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Prologue

The sunset was a red slit of light like a devil’s eye, hanging low and depraved over the Mississippi River bluff. Storm clouds thundered all around as Little Man Lacy ran for the river, his pants legs flapping, his long arms and big hands pumping as he moved up the street past the train depot. He was seventy-three years old, tall and skinny, his nose and earlobes giving way to gravity. He was meant to be a bluesman all his life, long as he could play. Instead, he’d dropped his music by the side of the road, abandoned his sax, like leaving an infant alone in a tub. Now fear was his instrument. His lips pressed together, and he hummed as he raced, searching for the pain that made his music real. But even the music couldn’t help him now. He ran for the mighty Mississippi with all his heart, knowing water was his only salvation.

The Evils were upon him. He knew the power and the nature of the woman who’d released them. His breath whistled in his lungs, not because he was weak, but because the Evils were drying up everything strong inside. If he made it to the bridge, he might trick them into jumping in the water where they’d be trapped with no escape. Then he would stand on the bridge and laugh at their mistake, because everyone knows that once the Evils set out to take your soul, they’ll have you one way or another. You can’t shrug off fate, but he’d be damned if he wouldn’t try.

The storm clouds hanging between him and the river saw him coming. They opened up, and the rain fell down. The water gave him hope that he wouldn’t be taken, but the Evils just laughed, the sound buzzing in his ears like a thousand metal toys clicking.

By the time he reached the top of the hill, the street had filled with rain and mud that soaked his shoes. The mud was draining from the deep hole dug in the ground, deep as a cave. He saw DANGER signs and the neon sign for the Blue Monkey Club shining blue and yellow in the sky, which he took as a good omen. The river pulsed nearby, pounding in its banks. He heard its music.

He was a bluesman. He still had hope.

Then, around the corner came the woman carrying the Evils. She was tall and wearing golden hoops in her ears. She called out his name, “Little Man Lacy!” as she moved across the street like a viper on legs. She came at him with a small gray bag held high, a conjure bag made for carrying things only the Evils know.

His heart tore open. He turned to make a run for the river, but the mud was slick, and his feet went out from under him. He was falling.

The last thing Little Man Lacy saw as he tumbled into the pit was the woman’s eyes shining in the dark.


Chapter 1

His first night back in Memphis, Sergeant Detective Billy Able hit G4 on the jukebox, “Me and the Devil Blues.” He felt at home sitting on his favorite bar stool at Earnestine and Hazel’s, drinking Miller High Life delivered by the bartender without his even having to ask. The music matched his mood for the evening—raw and personal.

He raised the cold Miller to his lips and let the liquid roll down his throat. Coming up the long way, the hard way, you lose track. You tell yourself, “Anything good comes natural. Give it time.” You buy a bullshit line like that because slipping past a problem is less complicated than looking at it full on. At thirty-three years of age, Billy knew sliding past a problem was easier. You close the door and hear the click of the lock behind you.

He’d packed up that morning in Atlanta and walked out on the love of his life. After the eight-hour drive, he’d stopped at his place on the river to throw water on his face then had come directly to Earnestine and Hazel’s, the most authentic piece of real estate in the city. Years ago, Otis Redding ate his lunch at Earnestine and Hazel’s. Sam Cooke, Jackie Wilson, James Brown, Tina Turner—they all hung out with the ladies. Tonight, so would he.

The bar filled with purple light as the jukebox kicked in with a Red Davis classic, “You Ain’t Enough for Me.” The jukebox was famous for spontaneously singling out a man and speaking to his pain. Billy was that man tonight. He swigged more beer. You ain’t enough for me. Maybe that’s what Mercy had been trying to say all along, and he hadn’t been listening.

What he wanted now was a few beers and some peace. He didn’t want to get drunk, just comfortable. He considered the next few days to be a well-deserved vacation. A ten-dollar tip left on the bar would change all that.

He spotted the ten before the bartender did. They both watched the skinny punk in the motorcycle jacket snake the bill into his back pocket. His buddies laughed and slapped him on the back for his audacity.

Tonight Billy wasn’t a Memphis cop. He’d been on leave for nine months. The ten bucks weren’t his responsibility.

“Hey!” the bartender yelled at the guy’s back.

The punk turned to make a smart-ass remark, stumbled into a table, and knocked a drink into a woman’s lap. The two men at her table jumped to their feet and threw back their chairs.

