was a cop?”
“No. I got nothing against cops. Straight ones or bent ones. They’re just trying to get by like everybody else.”
“That’s Tony’s whole problem with me, I used to be a cop and I’m not Italian?”
“It’s that, plus I think he’s mad because Vinnie made him look bad by putting you in charge of finding the robbery crew. You got to understand Tony, he’s not going to let anything get in his way.”
“Get in the way of what?”
“Power. Why do you think he spent the last two years fucking Vinnie’s wife?”
“What!”
Charlie’s face broke into a grin. “She tells Vinnie she’s playing bridge with the girls.”
“I’ve seen Vinnie’s wife… She’s what, like fifteen years older than Tony? And I’ve seen Tony’s wife. She’s a piece of work, but she’s still a knockout.”
“She’s a bitch,” Charlie said.
“Yeah, that about sums her up.”
“Tony’s not fucking Vinnie’s wife because of her looks. He’s fucking her because she’s Vinnie’s wife, and that gives him an edge over Vinnie in case he ever needs it.”
Ray gulped down a mouthful of Jameson. This was too much.
Charlie lowered his voice. “You know what’s funny?”
Ray didn’t think any of it was funny. “What?”
“Tony’s wife…”
“Yeah.”
“Belongs to the same bridge club.”
“Huh?”
“The Old Man is fucking her.”
Ray felt like his jaw had dropped all the way to the floor.
Charlie said, “Show you how smart Tony is, his wife tells him she’s playing bridge, but what she’s really playing is hide the salami out at the Old Man’s fishing camp.”
Ray knew the place. “Out in the Rigolets?”
“You know where his camp is?” Charlie asked, surprised, like he thought it was a big secret.
“I used to work in the Seventh District. Every cop out there knows where his camp is.”
Charlie looked disappointed. “I didn’t know that.”
“It takes almost an hour to get there from downtown. He drives all that way just to screw Tony’s wife?”
“He’s an old man. She a beautiful woman, half his age. And you can bet she’s not a bitch when she’s with him. It’s a big deal for him. Once a week he gets dressed up and drives himself out there. No driver, no guards. He doesn’t want anybody else around. It’s a serious violation of the rules, fucking the wife of an underling.”
“What’s she get out of it?”
Charlie shrugged. “Who knows? When Tony’s not dipping his pole in some strange, he’s at the House till two or three in the morning. Maybe she just wants somebody to pay attention to her. Maybe that’s why she’s such a bitch. Maybe Tony ain’t taking care of his wife like he should.”
Ray rubbed his eyes. “You guys talk about loyalty…”
Charlie shot his hand across the table and grabbed Ray’s wrist. His grip was strong. He pulled Ray’s hand away and looked hard into his eyes. “Jean and me, we’re home every night sitting in front of the TV. Neither one of us plays bridge.”
Ray nodded. “Sounds like you got a good one.”
Charlie let go of Ray’s wrist.
“Maybe you should be running things,” Ray said.
Charlie smiled. “I’m retiring.”
“When?”
“Soon.”
Ray figured to be dead soon if he didn’t get out from under this. “I just want you to know, for whatever it’s worth, if Vinnie knocked over the House, he did it without my help or knowledge.”
“I know that, kid,” Charlie said. “But Tony’s not the only one who’s been trash-talking you.”
Ray’s stomach twisted. “What do you mean?”
“Somebody told the Old Man you knew two members of the crew.”
Jimmy LaGrange. That no-good, rotten bastard. “I didn’t know those guys. I arrested them, and that was years ago.”
“Thanks to Tony, the Old Man believes that not only did you know them, but that you used them to hit his place.”
Ray could feel his forehead damp with sweat. He pressed his drink against it. “What the fuck am I going to do?”
“Like I said, you’re in a jam.”
“How do I get out of it?”
“There’s only one thing you can do,” Charlie said.
Ray was in enough suspense. He didn’t need any more. “What?”
“Find out who really did it and get some proof.”
“Then what?”
“The boss is a reasonable man, but it’s like going to court. You’re going to have to plead your case.”
“But how?” Ray asked, hearing the desperation in his own voice.
“Call me when you find some proof,” Charlie said. “Maybe I can help. Just remember, Tony is looking for you.”
“Are you going be looking for me, too?”
Charlie Rabbit shook his head. “Not yet.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Ray found Dylan Sylvester’s blue Buick four-door at a sprawling apartment complex off Bullard Avenue. A high iron fence surrounded the complex, and the front gate included a manned twenty-four-hour checkpoint. The security guard had not wanted to let Ray in.
“Who you here to see?” the guard said.
Ray was there early, just past six a.m., so he couldn’t say he was going to the leasing office to ask about an apartment.
“I’m picking a guy up for work,” Ray had said.
“Name and apartment number?” the guard asked.
Ray said the first number that popped into his head. “1141.”
“There is no 1141,” the guard said.
Ray swallowed hard.
“You mean 1101?” the guard offered.
Ray nodded. “That must be it. I get my numbers mixed up sometimes.”
“What’s the name?”
“My name?” Ray was trying to figure out if it was worth it to try an alias. The guard would probably record his license plate number-Jenny’s plate number. Maybe even ask for his driver’s license. Talk about looking suspicious, Ray tells the guy his name is Joe Smith, and then the guy looks at Ray’s license.
“No,” the guard said. “The person you’re going see.”
“Joe.”
“Last name?”
“I don’t know,” Ray said. “It’s just a guy from work. He called and asked me for a ride.”
The guard consulted a list on a clipboard. “There’s no one named Joe in 1101.”
“He lives with his girlfriend.”
“There’s a Yolanda Jackson in 1101.”
Ray snapped his fingers. “That’s it. That’s his girlfriend’s name, Yolanda.”
The security guard glanced at the telephone in the guard shack. Then at his watch. He pressed a button and opened the gate.
Cruising the parking lot in Jenny’s decade-old Firebird, Ray almost drove past the Buick. It was tucked into a tight spot, a pickup on one side, a Hummer on the other. He checked the license plate number. It matched the one in the police report, the one registered to Belinda Sylvester. He had found Dylan, the asshole with the tattoo and the bad teeth. Now what was he supposed to do?
Sylvester definitely had a gun. And he might not be alone. Maybe he had a girlfriend, maybe a couple of kids. Maybe he was holed up with another guy from the robbery crew. In that case they would have at least two guns.
Once again, Ray found himself in a situation in which he really needed a gun.
Back when he was on the job, if he went into an apartment after an armed robber, he would have put together a team of seven or eight cops. Everyone would have had a bulletproof vest. The team would have had a ram to smash the door, a ballistic shield to soak up any bullets that got thrown their way, and plenty of firepower.
Now he had to go in alone and unarmed. Thinking about it made him want to turn around and go home. Except he didn’t have a home to go to. He couldn’t go back to his apartment, Tony had seen to that. He couldn’t even go back to Jenny’s place.
Late yesterday afternoon, when Ray had come back from meeting with Charlie Rabbit, Jenny told him she didn’t feel safe in her apartment. She was afraid Tony might come back. When Ray asked where she wanted to go, she said she didn’t care. She just had to get out. A hotel in Metairie was what they decided on. Jenny charged it to her credit card.
On the way out of the Quarter, with Ray driving Jenny’s Firebird, they had been held up in a line of traffic on Rampart Street. Ray stuck his head out the window to see what the holdup was. Up ahead, about ten cars in front of them, was an old nun in a blue and white habit. She stood blocking traffic, a handheld stop sign raised over her head as a long line of children crossed the street. Some of the kids loped along on crutches. One scooted across in a wheelchair. At the rate they were moving it was going to take all day.
Ray leaned on the horn, giving the old lady and the kids a long blast.
“What is it?” Jenny asked.
“A nun and a bunch of kids crossing the street.”
Jenny stepped out of the car for a minute and looked over the top of the backed-up traffic. When she got back in, she said, “That’s Sister Claire. She runs a home for kids with special needs.”
Ray blew the horn again. “Well the sister needs to get the retards out of the way so we can get moving.”
Jenny crossed her arms in front of her chest and glared at him. “You’re such an asshole.”
Ray was confused. “What did I say?”
She didn’t answer, just faced forward, staring through the windshield.
Sylvester’s blue Buick was parked in front of building fourteen. Ray pulled Jenny’s car up to the curb at the side of the building, out of sight of the front doors. Building fourteen was just like all the others: two-story, with eight apartments, all the doors facing the front, two wrought-iron stairwells leading to the second-floor balcony, one on each side of the building.
Which one was Sylvester’s apartment? The parking spots weren’t numbered. The Buick was parked directly in front of the bottom unit on the far left, but also in front of a stairway. That could mean something, or it could mean nothing. People were basically lazy; they liked to park in front of their own door, if possible. Maybe Sylvester lived in the bottom-left apartment. Or maybe he lived on the second floor and parked as close as possible to the stairs.
It could also mean Sylvester took the only spot available when he got home. About the only thing Ray was sure of was that Dylan Sylvester wasn’t going to stick his head out of the door and invite him in for coffee. Ray had to do something, so he decided to do the same thing he did when he was a cop: knock on doors. He went to the bottom left first.
A sleepy-looking black girl answered. Ray said, “I’m here to pick up Dylan for work.”
She sighed and rubbed a hand across her face. “You got the wrong apartment.” She raised a finger and pointed upward. Ray went up the stairs to apartment 1405, second floor, all the way on the left. He put his thumb over the peephole and knocked. Not a gentle tap but not a police pounding either. A business knock.
A voice on the other side said, “Who is it?”
“Security,” Ray said.
“What?” came the answer.
“Security. I need to talk to you about your car.”
The dead bolt turned. Ray glanced around. No one was in sight.
I sure wish I had a gun.
The door opened a crack. The chain was on. Ray slammed his shoulder into the door and tumbled through.
In the den, a long-haired white guy staggered backward. The door had smacked him in the forehead. He held his head with one hand, a pistol with the other. The longhair raised the gun. Ray knocked the gun aside, stepped in real close, and smashed his elbow into the longhair’s jaw.
The guy dropped hard and the gun clattered to the floor. Ray kicked the door shut, then scooped up the pistol. A. 40 caliber, stainless-steel Smith amp; Wesson. The man lay on his back, shirtless, with a blood-soaked bandage covering a wound on the left side of his stomach. The bandage was held in place by a wide gauze wrap that encircled his torso. He wore a pair of black sweatpants. Across the back of his right hand stretched a spiderweb tattoo.
Hello, Dylan Sylvester.
Ray stomped his heel on the wound, bringing a sharp cry from Sylvester and fresh blood seeping from the edges of the bandage. “That’s for shooting at me the other night.” Ray stomped again, more cries, more blood. “And that’s for trying to shoot at me just now.” Ray knew he had been lucky. This could easily have gone the other way, with him lying on the floor bleeding. It reminded him of something Sergeant Landry used to say, It’s better to be lucky than good… But when your luck runs out, you better be good.
Holding the Smith amp; Wesson in one hand, Ray grabbed Dylan Sylvester’s tangled mass of hair with his other hand and dragged him across the floor to the sofa. “Get up,” he said as he kicked the wounded man’s shins and forced him to his feet, then shoved him back onto the sofa.
Sylvester had both hands pressed against the bloody bandage. Slouched down on the sofa, he rocked back and forth, moaning as Ray stood in front of him with the pistol pointed at his face. He wanted Sylvester to get a good look at the muzzle, just the way Ray had the other night. “I don’t have time to fuck around,” Ray said. “You answer my questions, I’ll let you live.”
“Fuck you.” Dylan Sylvester spit his words through clenched teeth.
Ray jammed his foot down on the man’s stomach.
Sylvester howled in pain as he curled into a ball and started coughing. After a few hacks he was spitting up blood.
“In a minute,” Ray said, “you’re going to feel some real pain.”
When the coughing stopped, Sylvester sat up and eased his hands into the air, surrendering. “Okay, okay. What do you want to know?”
“Your crew, who else was in it?”
Sylvester shook his head. “What crew? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Ray had to give Sylvester credit. He had guts, although it looked like some of them had leaked out. Ray leaned forward and clubbed Sylvester on the head with the pistol. As the guy started screaming, Ray snatched up a sofa cushion and shoved it into Sylvester’s face, pinning the armed robber’s head to the back of the sofa. If the neighbors heard him, they might call the cops.
After Sylvester quieted down, Ray pulled the cushion off his face. The wounded man held both hands to his head, and Ray saw a trickle of blood running between his fingers and down past one ear. Payback is a bitch. Ray jammed the sofa cushion against Sylvester’s left knee and pushed the barrel of the gun into it. “Homemade silencer,” Ray said. “I’m going to start with your knees.”
Sylvester’s face showed panic. “I… I’m the only one left.”
Ray had a feeling he might be telling the truth. “Who were the others?”
Dylan Sylvester’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. Then he said, “Scooby, Wop… and Eddie.”
“Where’s Wop and Eddie?” Ray already knew where Scooby was.
“Dead.”
“What happened?”
“There wasn’t supposed to be any shooting. Nobody was going to get hurt.”
Ray turned the pistol around in his hand and looked down the muzzle, remembering how it had looked pointed at his face, remembering how it had sounded as the man in the skull mask fired at his head while he lay on the floor feeling like his skull had been caved in. Ray flicked his hand out and cracked the barrel against Sylvester’s head again. “That’s for Pete.”
Sylvester rocked backward, squeezing his head in both hands. “That was Scooby who shot that guy.”
Ray watched Sylvester roll around on the sofa in agony for a minute. Then he said, “Tell me the whole thing, from the beginning.”
Sylvester looked up at him. “You’re gonna kill me, aren’t you?”
Ray shook his head. “Not if you tell me what I want to know.”
Sylvester stopped moving but kept his hands alongside his head. “A dude I know named Scooby-he’s the one set it up-he came to me and said he had an easy score for us. Said it was all arranged and we were gonna make big bucks off it. He even got money up front.”
“How much?”
“Five thousand. Me and Scooby took fifteen hundred apiece, split the rest between Wop and Eddie.”
“What do you mean it was arranged?”
“Somebody inside had it all set up. There wasn’t going to be no resistance. We just had to go in hard to make it look real.”
“Who set it up?”
Sylvester shrugged. “That was Scooby’s contact.”
Ray raised the pistol over his shoulder like a club.
Sylvester screamed, “I don’t know. I don’t know. I swear.”
The shitbird’s eyes said he was telling the truth. Ray lowered the gun. “What about me?”
“What about you?”
“You recognized me, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, but I had no idea you were going to be there. If I had known, I swear on my momma’s life”-Sylvester made the sign of the cross-“I never would have taken the job. You think I want to pull something where a cop who arrested me is working a detail?”
“I wasn’t working a detail.”
But Sylvester hadn’t heard him. “I wouldn’t have done it if I had known you were there. I swear.”
“You tried to put a bullet in my head.”
“I’m sorry about that.” Sylvester folded his hands in front of him, pleading. “I didn’t mean it. I swear to God. The gun just went off by itself. I never hurt nobody in my life.”
“What happened after?”
Sylvester looked relieved when Ray didn’t hit him again. He relaxed, dropping his hands into his lap. “Next night we were supposed to meet the guy and give him the money. Scooby said we’d get twenty grand out of the deal. He wanted me to drop the money, take Wop and Eddie as backup.”
“If it was his contact, why didn’t he go?”
Sylvester shrugged. “Now that I know what happened, it don’t make no sense him not going. But at the time all I was thinking about was them Benjamins.”
Ray nodded. He understood doing stupid things for money.
Sylvester said, “Scooby said the guy knew exactly how much we took and not to try and short him. I was supposed to turn over all the money to him. I had it in a canvas bag. And he would count out our share and give it to me.”
Pointing to Sylvester’s bandaged stomach, Ray said, “I’m guessing things didn’t go according to plan.”
“In the back of my head I knew something wasn’t right,” Sylvester said. “We were supposed to meet at the end of Esplanade, by the dock. I was driving, Wop had the money, and Eddie had a shotgun just in case the shit went bad. When I pulled up, there was nobody there. I turned the car around so we could get out in a hurry. That’s what saved my life.
“Soon as we stepped out of the car, them dudes must have been hiding already ’cause they started shooting. I only saw one guy, but there must have been more. The one I saw had a pistol and was back up against that big cement wall they got by the river, and he just kept shooting. I got hit, fell back inside the car. That’s when I saw Wop and Eddie on the ground. I just threw it in drive and got the hell out of there.”
“What about Scooby?”
“He’s dead, too. After the shit went down, I drove home. I can’t go to no hospital. Besides that, I’m safe here. Nobody knows where I live. I just moved here, not even Scooby knew about this place. I got home, found out the bullet went right through.” He pointed to the blood-soaked bandage. “I patched it up and been here ever since. I heard about Scooby on the news.”
“The guy you saw, what did he look like?”
Sylvester shook his head. “It was dark. He was backed up to that wall.” Sylvester raised a hand like he was touching the top of something tall. “That big…”
“Retaining wall,” Ray said.
“Yeah, the retaining wall. He must have been there when we pulled up ’cause like I said, soon as we got out of the car he started shooting.”
“Where’s the money?”
“Wop had it.” Sylvester shrugged. “I guess they got it now.”
“Who are they?”
“Them guys shooting at us.”
“Why do you think there was more than one guy at the river?”
“Seemed like too much shooting, but I guess it could’ve been just one guy.” Sylvester took a deep breath, pain showing on his face. “If it was just one guy, he was a good fucking shot.”
“You sure they’re dead-Wop and Eddie I mean?”
“I seen that on the news, too,” Sylvester said.
Ray never watched the news.
“What happens now?” Sylvester asked, leaning over on the seat cushions.
Good question, Ray thought. Charlie Liuzza said to call him if Ray needed help.
I sure as hell need help now.
Ray saw a telephone on the wall in the kitchen. He backed toward it, keeping the Smith amp; Wesson aimed at Sylvester. The telephone had no dial tone. “What’s wrong with your phone?” he asked Sylvester.
“I couldn’t afford the deposit, so I never got it hooked up.”
So much for calling Charlie. As he walked back to the sofa, Ray thought of another option. He could drive Sylvester to the House. Make him repeat what he had just told Ray. But who could he tell? Vinnie? Vinnie was probably in on this, and if so, he hadn’t done it alone. The guy at the dock, the one doing all the shooting, that sure as hell wasn’t Vinnie. So who was it? Tony, Rocco, Joey? It could have been anybody. Vinnie had access to a lot of shooters. For all Ray knew, it could’ve been Hector.
Charlie Rabbit had said, Find out who really did it and get some proof. Then all Ray had to do was take the proof to the Old Man.
Dylan Sylvester was the proof.
Ray looked down. Sylvester was sitting up against the backrest with a gun in his hand. A. 25-caliber automatic. A piece of shit that cost about twenty dollars on the street.
I forgot to search the goddamn sofa.
Ray had the Smith down by his right leg. Somehow between the couch and the kitchen, he had dropped his guard. Too much thinking.
He dropped to the floor, angling left as he fell. The. 25 auto flashed and popped. Ray felt something whiz past his right ear. He raised the Smith and jerked the trigger. The heavy gun bucked in his hand. The floor knocked the wind out of him. He had to lie there for a few seconds until he caught his breath.
When Ray crawled to his feet, Sylvester was still sitting upright on the sofa. The. 40-caliber bullet had hit him just above his top lip, right below that little piece of skin that separated his nostrils. His eyes were wide-open, staring at the wall.
Dylan Sylvester was deader than shit.
Looking down at the body of the man who had tried to shoot him three times, Ray remembered what Sylvester had said about the bullet that had buried itself in the floor of the House, the one that had almost buried itself in the back of Ray’s head. “Sorry about that, Dylan. The gun just went off by itself.”
Ray tucked the Smith. 40 into his pants, then grabbed a hand towel and wiped off everything inside the apartment he might have touched.
Outside, with the door locked, Ray rubbed the towel over the knob and the peephole where he had pressed his thumb. Then he walked down the stairs to Jenny’s car. The hand towel would go in the first trash can he saw.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“You got balls interrupting my fucking supper,” Carlos Messina said. The mouthful of half-chewed calzone made his words hard to understand, but Tony had no trouble understanding his tone. The Old Man was at a booth in the back of Carmine’s, sitting across from a thirtysomething redhead showing a lot of cleavage. His two bodyguards slurped spaghetti at a nearby table.
If it weren’t urgent, Tony never would have come. The boss liked his privacy, especially when he was entertaining one of his girlfriends. Looking at the two of them-Mr. Messina and the redhead-Tony wondered what kind of woman wanted to go to bed with such a fat old man, even a powerful fat old man.
Shane had disappeared, but Tony had one lead. A degenerate gambler who spent all of his nongambling time hanging out at bars in and around the French Quarter had called him, which is why Tony needed to see the Old Man right away.
Carlos swallowed a chunk of calzone, then said, “What do you want?”
Tony fidgeted beside the booth. “I’m sorry to bother you, Mr. Messina,” he said as he glanced down at the redhead’s tits, “but it’s business.” Using the code, saying they needed privacy.
Carlos nodded to the woman. “Go powder your nose.”
The redhead glared at Tony. “I don’t need to powder my nose.”
The Old Man fixed her with one of his looks, a look that didn’t invite argument. “Take a piss, go to the bar, whatever you want to do, but give us a minute.”
She made a sound through her nose, sort of a “hmmff,” but she got up and walked to the bar. Tony watched her ass as she left, wishing he’d gotten her name. No way the boss could keep a woman like that satisfied.
“You finished looking?” the Old Man said.
Tony turned back to the booth. He could feel his cheeks burning. “I was just making sure-”
“Tell me what’s so fucking important.”
“Shane’s disappeared.”
The Old Man threw his napkin on the table. “That’s what you came here to tell me?”
Tony shook his head. “No, sir.”
“What else?”
“A guy called me, said he saw him in Hobnobber’s yesterday.”
“So find him. You ain’t got to tell me how you do it.”
Tony lowered his voice so the bodyguards couldn’t hear. “He was in there with Charlie Rabbit.”
Carlos Messina took a deep breath. For a second-just a second-Tony saw pain on his face, the pain of betrayal. Then it was gone. The Old Man raised his napkin and wiped his mouth. Then he took a sip of wine. “Who was it said that about Charlie?”
“Guy who’s into me for five grand.”
“How’s he know Shane and the Rabbit?”
“He’s an old-” The boss was old. “He’s been around the Quarter a long time. I put it out I was looking for Shane, and he must have heard. Probably thinks I’ll give him a break on some of what he owes if he helps me out.”
“Will you?”
“Maybe.”
“You believe him?”
Tony nodded. “I sent Joey over there. The bartender knows Charlie and verified it.”
The Old Man was quiet for a moment. Finally, he said, “Charlie’s worked for me a long time.”
Tony nodded again.
Carlos Messina took another sip of wine.
Tony never liked Charlie. The Rabbit acted like he was better than Tony. Both of them were made men, but Tony ran the motherfucking House. Vinnie was there, but it was Tony who ran the day-to-day. The House was a huge moneymaker, and it was Tony who had made it that way. Charlie had whacked a few people, served some time, but that was all. He didn’t bring in any money; he was just a hired gun. That was old-school. When Tony ran things, everybody was going to have to pull their own weight; everybody was going to have to produce the green.
Tony said, “You think maybe they’re working together?”
The Old Man-he seemed to have aged ten years right in front of Tony’s eyes-looked up at the ceiling. “There’s no reason for Charlie to be talking to Shane.”
“So what do we do?”
“You know where Charlie lives?”
Tony said, “No, sir.”
Mr. Messina pulled a pen out of his pocket and drew a map on his cloth napkin. He handed it to Tony. “I don’t know the address, but this’ll get you there. You go ask the Rabbit what he was doing with Shane. Tell him I want to know.”
Tony glanced at the map, saw it was out in Kenner, then slipped the napkin into his jacket pocket.
Carlos said, “You taking Joey with you?”
“Him and Rocco.”
“Call me and tell me what Charlie says.”
Tony turned and glanced at the bar. The redhead was there, looking pissy, sucking a fruity drink through a straw. Tony turned back to the Old Man. “You going to be near a phone?”
Carlos looked toward the bar, then back at Tony. “I’ll be at home. I lost my appetite.”
Charlie Rabbit was old but he was hard. It wasn’t going to be easy. Tony needed clarification. He couldn’t afford a mistake. “What if he doesn’t cooperate?”
Carlos wiped a hand across his face. He almost looked like he was about to cry. “Do what you got to do, but I want answers.”
That gave Tony a free hand.
“Why are you going to see him?” Jenny asked.
They were in the hotel room in Metairie. Ray sat on the dresser, his back against the mirror. “Because he’s the only one who’s not trying to kill me.”
Jenny sat at the foot of the bed, facing him. “He’s still one of them.”
“But I think he can help me. Help us.”
“How?”
Ray wasn’t sure. He had called Charlie’s cell. “Not on the phone,” Charlie told him. He gave Ray his address and said, “Come over around seven. We’ll figure out what to do.”
Looking at Jenny, Ray said, “He can talk to Old Man Carlos for me, maybe straighten this out.”
“Will he do that?”
He shrugged. “I hope so.”
“I’m coming with you.”
Ray scooped the car keys off the dresser and walked to the door. “No,” he said over his shoulder.
“I’m not staying here by myself.”
He flipped the night latch open, then turned to look at her. “No one knows we’re here.”
“It’s not that. If I stay here, all I’m going to do is worry. If I go with you, at least I’ll know what’s going on.”
Ray shook his head. “No way.”
She folded her hands across her chest. “It’s my car.”
He felt like telling her tough shit. He needed her car, he had the keys, and he was going to use it, but he didn’t say that. They had been getting along so well, and he didn’t want to spoil it. “Jenny, I’ve got to use the car. I’ll be back in a little while.” He turned and opened the door.
“I’ll report it stolen.”
He looked at her again. “No you won’t.”
She stepped toward the phone. “Try me.”
Ray stared at her as the tension between them mounted. She was a tough girl, not given to idle threats. He wouldn’t get very far if she called the police and told them he had just stolen her car.
He grinned, and she grinned back. The tension evaporated. Jenny grabbed her purse. “Plus, I’m hungry.”
Ray pointed a finger at her. “You’re staying in the car.”
She nodded. “After you talk to Charlie, we’ll get something to eat. You can tell me what he said, and we’ll figure out what we’re going to do next.”
He only had about eight bucks on him. “Who’s buying?”
Jenny grabbed her purse off the dresser. “I’ve got money. My old job paid pretty good.”
He stared at her. “Don’t talk like that.”
“Sorry. Sometimes I’ve got to make a joke to keep from crying. Besides, I said my old job.”
Tony had to give the old guy credit. He was tough. The Rabbit had been watching TV while Mrs. Rabbit cleaned up the kitchen. Charlie had answered the door, surprise showing on his face when he’d seen Tony. He must have known it wasn’t a social call because he tried to slam the door, but Tony stiff-armed it open and rushed inside, Joey and the freshly bandaged Rocco following behind.
Now Charlie sat in a dining room chair, wrists and ankles taped to the armrests and legs, a dishrag jammed in his mouth. Mrs. Liuzza was on the kitchen floor, dead, a lamp cord looped around her neck.
Tony hit Charlie again. More blood from the Rabbit’s already pulverized face spewed onto Tony’s shirt.
After they were inside the house and had gotten everyone settled down, Tony had hung his jacket and silk tie on the coat rack by the door, but his starched white shirt with the French cuffs was ruined. His knuckles were sore and he needed a break, so he said again, “Tell me what you were doing at Hobnobber’s with Ray Shane.”
Charlie’s eyes were a sea of blood from the burst capillaries, but still the answer in them was clear. He wasn’t going to talk.
Tony slugged him once more, this time an uppercut to the body, and was rewarded with the unmistakable feel of bone on bone as Charlie’s cracked ribs grated against each other. The Rabbit groaned through the rag and slumped forward.
They had started out easy. After they got the Rabbit tied into the chair, Joey had dragged his wife into the dining room, and Tony had smacked Charlie a couple of times. He asked him why he had been with Shane and where Shane was now. But the old guy wouldn’t talk, so Tony had to get rougher, laying in solid punches, splitting an eyebrow and knocking out two teeth.
Still the Rabbit wouldn’t say anything. A nod from Tony, and Joey pushed Mrs. Rabbit down on top of the dinner table. Shoving his hand up her dress had got her screaming. It also got Charlie screaming. He was threatening and cursing so loudly that Tony had to stuff a rag into his mouth to keep the neighbors from hearing him.
Joey wound some duct tape around the old girl’s head to shut her up, then pulled her off the table and dragged her into the kitchen. The Rabbit wrenched his arms and legs, trying to tear himself loose from the chair. Tears streamed down his face as the sounds came out of the kitchen, bodies flopping on the linoleum floor, fabric tearing, heavy grunting.
Through the five minutes that it lasted, Tony kept saying that Charlie could stop it all with one word. All he had to do was tell Tony where Shane was hiding. But Charlie didn’t tell. He just cried and tore at his bonds. Then there were new sounds from the kitchen, a dish shattering, muffled screams, feet kicking at the floor. Then silence.
Joey walked back in with his clothes all fucked up and blood splattered across the front of his pants. Tony hadn’t known the muscle head was such a freak. Mrs. Rabbit had to be at least sixty.
When he saw Joey, Charlie started sobbing so much that Tony had to thumb the rag deeper into his mouth. Tony could see that the Rabbit was a broken man. Now he would talk.
Only he wasn’t broken and he didn’t talk. No matter how much Tony pounded on him, Charlie would not say a thing. All Tony could figure was that as soon as Charlie saw who it was at the door, he knew both he and his wife were dead. And when Joey took his wife into the kitchen, the only thing the Rabbit had left was his pride, that and his iron toughness.
The old bastard was hard as nails. Tony massaged the knuckles of his right hand and looked up at Rocco. “Give me something to hit him with.”
“Like what?” Rocco asked.
“I don’t know, a table leg, anything.”
Rocco scanned the room, then his gaze settled on the fireplace. He hobbled over to it and grabbed a poker from a small rack. “How about this?”
Tony nodded.
Holding the charred, pointed end of the fireplace tool inches from Charlie’s eyes, Tony said, “Tell me where Shane is and I’ll make it fast, old man, or I’ll heat this up and shove it up your ass.”
Tony stared at the Rabbit for a long time; then Charlie’s bloody eyes blinked and he nodded. Relieved that he could end this soon, Tony said, “You’ll tell me?”
Charlie nodded again.
Tony yanked the dishrag out of Charlie’s mouth. The old-timer said something but it came out as just a dry croak. “What?” Tony said, proud he’d finally broken the legendary killer.
Charlie’s voice sounded like sandpaper scraped against rough wood. “Shane…” He tilted his head back and made a painful sound in his throat.
“Speak up, goddamn it.” Tony leaned over, putting his ear next to the Rabbit’s lips. “Where is Shane?”
Charlie “The Rabbit” Liuzza leaned forward and chomped down on Tony’s ear.
Tony dropped the fire poker and screamed as he tried to jerk his head away, but the old man wouldn’t let go. His teeth were locked down like a pit bull’s. Tony’s feet got tangled and he fell backward, pulling Charlie and the chair down on top of him.
“Pull over right here,” Ray said. This time he rode shotgun in Jenny’s Firebird. She had driven him to the 3600 block of Delaware Avenue in Kenner, a suburb five miles outside New Orleans. Kenner’s twin claims to fame were being home to the New Orleans International Airport and a riverboat casino. It was also a popular home for New Orleans mobsters.
“Is this it?” Jenny asked.
“Just stop.”
She pulled the car against the curb. “Where’s he live?”
“Not far.” Charlie’s house was two blocks up, but Ray didn’t want Jenny or her car anywhere near the house.
“Then why are we stopping?”
“I’m walking the rest of the way,” Ray said. “You wait here.”
He could tell by her face that she was going to argue, but she must have changed her mind at the last minute. Instead she said, “You got a pen?”
“Why?”
She shifted the car into park, then reached down between her feet and slipped a hand into her purse lying on the floorboard. She pulled out a cell phone and laid it on the console. “Write down my number. When you’re done talking to Charlie, call me and I’ll pick you up.”
“My phone-”
“Oh, shit, I forgot. It’s ruined.”
Ray smiled. “I don’t have a pen anyway.”
She dug in her purse until she found one. “Ask Charlie if you can use his phone.”
“How about I just step outside and wave at you?”
Jenny grabbed Ray’s hand and scrawled her number on his palm. “Just in case.”
He nodded. Then he pulled Dylan Sylvester’s. 40-caliber Smith amp; Wesson out from under the passenger seat.
“What’s that?” Jenny asked as Ray slipped the pistol into the waistband of his jeans and covered it with his shirt.
He turned to her. “What’s it look like?”
“Why do you have a gun?” She looked scared.
“Charlie’s a killer,” he said. “As far as I know he’s trying to help me, but like you said, he’s one of them. If this is some kind of setup, I don’t want to go in empty-handed.”
“If you think this is a setup, then let’s just leave.” She dropped her hand to the gearshift.
Ray shook his head. “It’ll be all right.”
“You sure?”
He just nodded as he opened the door.
The fire poker made a wet THUNK as it caved in Charlie Liuzza’s skull. He lay on his side on the floor, still taped to the chair, a hunk of Tony’s ear clamped between his teeth.
After Charlie bit Tony’s ear and the two of them toppled to the floor, Tony had scrambled out from under Charlie and the chair. He snatched up the poker. Charlie was helpless. Tony loomed over him, screaming, “Fuck you!” as he brought the fire poker down onto the side of the older man’s head.
Tony dropped the poker and ran into the bathroom. He looked at the side of his head in the mirror. A piece of his fucking right ear was gone. Blood streamed down the side of his face, soaking his shoulder. He jerked a hand towel from a ring mounted to the wall and pressed it to his shredded ear.
“What do we do now, Tony?” Rocco stood in the bathroom doorway. “The old guy didn’t tell us shit.”
Tony spun on him. “How the fuck do I know?” With both hands jamming the towel against his head, Tony started kicking the bathroom door and shouting, “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Rocco just backed away.
After Tony’s tantrum subsided, he walked back into the living room, still holding the towel against his ear, and looked at the overturned chair and at Charlie’s bloody body. He was going to have to answer for this. The Rabbit was the boss’s man-his fixer-and Tony had just killed him. Beaten him to death with a fire poker after Joey raped and strangled his sixtysomething-year-old wife.
How the fuck am I going to explain this?
Old Man Carlos had said to do whatever he had to do, but Tony was pretty sure he hadn’t meant it was okay to kill Charlie. And Tony was positive the boss hadn’t meant Joey could rape and strangle Charlie’s wife.
Tony stepped into the kitchen doorway. Mrs. Liuzza’s body lay on the linoleum floor. The floor was smeared with her blood. The old lady’s face was blue and her eyes bulged from their sockets. Around her neck were bright red ligature marks from the lamp cord. The blue print dress she wore was bunched around her hips, and a pair of ripped cotton panties lay three feet away. Her crotch was smeared with blood.
This was going to get Tony killed.
He had no idea what to do.
Someone knocked on the front door.
Tony spun and stared at the door. The pain he felt from his torn ear was instantly washed away by another feeling-panic.
Ray saw two cars in the driveway, a black Cadillac-mob guys love their Cadillacs-and a Toyota Camry that probably belonged to Charlie’s wife. As he passed between them he touched the front grille on each. Both were cool.
The Rabbit’s house was a 1970s ranch-style with a two-car garage. The garage door was closed so Ray couldn’t see what the Rabbit kept inside that was so important he kept his cars outside. Probably set up as a workshop; old-timers loved their woodworking.
From the top of the driveway Ray stepped onto the railed porch and walked past a couple of wooden rockers sitting in front of three big windows. He knocked on the door.
No answer. He knocked again. The light shining behind the curtains of the three big windows suddenly went out. Usually when you knocked on someone’s door the lights came on. Maybe Charlie was just extra cautious, but maybe something else was going-
The door flew open. A dark shadow loomed there for just a second; then hands grabbed Ray and yanked him through the door. He stumbled over the threshold and almost fell, but the hands held him up. Something hit him in the ribs. Then something else cracked against his left ear. Inside his head, Ray heard something go pop. Then he felt a piercing pain, like an ice pick shoved into his ear. Behind him the door slammed shut. Hands pulled him up straight. Then someone slugged him in the stomach.
The Smith amp; Wesson thunked against the hard tile floor of the foyer.
“He’s got a gun,” someone shouted.
“Pick it up.” It was Tony Zello’s voice.