Billy knew what would happen next. A brawl, then the bartender would come from around the bar with a sawed-off pool cue. Broken chairs, busted lips. He set his beer down and stood up. The bartender had a new baby at home. He needed the ten bucks. Besides, it was theft.

The jackass with the money strolled toward the door. Billy shot out his boot and tripped him. The guy went facedown, hard. His buddies took one look at Billy’s face and cleared out. He picked the bill from the punk’s back pocket and slapped it on the bar. The guy got to his feet and ran.

Law school students wandered in. Soul burgers hissed off the flat-top grill. Behind them came the “S and P” or “Stand and Pose” group—the men in their polo shirts and pressed khakis, their big-bosomed women in strapless sundresses that they had to constantly hike up like they were hauling two-pound bags of flour on their chests.

The bartender set Billy up with another brew, but it didn’t taste as good as the first. This wasn’t the homecoming he’d intended.

He checked his watch. Still time to catch Ruby Wilson at the speakeasy above B. B. King’s Blues Club on Beale Street. He walked outside and stood at the curb. The night had a swelter on. He stepped into the street and felt gravity pulling through the soles of his boots. He was back in Memphis.

A Riverfront trolley with its square windows of light sat in front of Central Station. A young woman turned from the window to speak with the man seated beside her. They laughed. Billy felt Mercy’s fingers wrap into his, even though she hadn’t reached for his hand in weeks. Until that morning he believed they still had a chance.

The sound of a blues guitar lifted in the night, coming from the train station’s main terminal. The evening still had potential. He decided to check it out.

He forgot that nothing good ever happens after midnight.


Chapter 2

Billy bounded up the steps of Central Station in search of the blues guitar. During World War II, the cavernous terminal had been packed with travelers, a hub for fifty passenger trains a day carrying thousands of troops and tons of cargo. Now, The City of New Orleans was the only train that looped between Chicago and New Orleans, stopping in Memphis, morning and evening.

The terminal was empty except for a young guy across the way, playing a Les Paul Goldtop through a mini amp. The kid wore alligator boots and high-dollar jeans with a manufactured rip in the knee. Had to be a college student with a rich daddy.

He was working his way through “The Gone Dead Train,” a delta classic by King Solomon Hill. The notes bounced off the walls and flew straight to the top of the terminal like they were steel-winged birds. The kid’s guitar chops weren’t bad, but nothing in his young life could connect him to those heartbreaking lyrics. What he was, wasn’t authentic.

Another man, old and brown-skinned, sat at the far end of the oak bench that ran the length of the terminal. His suit was stained and his tie hung askew. His legs were crossed at the knee, so a portion of one skinny calf showed above his sock. He’d twisted away from the kid and his guitar, head down and arms folded over the middle of his body as if he were being assaulted by the sound.

Billy recognized Red Davis, the bluesman whose song he’d just heard on the jukebox. Davis and his partner, Little Man Lacy, had come to Memphis in the aftermath of Katrina. He’d expected them to be the kings of Beale Street. Instead, they showcased at a couple of minor clubs and ended up living on the streets. Like so many other flood victims, Katrina had knocked the fight out of both men.

The kid’s guitar screeched and wailed through the final bars, making Red’s head jerk up. The old man glanced left, spotted Billy across the way, and came to his feet, eyes glistening with anxiety.

“What ’chu want from me?” he called in a hoarse voice.

Billy raised a hand. “Not a thing.” He took a step back, thinking he could still make Ruby’s set if he didn’t get caught up in this.

The kid broke in. “Mr. Davis, did you like that last riff? I wondered if I could sit in with you guys.” He beamed, apparently having heard the word “yes” all his life. “Mr. Davis?”

“Get out ’cheer, boy, you’re bothering me,” Red snapped. “I got a train to catch.”

Billy knew the train for Chicago was two hours gone and wouldn’t head back until tomorrow morning. He looked around, saw no bag and no guitar case for Red.

Still, the damned kid wouldn’t back off. “No one blows a harp like you. No one plays bottleneck guitar like you either, not even Furry Lewis.” He dug in his pocket and pulled out a wallet, held it up for Red to see. “I’ll pay if you let me sit in.”

Red swayed, the bulge of a pint showing through his suit pocket. “You can kiss my ass, son. That’s what.”