Metal scraped against the tile. “I got it.”
“Get the light.”
“Huh?”
“The fucking light, you moron. Turn it on.”
From behind, an arm clamped around Ray’s neck, pulling him backward, arching his spine.
The lights came on.
Ray blinked as he found himself looking at Tony Zello and Joey. Tony held a bloody towel to the side of his head. Ray clawed at the arm around his throat, the arm that was squeezing off his air supply. It was thick and hard, hairless like a bodybuilder’s. A bodybuilder like Rocco.
Tony grinned. “I been looking for you, Ray.” He held up the stainless-steel pistol. “What were you going to do with this?”
Ray wheezed as his vision started to fade.
“Don’t kill him,” Tony said. “Not yet.”
The pressure on Ray’s windpipe eased, and he managed to suck in some air. Tony Z. stepped aside, then turned and pointed with the gun to the living room floor. Ray looked down and his stomach heaved, kicking up bile into the back of his throat. Charlie was on the floor, taped to an overturned chair, his face a lump of hamburger. The side of his skull was cracked enough so that through the bloody hair Ray could see the soft pink of Charlie’s brain.
Tony turned back to Ray. “I was just talking to your friend Charlie. He said he didn’t know where you were.”
Ray wasn’t looking at Tony. He couldn’t take his eyes off the bloody thing on the floor. Charlie’s head rested on the carpet, his face white with that pasty look of death that Ray had seen so many times before, on the street and at autopsies, but it was different when it was someone you knew. The carpet had soaked up most of the blood, leaving a red halo around Charlie’s head.
Joey held out a roll of duct tape to Tony. “We need to get out of here.”
Tony stuffed the pistol into the back of his pants, then grabbed the roll of tape. “Get the car.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Jenny parked three houses down from Charlie Liuzza’s, on the opposite side of the street. From there she had a clear view of the house. Two cars sat in the driveway, and no one was out front. Ray had disappeared through the door while she was moving her car.
She looked down at her phone, checking to make sure it was on. She hoped Ray called before he came out. That would give her time to move. He would be pissed if he came out and found her parked so close.
When she looked up again, she saw Joey-the same Joey who worked for Vinnie and Tony-step out the front door of Charlie’s house. Not that unusual since all these wiseguys hung out together, but for some reason it gave her a bad feeling. She thought that Ray was meeting with just Charlie. As Joey neared the end of the driveway, Jenny scrunched down in her seat, afraid he would see her. At the sidewalk he turned right, heading up the street and away from her. Charlie’s was the fourth house down from the next street. At the corner, Joey turned right again and disappeared.
Not more than two minutes later, Jenny heard a car start and saw the spill of headlights from around the intersection, then a dark green Lincoln-Tony’s dark green Lincoln-whipped around the corner and nosed into Charlie’s driveway.
Tony Zello stepped out the front door. Jenny sunk lower in her seat as her heart started to pound inside her chest. From the top of the driveway Tony gestured toward the Lincoln, holding one hand in the air and spinning it in a circle. His other hand looked like it was holding something to his ear. The Lincoln’s reverse lights came on. The driver backed out into the street, turned around, then pulled tail first into the driveway. Tony gave one-arm hand signals until the Lincoln stopped just inches from him. He pounded on the trunk until the driver popped it open.
Peering just over her dashboard, Jenny watched as Joey climbed out of the Lincoln and ambled back toward Tony. They talked for a few seconds. Then Tony looked up and down the street, like he was about to do something he didn’t want anyone to see.
“Come out of the house, Ray,” Jenny whispered. “Come out and I’ll pick you up.” Her heart was doing the talking because in her mind she knew it wasn’t going to happen.
Then Ray came out, right through the front door just like Jenny had hoped, but he was with Rocco. The big goon was at Ray’s side, his right arm locked around Ray’s neck and his left hand gripping Ray’s arm. With just the light from a street lamp illuminating the scene, she couldn’t tell for sure but it looked like Ray had something wrapped around his mouth, something that went all the way around the back of his head. His hands were behind his back and he was walking funny. He looked hurt. Rocco was walking funny, too, like he had a stick up his ass.
Tony said something, and Rocco hurried the last few steps, practically dragging Ray to the car. There was no hesitation and no discussion as the two muscled apes hoisted Ray up and tossed him into the trunk. Tony slammed it closed and looked around once more. Then all three of them got into the car. Joey driving again, Tony in the front seat beside him, and Rocco in the back behind Tony.
They turned left out of the driveway, the headlights sweeping past Jenny’s Firebird and for a second the whole interior of her car was lit up. Even all the way down, lying across the console with her head in the passenger seat, she was still terrified Tony would see her.
As soon as they passed her she grabbed her cell phone, intending to call the police. But what would she say? Where could she send them? Not to Charlie’s house. They were already gone, but where were they going? She had to find out. She sat up, cranked the Firebird, and whipped it through a tight U-turn.
The Lincoln’s taillights were two blocks up, just making a right turn. Six-lane Williams Boulevard was just a couple of blocks in front of Tony’s car. If they got into heavy traffic before she caught up, she’d lose them for sure. Jenny made an instant decision, something she’d seen on TV. She spun the wheel and turned right at the first cross street, two blocks over from the one the Lincoln was on, but she’d get to Williams just a few seconds behind them.
She blew through two stop signs and reached the crowded boulevard at the same time as the Lincoln. They were two blocks to her left, and Jenny could see the Lincoln was held up, waiting for an opening in the traffic. The way the car was angled she knew Joey was going to turn right. Waiting, waiting, waiting, then the big green mobster-mobile turned. As it went past her, Jenny turned her face, praying to God Tony didn’t recognize her car.
Two more cars went by. Then she pulled into traffic behind the Lincoln. They were going to kill Ray, of that she was sure. But where? And how? Shoot him, strangle him, toss him off the bridge into the Atchafalaya swamp doing seventy miles an hour?
The Lincoln busted a light just as it turned red, and both cars in front of Jenny stopped. She jumped on the brakes, heard her tires squeal as she skidded to a stop just a foot shy of crashing into the bumper of the car in front of her. The smell of burned rubber stung her nostrils as she pounded her palm on top of the steering wheel. “Fuck!”
In the rearview mirror she saw at least a car length of distance between her and the guy behind her. She slammed the gearshift into reverse, stepped on the gas, then jammed on the brakes. With the wheel cut to the right, she shifted into drive. The tires let out another squeal as she stomped down on the pedal, powering through the empty right-turn lane and past the two cars stuck at the light.
For just a second she had to stop for traffic crossing through the intersection, and then the V-8 roared as she shot through a slender gap between a couple of cars. Ignoring the blare of horns behind her, Jenny put her foot on the floor and raced to catch up to the Lincoln.
Headed south on Williams she followed Tony’s car under the interstate overpass, then for another mile through heavy congestion until Joey made a left turn into a subdivision. Without other cars to cover her, Jenny had to back off and give the Lincoln more of a lead, but she still had to stay close enough to see where it went. She had expected them to jump up on the I-10 and head toward the swamp, out past the airport. What they were doing in a residential neighborhood, holding a man captive in the trunk, Jenny had no idea.
Through a couple more turns, she slowly closed the gap with the Lincoln, every second afraid she was going to lose them. Fifty yards ahead of her, Joey turned left. When she got to the street, she made the turn behind them. Too late she saw the yellow diamond of the dead-end sign. The street was only a block long and ended in a cul-de-sac. The Lincoln was stopped a quarter of the way around the circle, on the right-hand side.
Near panic, Jenny whipped into the first driveway and killed the lights. There were already two cars in the driveway, and the lights were on in the house. Even if Tony hadn’t noticed her car pulling into the driveway, or if he did and thought it belonged there, the people inside were going to want to know who was sitting in their front yard.
The Lincoln sat in the street in front of a two-story brick house. Jenny saw the automatic garage door start to rise. Joey threw the Lincoln into reverse and backed partway into the garage. When the car stopped, both right-side doors opened and out popped Tony and Rocco. Rocco was still moving slowly, as if he were in pain, and Tony still held something pressed against his ear. What the hell happened to these guys?
From the driveway where she was parked, Jenny couldn’t see into the garage, but she saw the Lincoln’s trunk open. Tony and Rocco, both already standing at the back of the car, reached into the trunk, then jerked around like they were having trouble, like Ray was putting up a fight. Rocco threw a punch into the open trunk, and the struggle ended. Through a narrow slice of space between the back of the car and the garage, Jenny caught the briefest glimpse of Rocco dragging Ray out of the trunk.
Joey climbed out of the driver’s seat and slammed the trunk closed. He got back behind the wheel and eased the car forward enough to clear the garage. As the automatic door slid down, Joey jumped out of the car and ducked under it.
Ray was in there with three mobsters, and if he wasn’t dead already, he soon would be. Jenny had to think of a way to get him out. But what could she do? One woman, alone and unarmed, against three killers.
Then she had an idea. What if she wasn’t alone, what if she got help? Maybe some guys who weren’t afraid of mob assholes. Jenny reached for her cell phone.
Tony didn’t keep cars in his garage. He kept them parked in the driveway. The house might belong to his wife, she could put up all the frilly shit she wanted to in there, but the garage was his and it was off limits to her.
He wasn’t into woodworking or fixing cars, but Tony had a workbench stretching the length of one wall and a four-foot-by-eight-foot sheet of Peg-Board nailed to another wall, the holes filled with steel hooks hung with yard and patio tools: a broom, a rake, clippers, sheers, a hose, and extension cords. A door in one corner led into the laundry room, which connected to the kitchen by another door.
The rest of the garage was set up as a den and game room. The floor was unfinished cement, but Tony kept it clean enough to eat off. In the middle of the room, facing the back wall, sat a sofa and coffee table. Beside the sofa was a leather recliner. Mounted on the back wall was a sixty-inch flat screen, and to the right of that stood a cherrywood cabinet with etched glass doors.
Johnny Four-Fingers had built the cabinet for Tony. Johnny had been a hell of a carpenter but a piss-poor gambler. That’s why he was dead. The cabinet was stacked with a multidisk CD/DVD player and a ton of stereo equipment. To the left of the TV was a stand with a smaller television. Sometimes Tony had to watch more than one game at a time. In two of the corners were a pool table and Ping-Pong table.
This is where Tony got away from the bitch. Where he could watch anything he wanted without his wife nagging the shit out of him. Like Asian lesbo porn. He loved to watch those chink chicks do each other.
Ray Shane sat on the floor, leaning against the back wall, his legs stretched out in front of him. Rocco and Joey stood next to him and had kept an eye on him while Tony had gone into the bathroom and cleaned up. His ear had stopped bleeding but the pain was almost unbearable. The only thing getting him through it was thinking about how much pain he was going to put Ray Shane through.
When he got back into the garage, sporting a wad of gauze taped to his ear, Tony stared at the ex-detective, glad he finally had hold of the slippery son of a bitch. “Now that we got some time and some privacy, we’re gonna have a little talk, Shane.”
Shane didn’t say anything. He couldn’t say anything with tape still around his head. He just stared back at Tony. His face-what Tony could see of it above the tape-looked like a prizefighter a couple days after losing a fight. The shiner Tony had put on Ray’s eye was fading, leaving his skin that sickly yellow color of a healing bruise. Blood had drained out of his left ear, leaving a crusty trail down his neck and a stain on his shoulder. But there was no mistaking the look in Ray Shane’s eyes-pure hatred.
Tony nodded to Rocco. “Take the tape off.” Then he told Joey, “He makes any noise, kick his fucking head in.”
Rocco eased himself down to his knees and grabbed Ray’s hair. Using a fingernail, he peeled off some of the tape, just enough to get a grip, then ripped the long strip off Ray’s face and head. A groan of pain slipped through Ray’s clenched teeth but otherwise he said nothing.
Tony was a little disappointed. He had hoped for something more. “You think you’re a tough guy, don’t you, Shane?”
Shane just kept staring at him. It was making Tony a little uncomfortable. Shane was on the floor, he was beat to shit, and he was about to die. Did he know that? Did he care? Of course he did, everybody cared about dying, no matter what they said. So why was he just sitting there, doing nothing? Groveling, begging, crying-those were the things Tony expected, the things he wanted. Not this stony silence. But one way or the other, he was going to get what he wanted.
Tony strolled over to his workbench. He pulled Ray’s Smith amp; Wesson from his waistband and tossed it into a drawer. He needed something more terrifying than a gun. Mounted to the wall behind the workbench was a three-inch-thick sheet of wood. Carved into the sheet were a couple dozen custom tool cutouts, each designed to fit a specific tool, each lined with green velvet. Another piece of master carpentry by Johnny Four-Fingers.
Tony gazed around the board and finally selected a pair of Craftsman Robo-Grip pliers. With the pliers in hand, he turned and looked at Joey and Rocco, then pointed the Robo-Grips at Shane. “Pick him up.”
After the two muscle heads jerked the ex-cop to his feet, Tony held the pliers up and snapped the big jaws together a couple of times. “Take off his pants.”
“Nine-one-one operator,” a woman’s voice said. “What is your emergency?”
Jenny had just circled the cul-de-sac and was stopped at the other end of Tony’s street. She stared up at the street sign.
There was no time to explain the situation to the police; she needed help and she needed it right away. She spoke in a whispered panic, like a woman afraid for her life but afraid someone might hear her. “Help me! My husband’s trying to kill me.” Her voice rose as she said, “I need the police.”
“Where are you calling from?” the operator asked. “Your address isn’t coming up on my screen.”
“I’m on a cell phone. Send the police, for God’s sake!”
“Calm down, ma’am. I need to know where you are.”
She had seen Tony’s address on his mailbox. “Two thirteen Spruce Street, Kenner.”
“You said your-”
Jenny cut her off. “Are the police coming?”
Silence for a second, and then the operator said, “Help is on the way, ma’am. Please try to stay calm. Does your husband have a gun?”
A gun would probably make them come faster. “Yes, he has guns. They’re all over the house.”
“What’s his name?”
“Tony,” Jenny said. “His name is Tony Zello.” Jenny gasped into the phone. “Oh, my God! He’s coming. I’m in the garage. I need help. Please, God, send help!” Then she broke the connection.
Jenny made a U-turn, then parked at the curb, facing Tony’s house. Thirty seconds later she heard sirens wailing in the distance.
The more Ray struggled, the more Tony laughed.
Joey and Rocco were on the garage floor trying to control Shane. They had him on his back, but he was fighting hard and had almost gotten away a couple of times. “You girls need help?” Tony asked.
The two musclemen each had one of Shane’s arms, and Rocco had a forearm against Shane’s neck, jamming his head into the cement floor, while Joey tried to pin down his legs.
Tony snapped the pliers a couple more times, liking the sound of it, liking the look of terror on Shane’s face. There was nothing he really needed to know from Shane. This was just going to be for fun.
The short blast of a police siren came from just down the street, followed almost immediately by the deep roar of a big engine getting closer.
Tony froze.
Tires squealed as a car braked hard in front of his house. Joey, Rocco, and Shane stopped struggling.
Two car doors slammed, a fraction of a second apart. There were voices just outside, and then another car screeched to a stop. More car doors, more voices. Pounding on the front door.
Tony leaned over Ray. He held the Robo-Grip pliers inches from Shane’s face. “Keep your fucking mouth shut.”
More pounding on the front door. A man shouting, “Police officers. Open the door.”
Ray Shane’s blood-streaked face broke into a grin.
Tony ran through the house to the front door and let the cops in. It was either that, or they were going to break down the door. There were five of them, four Kenner cops and a Jefferson Parish deputy. One of the Kenner cops was a sergeant. “What happened to your ear?” the sergeant asked Tony as the other cops fanned out through the house.
Tony raised a hand to it, conscious of what a mess it must look like. “Playing with the dog.”
“Where’s your wife?”
“Shopping.” Wondering why the hell they wanted to know where his wife was. He sure didn’t give a shit, as long as she was gone.
Two cops went straight into the kitchen. Pointing at the laundry room door, one of the officers asked, “Where’s that go?”
Tony’s heart felt like it was going to pop out of his chest, but he tried to keep his voice under control. “That’s the laundry room.”
But the cop wasn’t satisfied. “How do you get to the garage?”
Be cool, Tony thought. He couldn’t bluff his way out of this. Even though they were just Kenner cops-NOPD gave out ass whippings just for looking at them wrong-these guys were still cops. Their laid-back style of policing was one of the reasons so many mob guys and dope dealers had moved out to Kenner.
The two cops in the kitchen went through the laundry room into the garage. Tony followed them in, holding his breath, with the sergeant trailing in right behind him. Inside, Rocco and Joey sat on either end of the sofa, sandwiching Ray Shane between them. The TV was on, ESPN showing a college basketball game. Tony let out his breath.
The cops made everyone stand up and break out ID’s.
The sergeant eyed Shane’s busted face. “Dog got you, too?”
Tony’s asshole was so tight he could not have farted if his life depended on it.
“I fell off a ladder,” Shane said.
“What’s this about?” Tony asked. Stunned at Ray’s answer, but thinking he needed to take control of the situation to keep from going to jail.
“Where’s your wife?” the sergeant repeated.
“I told you, she’s shopping.”
“We’re going to look around and make sure she’s not here.”
“Why?”
“Someone claiming to be your wife called nine-one-one and said you were trying to kill her.”
The other Kenner officer and the deputy sheriff walked into the garage. The deputy glanced at the sergeant and shook his head. An incredible situation, Tony thought, a house full of cops, a guy beat to hell, and so far no one had been arrested.
Just as the sergeant pulled a notebook from his back pocket, Shane flashed a grin at Tony, then raised his hand to his head. He buckled his knees and dropped to the sofa, moaning. It was the worst acting job Tony had ever seen.
One of the cops, a young kid with a fresh-from-the-academy look, sank down beside him. “Sir, are you okay?”
“I think I have a concussion.” Shane collapsed onto his side. “Do you think you can give me a ride to the hospital?”
The sergeant keyed the radio mike clipped to his shoulder and called for an ambulance.
Tony seethed.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“I saw the ambulance,” Jenny said. “I thought you were dead.”
Riding in the passenger seat of Jenny’s car while she drove back to the hotel, Ray said, “I almost was. You saved my life.”
“I knew it had to be you in the ambulance. I didn’t know what else to do, so I followed it to the hospital.”
His ear was bleeding again, so he pressed the wad of Kleenex against it that Jenny had dug out of her purse.
She said, “You should have stayed until you saw a doctor.”
“Tony’s probably at the hospital right now looking for me.”
“What happened?”
“When the police started banging on the door, Tony had no choice but to open it. Joey stuck his head into the kitchen and saw it was cops. He ran back into the garage and told Rocco. Rocco was scared shitless. He told me if I kept my mouth shut, he’d let me go as soon as the police left.”
“Why didn’t you tell the cops what was going on? You could have had all three of them arrested.”
Ray winced in pain as he shook his head. He thought about Dylan Sylvester dead in his apartment, dead from a bullet Ray put through his face. “There are some things going on that I don’t want to have to explain to the police.” Just then he remembered the Smith amp; Wesson. It was still in Tony’s garage.
Damn.
“They would have helped you.”
“They did help, and so did you. When they said why they were there, I knew it had to be you who came up with that scam.”
“It was the only thing I could think of.”
“I wasn’t going to let them leave without me even if I had to punch one of them in the face and go to jail.”
“How’d you get out of the hospital so fast?”
“There’s no law says you have to accept medical treatment.” He pulled the Kleenex away from his ear and saw the fresh blood. His eardrum had burst from the pistol-whipping. “Soon as the ambulance dropped me off, I told the triage nurse I felt a lot better.”
Jenny turned and looked at him. “They let you leave?”
“They wanted me to sign a form saying I was refusing treatment.”
“Did you sign it?”
“As soon as the nurse went to get it, I walked out.”
“When my cell phone rang, I almost jumped out of my skin.”
“I used the pay phone in the coffee shop,” he said. “I’m just glad you wrote your number on my hand.”
“I was walking across the parking lot, about to go into the emergency room to look for you.”
Ray laid a hand on her leg. “Thanks.”
Jenny dropped one hand from the steering wheel and rested it on top of his.
Next morning, Ray felt like shit. His ear had hurt so badly during the night he hardly slept. Jenny ordered a room service breakfast. When the food came, she spread it out on the small round table crammed into a corner next to the air conditioner. They sat opposite each other on thinly cushioned wooden chairs.
After two cups of coffee and three cigarettes, Ray started to feel better. Munching on a piece of toast, he said, “I’ve got to go back to Tony’s house.”
Jenny stopped chewing her melon slice. “Are you crazy?”
Besides his ear, there was another reason he hadn’t been able to sleep. “Tony has the gun.”
“What gun?”
“The gun I had last night. The one I got from Dylan Sylvester’s apartment. It’s the one he tried to shoot me with at the House.”
“How’d you get his gun?”
“I took it from him.”
“Now Tony’s got it, so what?” Jenny said.
“It’s got my fingerprints on it.”
“Big deal!”
“I’m a convicted felon. My prints on that gun can send me back to prison.”
Jenny pushed her plate away. “It’s not like Tony’s going to turn it over to the police.”
“He knows the system. If he’s trying to pin the robbery on me, all he’s got to do is make sure that gun gets into the right hands. With a piece of evidence like that, Carl Landry can put me away.”
“Landry’s straight. He doesn’t have anything to do with Tony.”
Ray nodded. “Landry junior is a straight arrow, but he blames me for his old man going to prison, and he wouldn’t pass up a chance to send me back. He’ll deal with Tony if he has to.”
“That’s a lot of trouble to go through just to catch a convicted felon with a gun.”
Ray stared across the table at her. “Sylvester is dead, and that’s the gun that killed him.”
“What?”
Ray told her what had happened in the apartment.
When he finished, she was too shocked to speak.
“I’ve got to get that gun,” Ray said.
“How are you going to get it if it’s in Tony’s garage?”
“I’ve got to get into his house while he’s at work.”
“You’re trying to stay out of jail by breaking into someone’s house, Tony Zello’s house? Where you almost just got killed?”
“Jen, I’ve got no choice. I’ve got to get that gun. If Tony finds out he has that kind of leverage on me, he won’t hesitate to use it.”
Jenny shook her head. She looked disgusted. “What about his wife?”
“Charlie Rabbit said she goes out almost every night.”
“I thought you were changing,” she whispered. There were tears in her eyes.
Ray picked up his pack of Lucky Strikes from the table and shook one out. With a cigarette dangling from his lips, he raised his lighter and flicked it. Nothing happened, so he flicked it again, still nothing. He spun the wheel four more times but couldn’t get the damn thing to light.
“They got any matches in here?” he asked.
“What if Tony comes home while you’re there?”
Ray was getting jumpy. He held up his hand. “Hold on a second.” He stood up and scanned the room. On the nightstand, inside the hotel ashtray, he found a book of matches. He slid back into the chair and lit his cigarette, then breathed the smoke into his lungs. Another drag and the jumpy feeling started to fade.
He tossed the matches on the table. Jenny was staring at him, still waiting for her answer. Ray looked at her through the haze of smoke hanging between them. “Sorry, what did you say?”
“What if Tony comes home?”
“That’s where you come in.”
Jenny arched her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”
Jenny got to the bar at a quarter to nine. Early enough so she could have a drink by herself. It would be easier with a drink or two in her. The Carousel Lounge at the Monteleone Hotel was crowded. There were a lot of expensive suits, beautiful dresses, and sparkling jewelry. The Monteleone was the oldest and classiest hotel in the French Quarter.
She had argued with Ray all morning, at one point telling him she was leaving him and going to California. He could straighten out his own damn life without her. But she hadn’t left, and by early afternoon she had agreed to his plan.
Ray said, “Meet him in a bar. Have some drinks and keep him talking. One hour is all I need.”
“What do we talk about?” she asked. Ray didn’t have any advice about that. Typical. But she had her own idea. “I’ll tell him I’ve been thinking about him.”
Ray hadn’t been so sure that was a line of conversation he liked. Jenny said tough shit. She would handle it her own way or not at all.
At nine o’clock on the dot, Tony strolled into the Carousel. He ran his fingertips along her back as he took the stool next to her at the Carousel’s unique revolving bar. Her dress was low in the back, and his fingers on her skin gave her the creeps. She had bought the dress at Lakeside Mall in Metairie on her way into the city.
Tony was dressed in a silk suit, looking like he just stepped off the cover of GQ magazine, except for the bandage on his ear. He signaled to the bartender and ordered a drink. Then he said to Jenny, “You surprised me.”
She pointed to the bandage. “What happened?”
He waved a hand in the air. “It’s nothing.”
“How did I surprise you?” she asked.
“Calling me. I thought you didn’t like me anymore.”
Jenny shrugged. “I go back and forth.”
Tony grinned at her like a cat that had just swallowed a canary. When the bartender brought Tony his scotch and soda, Jenny noticed he didn’t ask for money. Jenny ordered a refill-Jameson on the rocks-and glanced at the clock behind the bar. Ray said he needed one hour. Fifty-four minutes to go.
Tony turned to face her, his right arm propped on the bar. “So what’s this about?”
“Nothing. I just wanted to see you.”
“You haven’t been at work.”
She shook her head. “I quit.”
“Really.” He seemed surprised. “What are you gonna do?”
The bartender set Jenny’s drink in front of her, and again didn’t ask for any money. She took a big sip to steady her nerves. “I don’t have any plans yet,” she said.
With his left hand, Tony traced a circle on her bare shoulder. “Maybe I can help.”
“I’m thinking about leaving town,” she said.
He pulled his hand back. “Where you going?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know that either.”
“You don’t know much, do you?”
Jenny swallowed her first response, then said, “I know I’m going to need money.”
Tony swirled a finger in his glass, then took a sip. “Why are you telling me?”
“You still looking for Ray?”
“You mean your old boyfriend?”
She shook her head and took another gulp of whiskey.
“You know where he is?” Tony asked.
“I’ve got a friend, and she knows where he is.”
From the inside pocket of his suit coat, Tony pulled out a cell phone. He held it out to Jenny. “Call her.”
She made a show of looking at her watch. “She’s not home.”
“How do you know she’s not home?”
“She’s a nurse. She works two to ten in the emergency room at Touro Hospital.”
Tony put the phone back in his pocket, then knocked back the rest of his drink. As he stood up, he took a pen out of his shirt pocket and wrote a phone number on a napkin. He handed the napkin to Jenny. “Call me when you get in touch with her.”
Tony probably wasn’t going home, but Jenny couldn’t be sure. Ray hadn’t had his hour. They’d planned everything to start at nine. She swallowed hard and put a hand on Tony’s arm. It felt like touching a snake. “How much do I get?”
“We’ll see.”
He started to turn away from the bar, but she held his arm. “Do you have to leave? My friend will be home in an hour.”
Tony even smiled like a snake. “What are we going to do for an hour?”
Jenny’s stomach turned, but she forced an inviting smile on her face. “Can you get us a room?”
Ray drove Jenny’s Firebird around the cul-de-sac. Tony’s Lincoln was gone, and so was Priscilla’s Jag. The clock in the dash showed 9:05. If Charlie had been right, Mrs. Zello didn’t spend many nights at home. Ray needed to get the Smith amp; Wesson, then somehow get to Carlos Messina and plead his case directly to the Old Man.
He parked a couple blocks away and walked toward Tony’s house. Just a neighborhood guy out for a stroll. A sign in front of the Zello house warned that it was monitored by an alarm system. A lot of people used the signs as bluffs. Tony’s house might be wired, it might not, but even if it was, the garage probably wasn’t. Ray would still have to check, though. More time wasted. He crouched in the darkness on the side of the garage and studied the window for electrical contacts. When he was pretty sure the window wasn’t wired, he knocked out a pane of glass and sat down to wait.
He gave it fifteen minutes. If the garage was rigged, or if a neighbor had heard the glass break, the cops would show up within that time. When no police arrived, Ray reached through the broken window and unlocked it. He pushed it open and climbed through. Using a mini-LED flashlight he crossed the dark garage.
There were six drawers built into the lacquered wooden workbench, two rows of three, one on top of the other. All the drawers were filled with junk. Ray found playing cards, pieces of wire, loose tools, a long roll of coaxial cable…
Tony must be stealing cable from his neighbor just like me.
But no gun.
Ray swept the rest of the garage with his flashlight. The gun wasn’t lying on the coffee table or on the cabinet beside the TV. He checked the sofa, digging under the cushions. He searched everywhere a pistol could fit.
Nothing.
Ray glanced at the glowing numbers on his watch.
9:30 PM.
Mounted on the wall next to the door that led from the garage to the laundry room was the control panel for the alarm system. The digital display said READY, and the red light under the word ARMED was off. Alarms can’t protect your house if you don’t set them. Ray had to get that gun. To do that he had to get inside Tony’s house.
The metal door was hollow and carried a builder-grade lock. Sixty seconds’ work with a heavy screwdriver scavenged from the workbench and Ray was inside. The alarm stayed silent. No beeps, no warning sirens. So far so good.
A couple of lights were on inside the house, but the master bedroom was dark. Using his flashlight, Ray started with the dresser. He searched all the drawers but didn’t find what he was looking for. Next, he checked the bed. He ran his hands under the pillows, looked beneath the frame, then felt between the mattress and box spring. Nothing.
The closet was a walk-in with clothes hanging on each side and wooden shelves on the back wall. One side was crammed with men’s suits hanging from a high rod. From a lower rod hung pants and sport coats. On the floor were a half dozen pairs of shoes, mostly high-glossed leather loafers, arranged in a neat row.
On the other side of the closet was a single rod packed with dresses, under which had been tossed at least fifteen pairs of women’s shoes, all different types-high heels, pumps, flats, mule backs, even a pair of red stiletto heels with straps.
A system, Ray knew from experience, was the key to a good search. He would work from the bottom up. On his knees, he reached into the space behind Tony’s neatly arranged shoes. Close to the back corner his fingers pushed against something soft. Reaching farther, he felt a strap. He got his fingers around it and pulled.
It was a worn leather bag, two feet long with a zipper running its length. There were two rounded handles, and a shoulder strap hooked to a couple of D-rings on either end. The bag was a bit fancy for the gym, more like an overnight bag. A laminated luggage tag hanging from one of the D-rings identified the owner as Tony Zello and listed his home address and telephone number. In the event of loss, the tag promised an unspecified reward if it was returned to its owner.
Whatever was inside the bag was very heavy. Ray tugged open the zipper. Inside was money, lots of money. All loose cash. No banded stacks, no rubber bands. Nothing but a bag of assorted bills, everything from hundreds to singles. Loose bills like that would take all night to count, but Ray figured he already knew how much it was. Somewhere in the neighborhood of $300,000.
The Rising Sun’s $300,000.
As stunned as Ray was about the money, it wasn’t what he was looking for. So he kept searching. He found the gun on the high shelf over Tony’s suits. Ray tossed it in the bag on top of the cash and pulled the zipper closed.
Leaving the bedroom, Ray’s flashlight swept across the dresser and something shined back. It was Tony Zello’s “Z” lighter, the gold Zippo his wife had given him. The lighter that would have made Elvis proud.
Seeing it lying there reminded Ray how much he needed a cigarette. He patted the pockets of his pants and realized he had left his matches in Jenny’s hotel room. He slipped Tony’s lighter into his pocket.
Jenny Porter felt like shit. As she lay in the bed, alone in a room at the Monteleone, the tears started to come. For almost two full days she had been feeling pretty good about herself. Helping Ray made her feel good, quitting the House made her feel great, but sleeping with Tony Zello knocked her back to the way she usually felt-like shit.
At ten o’clock, after Tony finished fucking her, he told her to call her friend the nurse. Jenny picked up the hotel phone and dialed the number of her own apartment. She didn’t have a machine, so she let it ring. She told Tony her friend wasn’t answering.
Tony hung around for another fifteen minutes, making Jenny call three more times, but he finally got tired of it. “You have my number,” he said, pointing to the cocktail napkin lying on the dresser next to Jenny’s purse. “Call me as soon as you get in touch with her.”
Jenny said she would.
Tony opened the door and stepped out. He paused in the doorway and looked back. “You need to be out of the room in a half hour,” he said. Then he blew her a kiss. “I had a good time. Guess I’ll see you around.”
As soon as Tony closed the door, Jenny ran into the bathroom and threw up.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Jenny’s words hit Ray like a punch in the gut.
He had to take a deep breath before he could speak. When he did, he heard his voice shaking. “You did what?”
Not that he wanted her to repeat the story. He had heard it quite clearly the first time. She had fucked Tony Zello-again.
In their hotel room, Jenny stood at the sink and looked at Ray through the mirror, tears streaming down her face. She didn’t repeat the story. Saying it out loud just once was bad enough. But she did try to justify her actions. “He was leaving,” she said. “It was only nine fifteen and you said you needed an hour.”
Ray stood across the room by the door. “So you decided to hop in the sack with him.”
She pounded her small fists on the edge of the sink as she leaned closer to the mirror, like she was leaning closer to him, coming nose to nose with his reflected image. “I had to do something,” she screamed. “He was walking away!”
Ray was over the shock, but the hurt was starting to set in. He needed to focus on something positive, like anger. What he wanted to do was hurt her back, not physically-he would never do that-but emotionally, like she had done to him. He locked eyes with her in the mirror. “Once a whore, always a whore, is that it?”
She looked away, her shoulders shaking with her sobs.
Just like last time, Ray thought. As soon as he left her alone she was screwing somebody else. Last time he left for five years, but this time, two fucking hours, and she does the same thing. With the same guy!
Ray bent over and picked up Tony’s leather bag from the floor. When he stood up, he felt dizzy. He must be hungry. He couldn’t remember the last time he ate. Forget about Jenny Porter, he told himself. There were plenty of other things to worry about besides her.
The bag felt like it weighed a ton.
Ray pulled Jenny’s keys out of his pocket and tossed them on the bed. He did the same thing with the room key. They stared at each other’s reflections in the bathroom mirror for a few seconds longer. Finally, Ray broke it off. He opened the door and walked out, slamming it shut behind him.
The cab dropped Ray off at a seafood restaurant a quarter mile from his apartment.
It was midnight.
At the far side of West End Boulevard, on the edge of Lake Pontchartrain, sat a parking lot ringed by boarded-up bars and out-of-business restaurants. Once a hot spot on the lakefront, it was now nothing but a ghost town. Only one restaurant was still in business, but it closed every night at ten, so even the cleanup crew was gone. Ray stuffed Tony’s bag beneath the Dumpster behind the restaurant. If Tony or some of his goons were waiting for him inside his apartment, he would need something to bargain with. Maybe he could trade the money for his life.
Hiding in the shadows thrown by the streetlights, Ray eased across West End Park and took a seat at a picnic table across from his apartment. His Mustang was still parked at the curb. He needed that car. So he waited and he watched. After half an hour he was pretty sure no one else was watching his apartment or his car.
He went in the way he had last gone out, through the back window. His landlord had taped a sheet of plastic over the window and picked up most of the broken glass. Ray peeled back one corner of the plastic and slipped through.
Inside the apartment he didn’t waste any time. It was possible someone really good was watching, someone he hadn’t spotted. A couple of hard-asses could be creeping up the steps right now. Ray needed to leave. His car keys were on the floor, just where he had dropped them. Ray stuffed them into his pocket and climbed back out the window.
In the old days, back when Ray was with Vice, he knew he wouldn’t have given it a thought. If he had somehow managed to get his hands on three hundred grand, there would not have been any question what he would have done. He would have packed his shit and left, left his job, left town, left the state. Florida maybe. Get a job on the beach renting out Jet Skis, or open a bar.
Now he was too scared to run. Having the money was more dangerous than not having it, because whoever had it would be the one to catch the blame for ripping off the House and killing Pete Messina. And now Ray had the money.
Tony, that motherfucker. It was all starting to come together, like looking at one of those pictures you had to stare at for ten minutes before you could see the image. Ray had been staring at this picture for a long time, and he was finally seeing it. Hector asking him to cover the front door, something the kid had never done before. Using guys Ray had arrested as part of the robbery crew. Tony blowing a couple of holes in Hector. Dylan Sylvester’s story about the inside man. The rest of the crew-Scooby, Wop, Eddie-all dead. None of it was a coincidence. Now he understood. It was all part of the plan for him to take the fall.
After fleeing his apartment for a second time, Ray had checked into a dump on Chef Menteur Highway. At two o’clock in the morning, he lay in bed in the dark, smoking a cigarette and staring at Tony Zello’s “Z” lighter glinting in his hand.