The kid’s face reddened, then he smirked at Billy and nodded toward Red. “I saw him come in the terminal so I played ‘The Gone Dead Train’ as a send-off. But he’s not going anywhere. He’s drunk. Guess people get old and lose it.”

Billy considered popping the kid for his insolence. “You heard Mr. Davis. He wants you out of here, so move it.” The guy shot him a belligerent look but went ahead and packed up the Les Paul. He left by a side door.

Red looked around, rheumy-eyed and unsteady on his feet, patting his jacket pocket with his hand as if reassuring himself. Before leaving for Atlanta, Billy heard Davis and Lacy had checked into Robert House to dry out. Judging by the pint in Red’s pocket, that was over. He’d like to get the old guy off the bench before security came along and booted him out of the terminal. Not what he’d had in mind for the evening, but it needed to be done.

“Nice night,” he said, walking over and picking up the street odors clinging to Red’s suit.

“You can kiss my ass too, Officer. I’m going to Chicago.”

No surprise Red had made him for a cop. The man must have spent a lifetime being hassled by rednecks carrying badges. He might be drunk, but his instincts weren’t far off.

“I’m Billy Able. We met the night you and Little Man showcased on Riddle Street. We talked about Blues Alley, the old club on South Front. Remember?”

Red studied him, still suspicious. “I remember. Maybe.”

“The jukebox at Earnestine and Hazel’s played ‘You Ain’t Enough for Me’ tonight. The crowd loved it.”

Red met his gaze, coming out of himself at the compliment. “That song’s about men making fools a theirselves over women. I had me a lot of women. Beautiful women. Now I’m just an old fool. Ain’t nothing so strong as old fool love.” He waved a finger at Billy. “Get old. You’ll know.”

“Ruby Wilson had a stroke a couple of years ago, and she still sings at Itta Bena. You and Little Man could play club dates any night of the week to keep your hand in. It’d be like picking up money off the ground.” He tried to soften the tone of his criticism, but it didn’t work.

Red reared back. “Ain’t none a yo’ damned business what I do. Me and Little Man worked twelve-hour days alongside grown men when we was kids. We got our reasons for not working now. And we ain’t worried about the music. Every time we put it down, it comes back.” He coughed and dragged his hand over his mouth. “It always comes back.”

Billy pictured Little Man Lacy, tall and agile, a man without the power of speech but who could say all that needed to be said when he had a sax in his hand. Come to think of it, where was Little Man? The two men were always together.

“Where’s your partner?”

Red coughed again and cut his eyes away.

Somewhere below the terminal, a door slammed. Red’s body jerked, and a shadow overtook his face. Fishing out the bottle, he collapsed on the bench, his fingers shaking as he struggled with the cap. He took a long pull.

How had a man like Red Davis ended up creeping around a train station at midnight, looking spooked out of his mind?

Red lowered the bottle and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “That damned kid over there. He’s got no right playing that song. Shit. That song’s about dying. Heaven and hell. I know which direction I’m going. It’s not too late for me.” He peered up at Billy. “You know which way you going, son? Is Jesus gonna save your soul?”


Chapter 3

Patrol Officer Frankie Malone began walking her shift at the south end of the downtown precinct. She looked in on the P. Wee Saloon, dead except for eight conventioneers who’d drifted down from Beale Street in search of a grittier scene. They were sitting with their backs to the bar, so tanked they needed to be strapped to their stools. A musician sat on the stage under a blue spot with his steel guitar laying across his thighs. He slid a bottle neck across the strings, his lips moving as he talked to himself, almost like he was playing at home alone. When the song ended, the out-of-towners whistled and stomped, breaking him out of his dream.

Frankie signaled the bartender. He nodded that he would call a couple of cabs rather than let the drunk tourists ride the trolley back to their hotel.

Two blocks up South Main she crossed the street to make a pass through Central Station, which closed in an hour. She would finish her foot patrol then pick up a cruiser and make her rounds in the rest of the ward.

Approaching the station, a metal door slammed open and a scowling teenager carrying a guitar case and amp stalked across the street to the Arcade Restaurant. He didn’t look like trouble, so she let him go and took the stairs up to the main terminal. At the top of the steps, her hands went cold despite the warm night. She stopped to check the crescents of her thumbnails. They were blue. Been that way all day. Been that way since the accident.