For a second he had considered the possibility that the money he had found in Tony’s closet was from something else-bookmaking, loan-sharking, his daughter selling Girl Scout cookies. Except Tony didn’t have a daughter, Girl Scout or otherwise. Ray knew exactly where the money had come from. Loose bills, every denomination from ones to hundreds, just like in the counting room at the House.
This was a shit sandwich, and Ray had just taken a big bite.
The question he had been going over in his mind since checking into the room was what to do with the cash. He could take the money and run, just like that old song said. Then he could spend the rest of his life running, always looking over his shoulder. The Messina family had a long reach. Or he could give it back.
Why not? He had done what they asked him to do. He had found the stickup crew, two members at least, even killed one of them. He had identified Tony Zello as the inside man. He had even recovered the money. If life were fair, he would get a pat on the back and a reward for a job well done. But life wasn’t fair and Ray knew it.
What the fuck was Tony thinking? Anyone else Ray could understand. Robbing the House was full of risk, but three hundred large was a lot of money. But Tony was a made man on his way up, and made men didn’t rob the family. And what about Vinnie insisting that Ray find the people who murdered his son? How did that fit with Tony setting up this whole job? Unless they were in it together. But what about Pete getting his face blown off? Whose idea was that?
Ray had a lot of questions but few answers. One thing he was pretty sure about was Hector. He was the bait, the goat tied to the stake, waiting for the tiger. Give Hector a few bucks, tell him to take a break at three o’clock and to make sure Ray covered the door for him. Hector didn’t need to know any more than that, certainly not that a robbery was about to go down.
Once the robbery happened, Hector must have gotten scared and hid out after realizing he had been used, that he was expendable. Turns out Hector had been a lot sharper than Ray. The pimply faced kid had seen it coming and had tried to get away.
All that money. Tony Zello was going to go nuts once he discovered it was missing. He probably already had. Ray hoped Jenny stayed at the hotel. If she went back home and Tony even suspected she had helped Ray, he would kill her for sure.
There was only one way out of this jam, and that was to turn over the money. The only person Ray was sure wasn’t involved was Old Man Carlos. But without going through Tony or Vinnie, something Ray obviously couldn’t do, he would never be allowed to see the Old Man. Then again, maybe he didn’t need to be allowed.
Charlie Rabbit’s words came back to him, Once a week he gets dressed up and drives himself out there. No driver, no guards. He doesn’t want anybody else around.
Two more days until Carlos’s date night.
They were probably the longest two days of Ray’s life. Even longer than his first two days in prison.
It rained the entire time, so he stayed in his room drinking Jameson, smoking Lucky Strikes, and watching TV. He couldn’t keep Jenny out of his thoughts. In prison there had been distractions. Just trying to stay alive had kept him busy. As he waited for the days to tick by, Ray found himself calling room service and asking questions about the menu just so he could hear another live voice. He got so bored he was actually glad he had to go see his parole officer.
He put his Mustang in a pay lot on Poydras, just down from the federal building. The bag with the money and the Smith amp; Wesson were in the trunk. Like always, the meeting with his parole officer was short, less than half an hour.
“You still working, Raymond?”
“I go by Ray.”
“Well, Ray, are you still working?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Any contact with the police since our last meeting?”
“No, sir.”
“Been associating with any known felons?”
“No, sir.”
After the meeting, in the lobby downstairs, Ray nodded to the guard as he passed through the security checkpoint. There was a covered breezeway between the federal office complex and the federal courthouse. The break area set up in the middle of the breezeway had a couple of cement benches, some concrete planters, and a decorative cigarette butt can half-filled with sand.
Ray stepped out of the office building and was cutting through the breezeway when he came face-to-face with Detective Carl Landry. Aside from Tony Zello, Landry was probably the last person on earth Ray wanted to see.
“What are you doing here?” Landry asked.
“It’s a public building,” Ray said. “I’m sightseeing.”
The cop smiled. “Yeah, I guess it is.” He jerked his thumb toward the courthouse. “I just booked a fugitive, wanted for two counts of bank robbery. He’s a scumbag thief, maybe you know him?”
“I got nothing to say to you, Carl.” Ray tried to shoulder past the detective, but Landry’s elbow bumped him in the solar plexus. Not very hard, nothing anyone would notice, but Ray wasn’t ready for it, and it knocked the wind out of him.
While Ray took a couple of deep breaths, Landry said, “You know how I caught him? The bank robber, I mean. A snitch gave him up for fifty bucks.”
“I’m happy for you.”
“Got me thinking…”
“Don’t hurt yourself.” Ray tried to walk away again, but the detective grabbed his arm.
“All that time you spent in prison,” Landry said, “did you ever wonder who it was who gave you up?”
“The feds used a wiretap.”
The detective nodded. “But who put them onto you? They had to have something to base the affidavit on.”
“Are you trying to make a point, or do you just like hearing yourself talk?”
“I heard you’ve been hanging around with your old running buddy.”
“Who are you talking about?”
“I heard you and Jimmy LaGrange kissed and made up.” Landry grinned. “Let me give you a tip. You want to have a covert meeting, don’t have it in the police garage.”
Ray shrugged and walked away.
This time the detective didn’t interfere, but when Ray was a good twenty feet away, Landry called out to him, “If you’re going to kill him, do it in my district. I want to work the case.”
Ray just kept walking.
“You’d be doing me a favor by getting rid of him,” Landry shouted.
This time Ray turned around. “You hate him that much?”
Landry nodded. “He’s a dirty cop and a snitch.”
A snitch.
“How’s it feel,” Landry yelled, “knowing your partner gave you up and sent you to prison?”
Ray shook his head, thinking, not Jimmy. He might be a stuffy little prick now, but back then, back in the day, he was solid. He broke his hand and was off for two months. That’s the only reason he didn’t get caught up in the FBI wiretap. Injury leave for two months. .. the time coinciding almost perfectly with the sixty-day wiretap. .. just a coincidence… but Ray didn’t believe…
He felt his guts twist so hard it staggered him.
Landry motioned him over and pointed to one of the cement benches. “Have a seat, Ray.”
Ray sat down and listened to the cop’s story. A whore had called PIB, claiming LaGrange beat her up in a motel on Tulane Avenue.
“She was beat up,” Landry said. “But that’s not why she called. Turns out Landry wouldn’t pay her. She said she didn’t mind giving him a couple of freebies not to hassle her, but after a while it got to be every day, and it was cutting into her work time.”
So she decided to set him up for PIB.
“We wired her room at the Rose Motel,” Landry said, “and got him on video fucking her, then threatening her when she asked him to pay for it.”
According to Landry, LaGrange had been eager to make a deal. He promised to give up the Vice Squad in exchange for his job and total immunity. Carl Landry Sr. was on the Vice Squad. Because of the conflict of interest, Landry Jr. called in the FBI. The U.S. Attorney inked a deal with LaGrange’s lawyer. Then LaGrange started talking. Based on what he said, the feds got a court-ordered wiretap. Sixty days was all it took, sixty days to wrap up everyone on the squad, everyone except Detective Jimmy LaGrange.
“And you let him stay on the job?” Ray said.
Landry shrugged. “That wasn’t my decision.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
The detective shrugged. “I just thought you should know.”
That wasn’t the reason. Landry wouldn’t piss on Ray’s head if his hair were on fire. Something else was driving the man. Ray thought about something Landry had said that night at the House. “Why did you leave PIB?”
Landry’s face tightened. “I wanted a change.”
Ray shook his head. “Tell me the real reason.”
The detective stared at Ray for several long seconds before he answered. “If your father is a crooked cop doing federal time, they don’t need you in PIB.”
Still not the whole story. Ray said, “It bother you that Jimmy LaGrange is still on the job?”
Landry looked down at his tie. He used both hands to tighten the knot, then smoothed it out with his fingertips. When he looked up at Ray, he had a death’s-head grin on his face. “It doesn’t bother me at all.” Then he stood and walked away, leaving Ray sitting alone on the bench.
Now Ray understood. Landry couldn’t stand the idea that Jimmy LaGrange was still a cop. By telling him that LaGrange had been the government’s snitch, Landry was turning up the heat, trying to bring things to a boil and hoping Ray would strike back at LaGrange. Ray knew the game, and he wasn’t going to play.
At least not by Landry’s rules.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Ray drove his Mustang east on Chef Menteur Highway. Past the strip bars, the Asian sex spas, the Vietnamese village, then out into the swamp where Chef Menteur lost its name and became just U.S. Highway 90. He drove all the way to Sawmill Pass, on the north side of Lake Catherine. Still inside the city limits of New Orleans but so different from the densely packed urban decay of the rest of the city that it might as well be on the dark side of the moon.
Out here there was nothing but rednecks with shotguns, pickup trucks, and shrimp boats. The year Ray had spent in the Seventh District, he had answered maybe three calls out here. These people took care of their own problems.
The only reason he knew where he was going was because on slow nights some of the cops would drive by the Messina camp. The older Seventh District hands were like teenagers, spinning tales to younger kids about a haunted house in the neighborhood. According to police legend, the secluded camp had been the site of at least a dozen mob murders and more than a few torture sessions. The walls were painted red to hide the bloodstains. Ray’s old sergeant said the swamp around Carlos’s place was a watery grave, hiding the bones of dozens of people who had crossed the Don, and that alligators nested there, waiting for their next meal. But Ray didn’t believe that stuff, at least not all of it.
After his accidental meeting with Carl Landry, Ray had gone back to his motel. For the next several hours he had thought about Jimmy LaGrange, about the whores on Tulane Avenue, about the Rose Motel, and about one teenage whore in particular, one he knew was dead. Thinking how the whole Vice Squad went to prison except for Jimmy LaGrange. Thinking about Jimmy the Rat.
Finally, it was time.
Ray had left his room at 9:00 PM. Old Man Carlos was supposed to be a reasonable man, so maybe he would recognize the truth when he heard it. It was ugly, but it was still the truth.
It had been years since Ray was there, so he almost missed it. An unmarked gravel drive that ran off the highway, back toward the lake. Messina’s camp sat on about five acres of land, the front half of which was densely wooded. The only way in was the single-lane driveway.
Tires on gravel make too much noise, so Ray killed his lights and parked on the soft shoulder of the road. From the trunk he pulled the leather bag holding the money and Dylan Sylvester’s Smith amp; Wesson. He thought about leaving the gun behind. You didn’t win friends or people’s trust by pulling a gun, but he decided to keep it in the bag, just in case.
The camp was a hundred yards from the road. It was a single-story, wood-framed house set on thick pylons nine feet above the ground. A wide staircase led to a screened-in porch on the front. Looking under the house, Ray could see a second, smaller set of stairs in the back, on the lakeside. Parked on the cement slab beneath the house were two cars, a black, four-door Cadillac Deville-spaghetti and meatballs, mobsters and Caddies-and Priscilla Zello’s maroon Jag.
As he stood looking at the house, the only sounds Ray heard were the crickets in the woods and the gentle lapping of the water against the boat dock out on the lake. Even though it hadn’t rained since last night, the ground was still saturated from the recent downpours. Through the front windows, Ray saw a couple of lights burning inside.
By fishing camp standards, the place was big, at least 2,000 square feet, with unpainted, rough wooden siding that gave it a rustic look. On three sides the woods were cleared back twenty yards; the lakeside was cleared a little farther, thirty yards down to the water’s edge. The ground between the woods and the cabin was covered with grass. As Ray stepped off the gravel driveway, his shoes sank in the soggy earth.
Creeping toward the house, his feet made sucking sounds each time he lifted them, then sloshed as he took his next step; but it was better than the crunching sound of his footsteps on the gravel. He passed the front steps, went under the house, past the two silent cars, then paused at the foot of the back stairs. They rose to a covered porch with a wooden railing, much smaller than the screened-in patio on the other side of the house. A dim light shone through the glass panes of the French doors.
Ray thought about slinking away, about how stupid this was, about taking the money and leaving town. Instead he tightened his grip on the double handle of the leather bag and tiptoed up the stairs.
I must be crazy.
On the porch, Ray stood to the side of the doors and peered through the glass panes like a Peeping Tom. The master bedroom was lit only by the light from the half-closed bathroom, but that faint glow was plenty enough to see by. Plenty enough to see Carlos Messina’s big fat ass thrusting rhythmically between a pair of soft white thighs.
The sound of the Old Man’s panting and grunting drifted through the door but was nearly drowned out by the shrill screams from the woman under him. Ray couldn’t see her because Carlos’s big, bald head was beside hers, facedown on the pillow, blocking Ray’s view, but he had no doubt who she was.
There was no way he could get a fair hearing if he interrupted, so he waited, but he couldn’t turn away. Like someone passing the scene of a horrible accident, he had to look. After a few minutes the Old Man’s thrusting grew deeper and quicker while the woman’s shrieks became sharper and shorter.
Finally Carlos tensed up, thrust one last time as he let out a long moan, then collapsed on top of the woman. Almost immediately she started to squirm under his weight. The mob godfather rolled off her and onto his back, then used the sheet to wipe the sweat off his face. Priscilla Zello scooted away from Old Man Carlos’s mountain of sweaty flesh.
Ray reached out and grabbed the door handle. He had been ready to kick the door open if it had been locked, but it wasn’t. He just pushed it back and stepped inside.
The bed was to Ray’s right, centered against the wall, a nightstand on either side. Mrs. Zello was sitting up on the far side of the bed. Carlos Messina lay on the side nearest Ray, the mob boss on his back, eyes closed, his furry chest bathed in sweat.
Priscilla saw Ray first. She screamed, a high-pitched, piercing shriek that made the hair on Ray’s arms stand up. The scream was real this time, not like when she was taking Carlos inside her. Like a frightened cat, she backed against the headboard and froze. The Old Man’s eyes popped open and he rolled onto his side, facing Ray. His expression went from shock to anger.
Ray held out his free hand, palm first. “Mr. Messina, I need to talk to you. It’s an emergency.”
Priscilla screamed again. Carlos Messina jerked around and looked at her. Too late, Ray realized the Old Man wasn’t looking at her; he was looking past her, to the nightstand on the other side of the bed, at a Beretta 9mm lying on top of it.
Ray dropped to one knee and let Tony’s leather carryall fall to the floor. He jerked open the zipper and snatched the Smith amp; Wesson pistol from inside. Carlos rolled across Priscilla, one arm stretching toward the gun on the nightstand. Ray ran around the foot of the bed to the far side. Priscilla rolled to her left, out from under her overweight lover, away from the nightstand and the Beretta. With the gun thrust out in front of him in a two-handed combat grip, Ray aimed the Smith. 40 caliber at Carlos Messina’s head. “Stop!”
Carlos looked to his left, stared into the muzzle of Ray’s gun, just four feet from his face. Ray saw the Old Man’s hand freeze less than a foot from the Beretta.
“I just want to talk,” Ray said.
“Kill him,” Priscilla screamed from the other side of the bed. “Kill him!”
Carlos looked at the pistol lying on the nightstand, and then again at the gun pointed at him. Ray sensed him running through the geometry, figuring angles and distances. Evidently, he realized he was going to come up on the short side of the equation, so the Old Man sighed and sat up.
Priscilla looked at Carlos like she had never seen him before, her eyes wide, her mouth open. “What are you doing?” she demanded.
He turned to her and with a calm voice said, “Shut up.”
“What?”
“You heard me.” Then he turned his attention back to Ray. “What do you want?”
Ray relaxed the death grip he had been holding on the gun. “Just to talk. I’m not going to hurt anybody.”
“You expect me to believe that you broke into my bedroom and pulled a gun on me while I was getting a piece of ass just so we could talk?”
Priscilla Zello snorted at the piece of ass reference.
Ray took a deep breath. “I had no choice.”
Carlos stared at him.
Ray moved back around the bed and picked up Tony’s bag. “I want you to look at this.”
“What is it?”
Priscilla Zello’s eyes narrowed. Ray thought he saw recognition in them. He tossed the bag onto the bed. It landed slightly on its side, across Carlos’s outstretched legs, the unzipped top angled toward Ray. Nodding at Priscilla, Ray said, “It belongs to her husband.”
“That’s a lie!” she said.
Carlos gave her a look that shut her up. He left the bag across his legs but otherwise didn’t touch it. From his angle he couldn’t see inside the bag. “What is it?”
Ray glanced back and forth between the two of them, both sitting with their backs against the headboard, both naked, neither making any effort to cover themselves. “Money,” he said to Carlos. “I didn’t count it, but I figure it’s somewhere around three hundred thousand.”
Carlos bent forward, grabbed one of the handles, and rolled the bag closer to him. He looked inside. Then he nodded, as if his practiced eye agreed with Ray’s guess about the amount. Then he looked at Priscilla.
She shook her head. “That’s not Tony’s bag.”
Ray said, “Look at the tag.”
Carlos turned the bag around so he could read the luggage tag tied to one of the D-rings. He looked at Priscilla again. “It’s got his name on it.”
Priscilla looked at Carlos, but jabbed a finger at Ray. “I can’t believe you’re listening to him.”
Carlos said, “He’s got the gun.” His voice was calm, like he didn’t have a care in the world.
She nodded toward the nightstand. “You’ve got a gun, too. Why don’t you use it?”
The Old Man glanced at Ray, giving him a can-you-believe-I’ve-got-to-put-up-with-her look. Ray shrugged, and for a second they were just two guys sharing a little joke. Then Carlos said, “Where’d you get it?”
“That’s not Tony’s bag,” Priscilla repeated. “I’ve never seen that-”
“I’m not going to tell you again.” Carlos raised a finger in front of her face. “Keep your mouth shut.” He nodded at Ray.
“I got it from Tony’s house,” Ray said. “My guess is, that’s the money from the robbery.”
“What were you doing in my house?” Priscilla demanded. Carlos didn’t say anything to her for disobeying his order to keep her mouth shut, didn’t say anything to Ray, just let the question hang.
Ray understood. It was a good question. From the corner of his eye, he saw a chair against the wall near the bathroom door, shaped aluminum tubing and cushions. He pulled it over and sat down. “I went in there to get a gun.” He turned the Smith over in his hand. “This gun.”
Since Priscilla got away with it the last time, she tried it again. “He’s lying. That’s not Tony’s gun.”
Old Man Messina ignored her.
Ray said, “I didn’t say it was his gun. I said it was his bag. He had the gun, and I needed to get it back.” Ray pointed to the bag in Carlos’s lap. “I found that in the bedroom closet.”
“You went in my closet!”
Ray used the. 40 caliber like an extension of his finger, pointing it at Mr. Messina. “You’ve got people in the Eighth District. You’ve got the captain in your pocket. You’re putting his kids through school. You didn’t need me looking for those guys.”
“It was my brother’s idea.”
“I bet if you check, you’ll find out it was really Tony’s idea.”
“Why?”
“To frame me. The money was in his…” he jabbed the Smith at Priscilla, “In her closet.”
Priscilla turned to Carlos. “He admitted breaking into my house. He stole that bag and put the money in it to frame Tony.”
Looking at Carlos, Ray said, “The money was already in the bag.”
“Liar!” She pulled her legs under her and scampered toward him.
Ray pushed the muzzle of the gun toward her and she stopped. “You can’t have it both ways,” he said. “Either you’ve never seen that bag, or I stole it from you to frame your husband. One or the other.”
Carlos shoved her down in the middle of the bed. “Sit down.”
Priscilla covered herself with the comforter.
Messina looked down at the money again, then stared into Ray’s eyes. “You got some balls coming in here the way you did. And I don’t think it was just to tell me a bullshit story.” Carlos pointed to the bag. “Why didn’t you keep it?”
“It’s not mine.”
“You could have run. A lot of guys would have.”
“I thought about it,” Ray said. “But I don’t like running.”
The Old Man nodded.
“The doorman,” Ray said, “a kid named Hector, got caught up in it and Tony killed him. Two of the mopes on the crew, the one who shot your nephew and another guy named Sylvester, turns out I arrested both of them when I was a cop.”
“There were four of them.”
“I didn’t know the other two,” Ray said. “They were hired help.”
Priscilla started to get up. “I’m not listening to this bullshit anymore.”
Carlos held her down. He pointed to the French doors. “You move again, I’ll throw you through that glass door.” She sat back down, arms folded across her chest.
Carlos looked at Ray. “What about my brother?”
That was a subject Ray would rather skirt around. He was sure about Tony, but much less sure about Vinnie. Now was no time for speculation, but he couldn’t avoid the Old Man’s penetrating stare, so he gave the most neutral-and truthful-answer he could. “I don’t know.” It was probably the wrong answer.
Carlos’s face tightened and his lips barely moved as he spoke. “What the fuck do you mean you don’t know?”
“What I’m sure of is that Tony set up the robbery with people he could tie into me. Then he insisted I go after them. All the while he’s planning on putting the whole thing off on me. But as to whether your brother was in on it, that I don’t know.”
Carlos Messina was silent for almost a minute. Ray started sweating. He could smell it on himself. It smelled like fear. His whole life hung in the balance, waiting on the decision of an old man, sitting naked on a bed, his big belly hanging over his crotch. Meanwhile, Priscilla stared daggers at Ray.
Carlos looked down at the money in the bag, then nodded. “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch myself.”
Ray didn’t know if he was talking about Tony or Vinnie. He never found out because Priscilla Zello sprang across the bed, right over Carlos’s lap. She stretched out her long body and grabbed the Beretta pistol off the nightstand.
“Crazy bitch,” Carlos yelled as he wrapped his thick arms around her chest, squishing her bare breasts, but not able to stop her.
Ray sprang out of the chair, knocking it over behind him. He stepped to his right, toward the back door-a moving target is harder to hit-as Priscilla one-handed the pistol across the front of her body and fired at him.
Ray saw the flash, a yellow spurt of flame bursting from the muzzle, but adrenaline had diminished his sound perception, so he heard only a dull pop. Priscilla lay on her right side, sprawled on top of Carlos, who still had both arms locked around her and was trying to toss her off the bed. The Old Man had probably thrown her aim off just enough to save Ray’s life. Only six feet away, he didn’t expect her to miss again. With the Smith amp; Wesson thrust out in front of him, Ray yelled, “Drop the gun!”
Priscilla arched her back like a wrestler, pushing Carlos into the headboard. He held on to her with one arm and reached his other hand out, trying to grab the Beretta, but she moved it away from him like they were playing a game of keep-away.
Ray sidestepped all the way to the door. He yelled again, “Drop the gun!”
Priscilla rammed an elbow into Carlos’s gut. He grunted as his breath exploded through his lips. He dropped his hands. Priscilla rolled up onto her knees in front of Carlos, then leaned forward, bracing herself with one hand on the bed. She stretched the gun toward Ray.
Ray aimed the Smith. 40 and squeezed twice on the trigger-BOOM! BOOM! As far as he could tell the first shot missed, and the second whizzed under her hanging breasts and hit her in the thigh.
The Beretta flashed as Priscilla fired again. Ray heard the bullet THUNK against the wall behind him. He started pulling the trigger again-BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! The first shot caught her in the neck and lifted her onto her knees. The second one hit her low in the stomach, just above her dark patch of pubic hair. The third one missed and dug out a chunk of drywall just above the headboard. Priscilla fell back on top of Carlos, her eyes rolling up as one hand fell over the edge of the bed. Ray heard the Beretta clunk to the floor.
Carlos moaned. His breath was a wet sucking sound. Ray stepped to the side of the bed, his gun down by his leg. The Old Man’s eyes darted from side to side and although his mouth moved, all that came out was a gurgle. Blood bubbled from a hole in his chest, just above his left nipple.
Priscilla lay on her back, on top of Carlos, her smooth white skin punched through with three jagged black holes. The blood from her neck partially covered her breasts like a red bib, but her heart had stopped and so had the bleeding.
Carlos reached a hand out to Ray. Instinctively, Ray took it. Then he heard a rattle deep inside the Old Man’s chest as he breathed his last breath. Ray sank to the floor. He knew one thing for sure. He was fucked, absolutely fucked. No way, absolutely no way, could he get out of this. When the Guidos found out he had killed-
A thought, like a single razor-thin sliver of light sliced through Ray’s brain. The thought was nothing but a single word- IF. If they found out he killed Carlos Messina.
He looked at the two bodies. Naked bodies, entwined together in bed. Lovers caught in the act. Lovers shot dead. A crime of passion, a crime of insane jealously, a crime committed by an enraged husband.
Ray picked up the Beretta. He de-cocked the hammer and jammed the pistol in his waistband. The chair went back against the wall; then he wiped off the aluminum tubing with his shirttail. He looked for his footprints in the blood but didn’t see any. Once he got away, he would throw away his shoes just to be safe.
He backed toward the door, carrying Tony’s bag and the Smith amp; Wesson, scanning the room for any identifiable sign that he had been there. At the door, he used his shirt again and wiped off both sides of the handle.
Standing in the open doorway, Ray pulled Tony’s lighter out of his pocket, the ugly “Z” lighter Priscilla Zello had given her husband.
She bitches about my smoking. Says it ruins all her clothes.
Tony’s wife didn’t smoke. So it stood to reason that if Tony’s lighter was at Carlos Messina’s camp, Tony must have brought it. If it was on the floor, Tony must have dropped it. When he caught his wife in bed with Carlos and killed them both.
Ray smeared his palms over the metal surface of the lighter. Lab techs had to find smudges on things, otherwise those things looked planted. He tossed the lighter onto the floor, then closed the door behind him.
Ray tossed the Beretta in the swamp. Driving back toward the city, he stopped at the first gas station he came to on Highway 90. The station was closed. People out here went home early. The pay phone was attached to the corner of the building, over by the restrooms. He used his shirttail to hold the handset.
Ray told the 911 operator that he was a neighbor, out walking his dog when he heard shots coming from the Messina camp. No, he didn’t want to give his name. That’s why he was using a pay phone. Didn’t she know who Carlos Messina was? He didn’t want to get involved. He was just reporting what he had heard in case someone needed help.
Was anyone hurt? the operator asked.
He didn’t know for sure, Ray said, but he heard gunshots and didn’t that usually mean someone was hurt? Before he hung up, Ray told the operator one more thing: just after the shots, he had seen a man pulling away in a green car. He wasn’t sure what kind, but it was big, one of those luxury cars, maybe a Cadillac or Lincoln.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Ray pulled his Mustang into a parking garage next door to Harrah’s Casino. The six-story garage was well lit and had twenty-four-hour traffic and security. He opened the trunk and tossed in Tony Zello’s leather carryall.
Glancing around the garage, Ray spotted an old couple just stepping into the elevator. He slipped Dylan Sylvester’s Smith amp; Wesson. 40 caliber down the back of his pants and covered it with his shirt.
Ray took the elevator down, walked across Canal Street, and eased into the French Quarter.
After more than a decade of interviewing suspects and witnesses, at least half of them lying to him, Ray had faith in his ability to judge if someone was telling the truth, but it had to be face-to-face. Ninety percent of communication is nonverbal. Facial expressions, body posture, hand gestures, eye movements-those are the things that give away the liar, and none of that comes through during a telephone conversation.
Interviewing someone over the telephone was like phone sex. She might sound like a twenty-two-year-old, 120-pound, blonde-haired, blue-eyed goddess, but odds were she was a fifty-year-old, 300-pound hag, with thinning hair and bad breath.
He had to talk to Vinnie face-to-face.
Ray wasn’t sure where Tony was, but he had to assume he was probably at the House. From a doorway alcove across the street and half a block away, Ray spent twenty minutes watching the front door of the House, making sure Tony wasn’t dicking around outside, greeting customers, acting like a big shot. The key to Ray’s plan was to get in and out without running into Tony.
Getting in turned out to be easier than Ray thought. He just strolled in. The new doorman, a guy Ray had never seen before but who definitely looked Italian, even opened the door for him.
Inside, the first floor was packed. On the stage, a couple of the girls were doing their oiled-up, titty-rubbing routine. No one even looked at Ray as he drifted past the bar, past the empty stool where he used to sit, and climbed the stairs. The pistol wedged into the back of his pants felt heavy.
Same thing on the second floor. From the stairwell, Ray saw the players jammed around the tables, throwing down money and chips.
On the third floor, he caught the eye of one of the girls draped across a chaise. The refurbished and resized rooms where the girls got down to work were spaced along a central hallway, but the area near the stairs was set up as a lounge. If a guy couldn’t find a girl in the strip club or casino, all he had to do was go up to the third floor and he could find one waiting for him on a love seat or reclining on a sofa. Vinnie liked to keep two or three girls there all the time.
When the girl on the chaise looked at him, Ray didn’t know what else to do, so he pressed a finger to his lips, pleading for silence. She shrugged and rolled her head back against the cushion.
On the fourth floor, Ray crept down the hall to the sitting area outside Vinnie’s apartment. A leather couch and two wingback chairs were arranged around a coffee table. Ray checked his watch. Five minutes past midnight. Vinnie wasn’t much of a night owl, so the odds were good that he was tucked in for the night, with or without the missus, depending on whether it was bridge night.
The door to Vinnie’s suite was solid, made of dark wood, and heavy, the kind normally found on the exterior of a house. An old-fashioned brass knocker was centered just below the peephole. Ray glanced around the sitting area, hoping for some inspiration, some idea how to get the door open. Knocking was out of the question. Even if Vinnie didn’t know about his brother yet, as soon as he saw Ray standing outside his door, he would at least call Tony, or, at the very least, if Tony was out, summon a couple of muscle heads up to put the grab on Ray until he could find Tony.
No inspiration came. Ray thought about the lock-picking kit he used to carry around in his briefcase. He had carried it for years, maybe used it twice. Now that he really needed it, he couldn’t remember what he had done with it. When you get arrested, denied bond, then later sent to prison, your possessions seem to have a way of disappearing.
He raised his foot and kicked. The door flew open. Whoever had remodeled the place had hung the heavy door on the hotel’s original door frame. The cheap wooden jamb splintered as the lock’s strike plate tore through it.
Ray had been in Vinnie’s penthouse before and rushed straight into the bedroom. In the light that spilled from the open bathroom door, Ray saw Vinnie sitting up in bed, eyes wide, wearing a just-woken-up-in-the-middle-of-the-night look on his face. The spot next to him was empty.
Ray held both hands out and open, imploring Vinnie to stay put. He left the Smith amp; Wesson tucked against his back. Last time he had pulled it out things hadn’t gone so well. “Where’s your wife?”
Vinnie glanced at the spot beside him. “Playing bridge,” he said, not fully awake enough yet to demand what Ray was doing breaking into his house in the middle of the night.
“I’m just here to talk, Vinnie. All I’m asking for is two minutes.”
Vinnie tensed and shot a glance at the nightstand beside him. There was a telephone on top. Below that a single drawer. Ray didn’t think it was the telephone Vinnie was thinking about grabbing.
“Vinnie, I have a gun, so if you’re thinking about reaching into that drawer for a piece, don’t. You’re not going to make it.” Ray waved his open hands back and forth. “I just want to talk.”
Vinnie was old, fat, and slow. He looked toward the nightstand one more time, then sighed. He slouched against the headboard and looked up at Ray. “So talk.”
Ray backed up and dropped into a chair that sat next to the wall, just inside the bedroom door. From Vinnie’s point of view, having a man towering over you while you sat in your bed wearing a pair of silk pajamas had to be intimidating. Ray didn’t want to intimidate him. He really did just want to talk. He wanted to find out the truth.
“I didn’t kill your son,” Ray said.
Vinnie didn’t respond, just stared across the room at Ray with a pair of sad eyes.
Ray went on. “But I’ve got to ask you something.”
“What?”
“Why was there so much money in the counting room that night?”
“I gave you a job when you got out. I paid you good money. I even trusted you.”
“Vinnie, I didn’t do it. If I did, I wouldn’t be here right now. I’d have taken the money and disappeared.”
Vinnie folded his hands across his paunch. “Tony warned me about-”
“Fuck Tony! He’s the reason I’m in this mess.”
“What do you mean?”
“Why was there so much money in the counting room?”
Ray watched Vinnie’s eyes. They moved up and to Vinnie’s left, the analytical side of the brain, searching for a memory; not toward the right side, the creative side, the side where lies came from. It was something Ray had learned in interview and interrogation class.
Vinnie said, “This year Halloween fell on a Friday. We figured we would get real busy. We were right.”
“Whose idea was that?”
Again, Vinnie’s eyes cut up to his left as he pulled down a memory. “Tony said we needed extra cash.”
Bingo.
“Tony’s the one who set this up. He’s the one who got your boy killed.”
“Bullshit,” Vinnie barked. His eyes cut to the nightstand drawer.
“Think about it, Vinnie. Who was it who was really doing the pushing to have me work this thing?” Ray was guessing, but he could tell by the way Vinnie’s face changed that he was guessing right. “When we thought Hector might know something, Tony shot him. When I started tracking down the four gunmen, they all turned up dead before I could get to them.” Except for Dylan Sylvester. He wasn’t dead before I got to him, but that’s another story. “What you said was right, you gave me a job and you pay me well. I got no complaints, and I got no reason to violate your trust.”
Vinnie stared straight ahead. His face soft. He was thinking about it. “The money is reason enough,” he mumbled, but it sounded more like a reflex. “Everybody needs money.”
Ray thought about something Tony had said, Vinnie couldn’t afford to buy a grilled cheese sandwich. Telling him about Vinnie’s financial problems. “Tony set it up so it looked like I did it, and then he led me around by the nose until he had me thinking it was you.”
“Me!”
“He told me Pete’s school was tapping you out. That and your wife’s shopping. You were basically broke.”
“Tony’s been telling me it was you who set it up and got my son killed.”
“He told me it was your decision to have so much money that night.”
“That’s bullshit.”
“And whose idea was it to skip a couple of pickups?” “Tony said picking up bags of cash with so many people in the club was too tempting, like asking for trouble. So we cut back some that night.”
“Which left a lot more in the counting room.”
Vinnie nodded.
Ray said, “He was planning to put it off on both of us.”
“Why would he do that?”
Ray wondered if Vinnie could really be so stupid that he didn’t see the ambitious fuck he had working for him. “He wants to run the House. At least that’s what he wants right now, no telling what he’s going to want later.”
“Tony is family.” Vinnie voiced the words, but the conviction in them was absent.
Ray glanced at the empty spot in the bed beside Vinnie.
“You said your wife was playing bridge?”
Vinnie nodded. “Twice a week.”
“That’s a lot of bridge.”
“What do you mean?” Vinnie’s voice was low and defensive.
Ray glanced at the telephone on the nightstand and thought about the carnage at the Old Man’s cabin. Any minute that phone could ring. He didn’t want to be here when Vinnie got the word his brother was dead. “I have to go, Vinnie.”
“Where the fuck you going?”
Ray was sure Vinnie was telling the truth. Tony had duped Vinnie just like he had duped Ray.
Now Ray had to get out of here. If he could lie low until the news broke about Carlos and Priscilla, and once the cops started hunting Tony down for murder, Ray could resurface. He could hand Tony’s bag full of money to Vinnie and say he found it at Dylan Sylvester’s apartment. Vinnie wasn’t going to look too closely at the logic of Tony leaving the money with a tweaked-out stickup man, not when Vinnie had all the money back in his hands, not when he was the last man standing and the new boss of New Orleans.
But first Ray had to get out of here and disappear, just for a few hours, until the storm out on Lake Catherine blew over. “I think I can get the money back,” Ray said.
Vinnie’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “How?”
Ray looked at his watch. It was almost twelve thirty. “Give me until noon.”
“Why?”
“Just trust me.”
Vinnie glanced at the nightstand, but Ray couldn’t tell if he was looking at the phone or thinking about going for the gun in the drawer.
“Vinnie?”
Vinnie looked up. “You sure about this, Ray?”
“You’ll hear from me by noon. I give you my word.”
Vinnie shook his head. “I’m talking about Tony.”
Ray nodded. “I’m sure.”
“I treated him like my fucking blood, like my own… better than I did my own son.”
Behind Ray, Tony Zello said, “I have to admit I underestimated you, Shane.”
Ray spun around. Tony stepped into the bedroom, his five-shot. 38 aimed at Ray’s face. He pressed the muzzle against Ray’s forehead and patted him down. He pulled the Smith amp; Wesson. 40 from behind Ray’s back.
“Tony, what the fuck is going on here?” Vinnie said.
Tony hefted the big Smith amp; Wesson in his left hand. “What’s that term the government uses, regime change? ” Casually, Tony extended the stainless-steel automatic and shot Vinnie in the face. Blood and brains splattered the far wall.
“Carlos is going to be devastated when he finds out you murdered his brother,” Tony said, screwing the muzzle of his. 38 tighter against Ray’s forehead. “But then again they weren’t all that close anyway. And he’ll be glad to hear that I got here just a few seconds later and put a bullet in your head.”
Ray chopped Tony’s right wrist with the edge of his hand. The. 38 popped loose. Ray locked both hands around Tony’s left wrist. Tony raised the Smith amp; Wesson, but Ray kept the muzzle away. Tony squeezed the trigger. The big gun exploded a foot from Ray’s head. Ray slammed his forehead into Tony’s face. The Smith amp; Wesson clattered to the floor.
Ray locked eyes with Tony. Then he drove his fist into Tony’s nose. Tony fell like a sack of wet cement. After he hit the ground he didn’t move. Ray reached for the Smith amp; Wesson. Then he stopped, his hand just a few inches from it. Tony’s fingerprints were on that gun. An idea popped into Ray’s head. He picked up the. 38 and shoved it into his pocket. Then he turned to the bed.
Vinnie lay sprawled on his back. The bullet had hit him just below his left eye. Under his hair the back of his head was misshapen where the high-velocity. 40-caliber bullet had blown out the back of his skull. Vinnie’s silk pajamas and the silk sheets under him were awash with blood.
Ray grabbed the nearest pillow. There were only a few spots of blood on it. He pulled off the silk case. Then he reached his hand through the case and held it over the Smith. 40. Using the pillowcase as a glove he picked up the automatic. Then he reversed the case, pulling the gun back through the opening and leaving the big pistol at the bottom of the pillowcase as if it were at the bottom of a sack.
Tony groaned.
Ray kicked him in the head.
Tony went back to sleep.
Ray stepped into the hallway carrying the pillowcase with the Smith amp; Wesson. Joey and Rocco were bounding out of the stairwell. They saw Ray and started lumbering toward him. Ray jerked Tony’s. 38 from his pocket and fired a wild shot at them. The two muscle heads dove for cover. Joey came up with a gun and fired back. Ray emptied the. 38 at them and bolted for the fire exit a few feet away at the end of the hall.
He threw open the heavy door and stepped out onto the metal fire escape landing. A rusted metal ladder ran up the side of the building. That ladder was how Ray climbed to the roof every morning to catch the sunrise. But this time he needed to go down.
Ray dropped the. 38 and stuffed the pillowcase containing the Smith. 40 into his waistband. He swung onto the ladder and scampered down two floors to the second-floor landing. The ladder ended there. Rust marks against the brick wall showed where the fire escape had once gone all the way to the ground. Ray peered over the metal railing. It was a ten-foot drop to the alley below.
A nearby metal drain spout ran from the roof to the ground. Ray climbed over the railing and leaned toward the drain spout. The spout was secured to the brick by thin metal bands screwed into the wall every five or six feet. The drain spout and the bands and screws holding it to the wall were covered with rust.
Ray grabbed hold of the spout with both hands. He braced one foot against the wall and swung away from the landing. His fingers almost slipped away from the sides of the square metal spout, but he held on. Tentatively, he took one step down. Then another. He shuffled his feet down the wall and worked his hands one over the other toward the ground. Halfway down, his right foot slipped and his knee banged against the bricks. He lost his grip and fell.
Ray landed on a metal trash can. He bounced off, did a half roll, and flopped onto the filthy alley floor, his ribs screaming in pain.
He pulled himself to his feet. He looked up at the fire escape. The fourth-floor landing was empty. The door still closed. Joey and Rocco had by now probably discovered Tony on the floor and Vinnie lying dead in his PJs. The two steroid guzzlers weren’t very adaptable. They would have to wait for Tony to come around and ask him what to do.
In the meantime, Ray had to get the fuck out of here. He limped out of the alley and turned toward Canal Street.
There was a pay phone on the ground floor of the parking garage next to the elevator. Ray picked up the receiver and dropped in a quarter. He called directory assistance. Once he got the number he wanted, the computer connected him automatically.
After a couple of rings a recorded voice thanked him for calling American Airlines. Ray pressed zero until a live ticket agent came on the line. He booked a flight and told the agent he would pay at the counter when he checked in.
“If you would like to put the ticket on your credit card, we can hold the seat for you,” the female ticket agent said.
“I’m paying with cash.”
“Oh,” she said. Airlines didn’t like dealing with cash. In a post-9/11 world, people buying last-minute tickets for cash were suspicious. Something Ray was counting on.
After nearly a minute of computer keyboard tapping, the ticket agent said, “To confirm, sir, I have you booked one way, departing New Orleans tomorrow at 1:25 PM, arriving in Miami at 4:10 PM. Would you like the confirmation number?”
“I don’t have a pen with me,” Ray said.
“Then is there anything else I can help you with?”
“No, that’s all.”
“Well, thank you for choosing American Airlines, and I hope you have a pleasant flight, Mr. Zello.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Ray rode the elevator up to his car.
It was just past one o’clock in the morning. Ray had to wait a few minutes for a group of drunks, out for a boys’ night at the casino, to climb into an SUV and drive away. Then he popped open the trunk of his Mustang and unzipped Tony’s leather carryall. He scanned the parking lot to make sure he was alone.
He took out most of the money and stashed it in the well beneath his spare tire. There was maybe $50,000 left in the bag, give or take. Ray dropped the blood-spotted pillowcase and the Smith amp; Wesson into the bag and zipped it shut. He pulled the bag out of the trunk and slammed the lid closed.
Ten minutes later, Ray strolled past Shorty’s parking lot on Decatur, the handles of Tony’s leather carryall clutched in one hand. Tony’s green Lincoln was parked at the back of the lot. Shorty worked days, and his twenty-year-old nephew, a kid named Milo, worked nights. Milo’s face glowed inside the booth from the light of a television screen.
Ray walked through the parking lot past Tony’s car. It was parked in spot number fifteen. When Ray circled back to the booth, Milo was still staring at the TV. Ray tapped on the glass. The kid jumped.
“Can I help you?” Milo stammered.
“I came to pick up my car, but I noticed my buddy’s Lexus over there.” Ray pointed to an ivory-colored sedan parked half a dozen spaces away from the booth. “Looks like somebody hit it.”
Milo stood up. He started shaking his head as he stepped through the door and ambled toward the car.
Ray hung back next to the booth. When Milo looked over his shoulder, Ray pointed toward the car. “Right there on the fender, just above the right rear tire.”
Milo looked at the Lexus from a dozen feet away. “I don’t see nothing.”
Ray said, “Guy’s kind of a hothead, and if somebody smacked into his car, no telling what he’ll do.” While he talked, Ray reached inside the booth and grabbed the keys that hung from peg number fifteen.
Shuffling closer to the car, Milo mumbled, “For sure nobody hit any cars while I was here.” The kid’s oversize jeans hung halfway down his ass, flashing his red and white boxers and making his shuffling gait look more like a duck’s waddle. When he reached the Lexus, Milo dropped to one knee and examined the back right fender. After several seconds he said, “I don’t see no damage at all.”
Ray had the keys palmed in one hand and Tony’s leather bag in the other as he walked back toward the Lincoln. “I’m sorry,” he said, nodding toward the pole-mounted halogen light standing over the parking lot, “must have been a trick of the light.”
Milo shook his head as he walked back toward the booth. “Man, you making me miss my show.”
Ray stopped beside a blue Mercury parked two spaces down from Tony’s car and sneaked a glance at Milo. The kid stood outside the booth watching him. Ray set the leather bag on the Mercury’s trunk and made a show of searching for something in his pockets.
Milo lost interest and crawled back inside his booth to watch TV.
Ray opened the Lincoln’s trunk and tossed Tony’s leather bag inside. Fifty grand in the trunk of a car sure made it look like someone was about to run. The pistol was linked to four homicides: Dylan Sylvester, Carlos and Vinnie Messina, and Tony’s wife. Plus, it had been fired during the robbery at the House. Fired at Ray, which cleared Ray of any connection to it.
Ray walked back to the booth. Milo’s face was buried in the glow of his television. He jumped when Ray knocked on the glass. “Man, what are you doing sneaking up on me like that again?”
Ray used his forearm to nudge Milo out of the way. Then he reached behind the kid’s back and hooked Tony’s keys back onto peg number fifteen. “I forgot something,” Ray said, “I’ll be back for my car in a little while.”
“Customers aren’t allowed to touch the key rack. In fact, no one is allowed inside the booth except me.”
Ray backed away. He held up both hands. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again, I promise.”
Milo turned and looked at the Peg-Board. “What hook did you put your keys on? I want to make sure you did it right.”
Ray turned and walked away, calling over his shoulder, “My usual spot.”
“Yeah, but which one is that?” Milo yelled after him.
Directly across Decatur from the parking lot was a hole-inthe-wall skank strip bar called Rhapsody’s. Ray crossed the street and strolled down the dark sidewalk past the strip bar to the next intersection. He turned the corner and circled the block. He didn’t want Milo to see where he went. The walk also gave him time to think.
By the time Ray made it back around, Milo’s face was once again glued to his tiny television screen. Ray ducked inside the strip joint.
Behind the bar was a narrow stage on which a skinny white girl danced. The floor beneath the bar was sticky. Ray ordered a Budweiser. When it came, he gave the barman five bucks, then moved to a table where he could see out the door.
Tony’s car was still in the parking lot.
A skank in too-high heels traipsed over to Ray’s table. She pulled an empty chair up real close to Ray and dropped into it. She rubbed her hand along his thigh and asked if he was interested in a private dance in the back. Ray told her no thanks.
It was 2:00 AM when Ray finished his beer. He found a pay phone by the men’s room. He dropped in some change and called the Eighth District station. The deskman rang him through to the detective office.
Like every detective squad, the one in the Eighth District handled the usual assortment of rapes, robberies, and murders, but the Eighth District squad, because of its location in that sea of vice known as the French Quarter, also worked a lot of organized-crime cases. And organized crime was Detective Carl Landry’s passion, because it was through organized crime that he got to dirty cops.
Landry was still working nights.
“What do you want, Shane?” Landry barked into the phone.
“Is anybody looking for Tony Zello?”
“Why?”
“Just a hunch.”
“Cops have hunches,” Landry said. “What you have is probably gas.”
“Forget it, Carl.”
“Wait!” Landry said. “What’s the hunch?”
“Fuck you.”
“Don’t be an asshole, Shane. You called me, remember?”
Ray waited, letting the silence build.
“Well?” Landry said.
“I think Tony is about to blow town,” Ray said.
“Why do you think that?” Landry sounded very interested. Ray guessed he had already heard a preliminary report about the bodies out at Lake Catherine.
“Tony is acting weird and it makes me jumpy,” Ray said. “There’s bad blood between us, has been for a while, and I’m just worried he might try to settle our account before he leaves.”
“I know all about the girlfriend and the bad blood, but what makes you think he’s trying to get out of town?”
“He’s been acting real strange the last couple of hours.”
“Strange how?”
“Like he was nervous. Then I overheard him talking on the phone to somebody about an airline reservation.”
“To where?”
“I don’t know,” Ray said. “I didn’t hear that part.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
A stripper walked past Ray on her way to the can. She tried to whisper in his ear, but he covered the mouthpiece and waved her away.
“Shane?” Landry said.
Ray uncovered the phone. “Earlier today you gave me some information that cleared up something I’ve been wondering about for years. I’m just trying to return the favor.”
“You’re trying to do me a favor?” Landry sounded skeptical.
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Do you always keep tabs on Tony?”
“Only recently,” Ray said. “I don’t want him sneaking up on me.”
“When’s he leaving?”
“I don’t know. Must be soon, though. A little while ago I saw him come out of his office carrying a leather bag, like an airline carry-on. He headed outside, so I decided to take a stroll myself.”
“You followed him?”
“I wouldn’t call it that.”
“Bullshit.”
Ray didn’t say anything.
“What did you see?” Landry said.
“He put the bag in the trunk of his car, that big green Lincoln. Then he pulled a pistol out of his pants and tossed it in the trunk along with the bag, maybe inside the bag. I’m not sure.”
“What kind of pistol?”
“I was across the street,” Ray said. “All I know was that it was some kind of big automatic.”
“How long ago was that?”
“Hour, give or take. Why?”
“Where are you?”
“I left right after I saw him put that gun in his car,” Ray said. “I told you, he doesn’t like me. I see him acting weird and carrying a gun, it’s time for me to go home.”
“You’re not at home,” Landry said. “I hear music. Where are you, at a bar?”
“What’s going on, Carl?”
Ray heard a scraping sound in his ear, then muffled voices in the background. Landry had put his hand over the mouthpiece and was talking to someone. After a few seconds Ray said, “Landry, you still there?”
Landry’s hand came off the phone. “What did you say?”
“I asked if there was something going on. Maybe something I need to know about for my own protection.”
“Where exactly was Tony’s car?”
“That parking lot on Decatur, two blocks from the House.”
“Is it still there?”
“Far as I know.”
“How sure are you that it was a semiautomatic pistol you saw Tony put in the trunk of his car?”
“Positive,” Ray said. “Why? What’s going on?”
“Just police work,” Landry said. “Nothing that concerns you.” Then he hung up.
Ray looked at the phone in his hand. “What an asshole,” he said. Then he smiled.
Ten minutes after Landry hung up on Ray, a guy in a suit, who Ray recognized as an Eighth District detective, strolled past Shorty’s parking lot. He crossed the street and set up surveillance two doors down from the strip bar. Ray poked his head out the door and saw another detective standing by a lamppost a block and a half away.
Just past 3:00 AM, an unmarked police car stopped at the curb in front of the parking lot. From his table inside the strip bar, Ray saw two detectives get out. The other two who had been on surveillance walked over to the car and all the cops stood around talking. None of them seemed to be in a hurry to do anything. They ignored Tony’s car.
Fifteen minutes later another unmarked police car screeched to a stop beside the first. Carl Landry jumped out from behind the wheel and another detective climbed out of the passenger seat. They pulled Tony Zello out from the backseat. Ray noticed he wasn’t wearing handcuffs.
Landry handed Tony a legal-size sheet of paper. Ray recognized it as a search warrant. One of the detectives grabbed a set of keys from inside the booth. Then they all walked toward the back of the lot. Tony managed to look cocky despite his beat-to-shit face. He limped along with the cops.
Landry didn’t waste time. He started with the trunk. Even from across the street, Ray could see the detective’s face light up. He pulled the bag out of the trunk and opened it, the bag with a murder weapon and $50,000 cash inside it, the same bag that had Tony Zello’s name printed on the luggage tag.
Tony started backing away and shaking his head. Two detectives shoved him against his own car and handcuffed him behind his back. He kept shaking his head, yelling something Ray couldn’t make out.
Ray watched the cops photograph the car and the inside of the trunk. They put the Smith. 40 caliber into a plastic evidence bag, preserving it for prints. They bagged the cash, too. Landry was never far from the money, Ray noticed. He must be worried that some of it might disappear.
Ray waved to the bartender for another beer.
Half an hour later, Ray walked to Jenny’s apartment. Her car wasn’t parked on the street. He rang the buzzer anyway.
No answer.
He stuck a cigarette between his lips and walked away. Reaching for his lighter, he remembered he didn’t have one. He had been using Tony Zello’s gold-plated “Z” lighter, which was now no doubt in police custody.
Ray put the Lucky Strike back into the almost full pack and was just about to slip it into his pocket when he passed a trash can on the sidewalk. He stopped. A slogan painted on the side of the square trash can said DON’T TRASH NEW ORLEANS.
Ray looked at the pack of cigarettes in his hand. He looked at the trash can. Then he reread the slogan. He had been smoking since high school. What had it done for him? Jenny had said something important. Something Ray was sure was true.
People can change.
Ray threw the pack of Lucky Strikes into the garbage.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Ray woke up at two o’clock the next afternoon. He was at the Doubletree, a high-rise hotel off Canal Street, a block from the casino. It was a big step up from the dump on Chef Menteur Highway. Here they put a free newspaper in front of your room in the morning and mints on your pillow at night.
The newspaper headline screamed: MOB BOSSES, BROTHERS, GUNNED DOWN! CARLOS AND VINCENT MESSINA KILLED. REPUTED MOB SOLDIER ARRESTED, CHARGED WITH MURDERS.
Ray switched on the TV. CNN and Fox News were running with the story. Updates linked the murders of the Messina brothers to two more bodies discovered in the New Orleans suburb of Kenner, where another reputed Messina soldier had been found dead, along with his wife.
Ray called Jenny a few times, but she didn’t answer.
He called Carl Landry.
“If you’re looking for a reward,” Landry said, “you’re not getting one.”
“I need to talk to you.”
“So talk.”
“In person.”
“I don’t have time.”
Ray had expected that. “Landry, I just gave you the biggest arrest of your career. You’re on all the cable news channels doing the perp walk with Tony. You owe me a few minutes.”
They met in the bar at the Sheraton, across the street from the Doubletree. Ray didn’t want Landry to know where he was staying. Ray had a Jameson on the rocks. Landry had a glass of water with a slice of lemon.
“Does it bother you,” Ray said, “that Jimmy LaGrange is still a cop?”
Landry took a sip of his lemon water. When he put his glass down, he said, “Why, does it bother you?”
“Maybe.”
“Maybe it bothers me, too,” Landry said.
“You said he had immunity.”
Landry nodded.
“What kind of immunity?” Ray asked.
“Anything he admitted to got written up and everyone signed off on it. No one can touch him for anything on the list, and it’s a long list.”
“That’s some deal.”
“He went way back,” Landry said. “Even before he was in Vice. When the feds tell you that if you admit to it, you can’t ever be prosecuted for it, it’s in your best interest to dig deep.”
Ray took a sip of whiskey. “How about murder, was that part of the deal?”
Landry’s eyes widened. “No, that wasn’t covered.”
“He strangled a girl in the Rose Motel.”
For several seconds, Landry didn’t say anything. Just stared across the bar at the rows of liquor bottles. “That must have been his favorite hangout.”
Ray nodded. “I pulled him out of there a few times.”
“When did it happen?”
“Two years before I got arrested.”
Landry sipped his water. “How do you know about it?”
“Jimmy told me.”
“That was seven years ago. Without a body you don’t have a case.”
“I know where she is.”
“What?”
“Saint Louis Number Three.”
The detective frowned. “You think a judge is going to let us exhume her on your word?”
“She’s never been buried. At least not officially.”
“I’m listening.”
“She’s in the Underwood family tomb, but she’s not an Underwood.”
“I think you better explain that.”
Ray slid more whiskey down his throat. “She’s right behind the Third District station.”
“I know where Saint Louis Number Three is,” Landry said, his impatience showing.
“No, I mean the tomb. The Underwoods are right behind the station, just across the fence from the back parking lot.”
“LaGrange told you right where he hid the body.”
Ray drained the rest of his drink in one gulp. To make this work, Ray had to be willing to go all the way. “No,” he said. “I helped him put her there.”
The detective pushed his glass away and sat up straight. “Then I’m going to have to advise you of your rights.”
Ray leaned close to Landry, his voice sharp. “Who do you want, Carl? An ex-cop and ex-con because I didn’t report it, or do you want an active-duty cop who strangled a teenage girl?”
Carl Landry shook his head. “Accessory after the fact is a felony that could violate your parole.”
Straight-arrow, by-the-book motherfucker. “Without me, you got nothing.”
“I can dig her up,” Landry said. “LaGrange will crack in ten minutes. He’ll probably put the whole thing on you. He’s done it before.”
“The deal Jimmy made with the feds sticks in your craw, doesn’t it? You had to watch your father go to prison while a piece of shit like Jimmy LaGrange went free and got to stay on the job.”
Landry’s face turned red. He grabbed the front of Ray’s shirt and pulled the two of them together. With their faces only inches apart, he said, “My father is none of your fucking business.” Spittle flew from the detective’s lips and struck Ray in the face. “You’re a fucking scumbag, and I’m not working any deals with you.”
So Landry wasn’t always in control. He had a dark side after all. Ray pushed the detective’s hands away. “After he killed her, he called me in a panic and I helped him get rid of the girl’s body.”
“So you’re admitting to being an accessory.”
Ray nodded. “But accessory after the fact carries a seven-year statute of limitations.”
Landry’s face hardened. His lips pressed together so tightly his mouth looked like a red line.
“You just can’t help it, can you?” Ray asked.
“Help what?”
“You’re so fucking straight you’d break if you tried to turn a corner.”
“The law is not a suggestion, Shane. You don’t get to bend it to suit your needs.”
“Bullshit,” Ray said. “Police work is a dirty business. Sometimes you have to look the other way.”
“I don’t work like that.”
“What do you call the deal you made with LaGrange? If that’s not looking the other way, I don’t know what is.”
“That wasn’t my decision.”
“But you went along with it, didn’t you?”
Landry turned away.
Ray stared at him for several seconds. “It’s been eating you up, hasn’t it? Five years, tearing your guts out. Thinking about your dad-”
“My father deserved to go to prison.”
“And so does Jimmy LaGrange.”
Carl Landry waved for the bartender. He ordered two drinks, a Jameson for Ray and a vodka and tonic for himself. After the drinks came, he looked at Shane. “Tell me about the girl.”
“Aren’t you going to read me my rights first?”
“Fuck you.”
Ray kicked back a slug of whiskey. “I don’t know what happened before I got there. He called me about midnight, out of his fucking mind, said he had to have my help. When I got there, the girl was dead. Jimmy said it was an accident.”
“An accident?”
Ray shrugged. “Jimmy was into weird stuff.”
“What kind of weird stuff?”
“Eroto-asphyxiation, bondage, S and M.”
“Who was she?”
“A runaway. A junkie. A whore. But she was only about fifteen.”
“You said he strangled her.”
“The only marks on her, other than the tracks on her arms, were bruises and some scratches around her neck. Jimmy was nuts, screaming about prison, threatening to kill himself. He grabbed his gun off the dresser and put it in his mouth. I had to take it away from him.”
Ray took another sip of whiskey. Thinking how different things might have been if he’d never gone to the Rose Motel that night. Thinking about the cleaning lady finding LaGrange with his brains blown out, next to a dead hooker. “I shouldn’t have stopped him.”
“What happened next?”
“He wanted to put her in my car. I told him there was no fucking way a dead prostitute was going in my car.”
“So what did you do?”
“We put her in his trunk.”
“Why the cemetery?”
“Who’s going to look for a body in a graveyard?”
Landry nodded. “Whose idea was that?”
“Jimmy’s.”
“The cemeteries are locked after five.”
“That’s why we went to the Third District station. LaGrange backed his car up to the fence, and we borrowed some tools from the desk sergeant.”
“Who was the sergeant?”
Ray shook his head. “He didn’t know anything about it. LaGrange told him we were pulling a surveillance and we had to get through a fence. He just lent us some tools.”
Landry gestured for him to go on.
“Jimmy cut a hole in the fence. He crawled through and pulled the girl’s body in behind him. I followed him.” Ray lifted his glass and downed the rest of his drink, feeling the amber liquid burn the back of his throat. “He found a tomb in the cheap seats, right behind the station.”
“Cheap seats?”
“There’s a double row of small family tombs just across the fence.”
Carl Landry had been eyeing his vodka and tonic while Ray talked. Finally he took his first sip. Ray thought it was probably the first on-duty drink he’d taken in his life.
Ray said, “Jimmy picked a tomb that looked full.”
“How could he tell?”
“It was a small one, no more than six or seven feet tall and about four and half feet wide. The marble stone on front had about eight names on it already. Seemed like a good bet they weren’t going to be able to fit any more in there.” He paused for a few seconds, thinking about that night seven years ago.
“The heat cremates them after a year or so,” Landry said. “There’s really no limit to how many you can put in there.”
“We didn’t know that,” Ray said. The image clear in his mind of him and Jimmy LaGrange carrying the naked body of the dead girl. When they set her down in the grass beside the tomb, Ray had thrown up. “I remember the family’s name, Underwood, engraved in block letters across the face of the tomb.”
“How did you get the body inside?”
“With a screwdriver.”
“How?”
“Two long screws are all that hold the marble stone-headpiece, tombstone, whatever you call it-in place. All you need to get into one of those things is a screwdriver, and we had the sergeant’s toolbox.”
“So you unscrewed the cover?”
That was the second time Landry had said you. Ray nodded. “But I let Jimmy handle the rest.”
“All right. What did he do?”
“It was pitch dark in that tomb. Jimmy asked me to help him carry her inside. I told him there was no way I was going in that thing. It was his mess. He could finish cleaning it up.”
“So you stayed outside while he went in?”
“Jimmy grabbed under her arms and was backing in, but he missed one of the steps and ended up falling backward into the tomb. She fell on top of him. Scared the shit out of him and he started screaming. I had to kick him to get him to shut up.”
“Where were you when you kicked him? Were you inside the tomb?”
Ray shook his head. “His legs were hanging out, so were the girl’s. I kicked the bottom of his foot just to get him to stop screaming.”
“Where exactly did he put her?”
“I don’t know. I told you it was dark in there. I’ve never been in one of those things, and I don’t have any idea what they look like on the inside.” Ray wished he had another drink. “The inside of that tomb was the blackest thing I’ve ever seen. When Jimmy went in there, it was like the dark just swallowed him up. He was sweating like a pig when he came out, but I didn’t know if it was from exertion or from fear. I was sweating, too, but I knew mine was from fear.”
“What happened next?”
“Nothing. We never talked about it again. Just pretended it never happened.”
“So why are you talking about it now?”
Ray signaled for another drink. “Why are you asking me that? You’re the one who set this thing up.”
“What do you mean?”
“That’s why you told me about Jimmy’s deal with the feds. You wanted me to get even. You wanted me to do your dirty work for you.”
After Ray’s drink came, Landry said, “You’ll have to testify.”
Ray thought about the garbage bag full of money across the street in his hotel room. Somewhere around $250,000. “After what he did, I don’t care.”
“Are you talking about what he did to the girl or to you?”
“Take your pick,” Ray said. “As long as the D.A. is paying for the ticket, I’ll fly back and testify.”
“You’re leaving?”
Ray nodded and took a sip of his drink.
“Where?”
“I don’t know yet. When you need to reach me, you can contact my parole officer. He’ll know where I am.”
“What are you going to do?”
Ray shrugged.



CHAPTER THIRTY


The next morning, Ray was up early. He stuffed himself at the all-you-can-eat breakfast bar in the hotel restaurant. After that he went back to his room and called Jenny. Still no answer.
He decided to take a walk.
It was ten blocks to Jenny’s apartment. He tried to come up with something to say to her. Some kind of apology. It didn’t matter. Her car wasn’t there.
He remembered what she had said about wanting to go back to California. He leaned on the buzzer outside the main door to the building for a good thirty seconds. A third-floor window jerked open and a young guy with long hair stuck his head out. “Knock that shit off!”
Ray didn’t recognize him. He bit back his first response, waved up at the guy, and said, “Sorry.” Then he walked away.
Back in his room at the Doubletree, the red message light on the telephone was blinking. He had not told anyone where he was staying. He picked up the phone. On the hotel’s voice mail system was a recorded message telling him to call the front desk for an urgent message. With a growing sense of dread, he dialed the front desk. The girl who answered wanted to know if he would be staying another night.
Ray told her he would be staying at least one more night. He was enjoying spending someone else’s money. Since he was using cash, he had to pay up front. He pulled the garbage bag out from the closet, grabbed two hundred bucks, then wandered toward the lobby. On the way out of his room he double-checked that the do-not-disturb sign was still in place. He didn’t want housekeeping throwing his garbage bag out with the trash.
After paying for another night, Ray went back to his room and spent the next two hours staring at a movie on pay-perview. When it was over, he realized he didn’t even know what it had been about. Instead of watching it, he had spent the last two hours trying to decide what he was going to do for the rest of his life. He had not made any decisions.
That was too much thinking, so he pulled the money out and counted it-$247,374, not counting the small stuff in his pocket. He went to the gift shop and talked the clerk out of three shopping bags, the stiff, square kind with the twine handles. He put $100,000 each into two bags, and the rest in the third bag.
At 4:00 PM, he called Jenny again, and still got no answer. A gnawing feeling in the bottom of his stomach told him she was gone for good.
Ray loaded the three shopping bags into the trunk of his Mustang. Then he drove past Jenny’s apartment. Her car still wasn’t there. This time he didn’t stop. At a store on Esplanade Avenue, he stopped and used a pay phone to call the House.
Someone whose voice he didn’t recognize answered. No, the voice told him, Jenny Porter wasn’t at work. As soon as he hung up, Ray hated himself for making that call. She had said she was through at the House. When Jenny said something, she meant it. There was something to be learned from that.
Ray took the expressway toward Metairie. At the hotel where they had stayed, he circled the parking lot looking for her Firebird. It wasn’t there. He wandered into the lobby. At the front desk he asked the clerk if Jenny Porter had checked out. The clerk, a young Pakistani man, eyed him for several seconds, then said, “Are you Mr. Shane?”
Ray nodded.
“Mr. Ray Shane?” the clerk asked in his lilting accent.
Ray fought the urge to reach over the counter and choke the shit out of him. Instead, he said, “Yes, sir. My name is Ray Shane.”
The clerk reached under the desk and then handed Ray an envelope with the hotel’s logo and return address in the upper left corner. Ray Shane was written in pen across the front. Jenny’s handwriting. So she had at least left him a Dear John letter.
Ray mumbled his thanks. He trudged across the lobby and sat down on a sofa. The envelope was sealed and didn’t appear to have been tampered with. He used his Swiss Army knife to slit open the flap. Inside was a single sheet of hotel stationery. On it, written in Jenny’s hand, it said, Call me, and gave a downtown phone number.
In the back of the lobby, next to the restrooms, was a pay phone. Ray got change for a dollar from the Pakistani desk clerk and dialed the number.
A hotel receptionist greeted him. He asked for Jenny Porter. His call was put through and Jenny answered on the first ring. Her voice was cautious. “Hello.”
Relief flooded through him. “I got your note.”
She was at a hotel a block from the Doubletree. She had read in the paper and heard on the news about all that had happened. She didn’t feel safe at the hotel in Metairie, or at her apartment. She had left the note just in case he decided to look for her.
Ray went to her hotel. Two steps into the room they were in each other’s arms. They trailed clothes from the door to the bed. The fear, the anger, the longing-all of the emotions Ray had been feeling came out in a gush that left them sprawled on the bed, panting and exhausted.
“Whew!” Jenny said. “What the hell got into you?”
Ray had to catch his breath before he could speak. “I don’t know. I feel better than I have in a long time.” He looked over at her. “Why?”
“No reason.” She smiled at him, just a hint of wickedness in it. “You think you can do that again?”
He grinned and rolled toward her.
“You think it’s safe?” Jenny asked.
“Carlos and Vinnie are dead and Tony is in jail,” Ray said. “You and I are nothing to them. They’re not going to look for us.” He wasn’t really sure about that, there was always Rocco. Tony’s butt-boy wasn’t going to forget Ray so soon, but there was no sense worrying about that.
The sun was coming up and they were still in Jenny’s room. They had barely slept. During the night he had told her everything that had happened. If they were truly going to start over, he had to be honest with her, but there was one issue he had skated around. He didn’t say how much money he had slipped into Tony’s car. Nor had he mentioned that he still had close to $250,000 packed in shopping bags in the trunk of his Mustang.
Still, something in the back of his mind nagged at him about that money. Having it didn’t feel right. He couldn’t remember ever having had a feeling like it before. How could you not feel right about a quarter of a million dollars?
Sometime during the night, Jenny had nodded off for a few minutes, and Ray had propped himself up on one elbow and just looked at her. She lay on her back, covers pulled down to her waist, breasts exposed. Ray was happy, happier than he could ever remember being.
When the sun came up, he asked her if she felt like taking a trip.
“Where?” she asked.
“I know you like California, but how do you feel about Florida?”
She told him Florida sounded great.
That afternoon they piled into his Mustang and drove to her apartment. She only took ten minutes to get what she needed. While she was upstairs, Ray sat in the car. She came back lugging a soft-sided suitcase and a cosmetic bag. Ray helped her stuff them into the backseat. He didn’t want to open the trunk.
“What about my car?” she asked.
“Leave it.”
“Let’s sell it. It’s paid for, and we might need the money.”
The girl was practical.
They went back to her hotel. She got her old Firebird and followed Ray to a used-car lot on Canal Street just past Claiborne. They sold her car for cash.
Ray took five minutes at his apartment. He threw his shaving kit and some clothes into a zippered duffel bag. Then he stuffed the bag into the backseat on top of Jenny’s suitcase. He still didn’t want to open the trunk.
From his apartment, he took Robert E. Lee Boulevard to Canal Boulevard, then drove river-bound past the cemeteries to where it turned into Canal Street. Jenny said, “I thought we were going to Florida.”
“I have to make one more stop.”
“Where?” she asked.
“A friend of yours.”
A few minutes later, Ray turned off Canal onto Rampart Street. He pulled to the curb in front of the Catholic Children’s Home.
“What are you doing, Ray?”
“Remember that nun we saw, the one with those kids?”
Jenny nodded, her expression suspicious. “Sister Claire?”
“This is the school she runs, right?”
“Yeah.”
Ray reached into the glove compartment and punched the trunk-release button. “Come on.”
She followed him to the back of the car. He pulled the two heaviest shopping bags out. “I’ve got something for her.”
Jenny spread the top of one bag open and peeked inside. Her eyes lit up. “Oh, my God!” She looked inside the other bag. “Oh, my God,” she said again.
They walked in and asked a nun sitting behind a reception desk if they could speak to Sister Claire. Five minutes later the old sister walked into the vestibule. Her face was kind. “Can I help you?” she asked.
“These are for you,” Ray said, feeling clumsy as he set the two shopping bags on the floor at the nun’s feet. “Something for the kids.”
After she bent forward and opened one of the bags, Sister Claire looked too stunned to speak. Her mouth moved but nothing came out. As Ray and Jenny turned and hurried out the door, he heard the sister behind him stammering her thanks.
Ten minutes later they were on the interstate headed east to Florida.
Jenny kept staring at Ray. “Why did you do that?”
He couldn’t tell if she was happy or mad. “What do you mean?”
She pulled a tissue out of her purse and dabbed at her eyes. “That’s the nicest thing I’ve ever seen.”
“Keeping it just didn’t feel right.”
“How much was it?”
“Two hundred thousand.”
“Do you know what she’s going to be able to do with that money?”
“A whole lot, I hope.”
“How much did you put in Tony’s car?”
“I didn’t count it, but it was around fifty grand.”
She jerked a thumb toward the back of the car. “What’s in the other bag?”
“What bag?”
“The other shopping bag in the trunk.”
He smiled. “I kept a little. Starting a new life costs money.”
She smiled at him.
Three weeks later, Ray sat on the little sundeck of the town house he and Jenny had rented. They were across Highway 98 from the beach, about sixty miles east of Destin, in a small town full of retirees. The morning paper sat folded on the glass-topped breakfast table. Ray stared over the railing at the Gulf of Mexico. “What do you think about a corner grocery?”
“What about it?” Jenny called from the kitchen.
He could smell bacon and eggs. Mrs. Jenny Porter-Shane was a hell of a cook. “I’m thinking about buying one. That one down the street is for sale. It’s got a deli in back and a couple of gas pumps.”
“Does that mean I get free food and gas?”
He couldn’t tell if she was pulling his leg. “It wouldn’t be free, Jen.”
She walked out on the sundeck carrying their breakfast on a tray. “But I’m married to the owner.” She set the tray down and kissed his cheek. “Doesn’t that entitle me to a discount?”
He pulled her face close and kissed her on the lips. “Yeah, I’ll give you a discount.”
After they finished breakfast, Ray piled everything back onto the tray and carried it into the kitchen. A minute later, Jenny called to him, her voice edged with excitement. “Ray, Ray, come here. Look at this.”
Ray stepped onto the deck. She held the newspaper open, staring at it. “What is it?” he asked. Jenny pointed to an article on the second page. The headline jumped out at him.
MOB FIGURE STABBED TO DEATH IN JAIL.
It was an AP story, dateline New Orleans. According to the article, Anthony “Tony” Zello, reportedly a soldier in the Messina organized-crime family, was found stabbed to death in the shower of the Orleans Parish Prison the day before. Zello was being held without bond for the murders of his wife, Priscilla Zello; alleged mob boss Carlos Messina; and Messina’s brother, Vincent Messina, also a high-ranking mob figure. A sheriff’s official, speaking on condition of anonymity, said Zello had been stabbed more than a dozen times.
Ray still hadn’t had a cigarette.
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