The terminal was empty except for an elderly man sitting on the bench and a younger white guy who was talking to him. She recognized the older man as the musician, Red Davis, but she’d never had a reason to speak to him. The other man, maybe in his early thirties, was standing in front of Davis, staring down with a look of concern. At the sound of her steps, the younger man’s hand brushed the small of his back, the reflexive move of a cop feeling for his weapon. He turned in her direction. She saw it was Detective Billy Able, looking thinner than she remembered, and tired. His hair was too long for her taste, but he was still attractive in that bad-boy way.

“Evening, Detective,” she called across the terminal.

“Evening, Officer,” Able responded.

She remembered his voice, smooth and disarming, God’s gift in an interview room. That’s where Able had made his reputation. She heard he could charm the panties off a nun. Seemed like he’d been gone for months, then she remembered his partner had died under questionable circumstances, followed by that nasty case involving Judge Overton and a little girl. The case had dominated the local news for weeks. She heard Able had taken a leave of absence after that and left town.

Giving her hands a quick rub, she walked up. “Frankie Malone. Good to see you back in Memphis.” They clasped hands. He blinked, most likely at the chill in her grip, and his gaze brushed her bruised cheek.

“This is Red Davis,” he said. “We were discussing heaven and hell.”

“And women,” Davis added. “We’re talking about women.”

“Sorry for your loss, Mr. Davis.” She noticed Able’s puzzlement and realized he might not have heard the news. “Little Man Lacy fell into a construction dig by the Blue Monkey Thursday night. The crew found him the next morning. Cause of death hasn’t been determined.”

Able glanced at the old man, then back at her.

She’d been on the scene when the body came out of the hole. She left out the part about the whiskey bottle found beneath him. No reason to insult Davis by saying his friend got drunk, fell in a hole, and broke his neck.

She bent down to Red, seated on the bench, and spoke louder than she meant to. “I heard you checked into the ER on Thursday with chest pains. Are you feeling better?”

“I’m not deaf,” Red shouted back, then swigged from the pint he was holding.

She straightened. He was drunk and grieving, probably broke. Able was staring at Red in silence.

“You’re here mighty late, Mr. Davis,” Able said.

“I was catching the train to Chicago, but the lady in the office said my New Orleans ticket wouldn’t carry me all the way. I been sitting here cogitating on the situation. I got to get out of town.”

“So catch the morning train to New Orleans,” Frankie offered.

Red scratched his neck. “I got people in the burbs outside a Chicago. Don’t want to go there and live down no rabbit trails, but I ain’t got a choice.”

“You lost your partner. Time with family is a good idea,” Able said.

Red wiped his nose in a smooth motion of disdain. “You know about losing a partner. Lou Nevers talked to us regular when we was on the streets. I know what your partner did, and I know the reason he died. I’m gonna keep Lou and Little Man in my prayers every day.” He sniffed. “It was that shit jacket. Snakebit, ebbo, voodoo. Hell.”

Frankie heard “ebbo” and caught the reference. She could tell from Able’s expression that the word meant nothing to him.

“What jacket?” he asked.

“Bought it at the Goodwill. It’s cursed. I brought bad luck down on our heads. I should’ve been the one to pay, not Little Man.”

Frankie glanced around. “You got this jacket in a suitcase somewhere?”

Red drew himself up. “You don’t carry a cursed thing around with you. You don’t talk about mbua. Evil draws its power from words.”

A crackling sound spread across the ceiling. An echo boomed like artillery fire from the freight tunnels below. Red leaped to his feet, eyes bulging, and the bottle shattered on the floor. Weird sounds in the terminal didn’t bother Frankie, but she understood why they bothered Red. The old man believed in Santería. He thought the Evils were after him. She glanced at Able, who had a mystified look on his face. He didn’t understand Red’s reaction, but he held out his hand anyway.

“Let me see your ticket,” he said.

Red fumbled in his pocket, the alcohol already working through his brain. Able took the ticket and strode up the steps to where the cashier was closing out the register.

Frankie disapproved of what Able was about to do. Her first year on the street she’d learned that handing out money didn’t make a dent in people’s desperation. Able was a veteran cop. His willingness to ante up for Red Davis surprised her.

He returned with a yellow ticket. “Next train for Chicago leaves at ten forty tomorrow night.” He pulled five twenties out of his wallet. “This is for food and a cab when you get to Chicago. Not for booze.”

Red’s voice jumped to a higher register. “You ain’t hearing me, son. I got responsibilities. I got to leave town tonight.” He stared helplessly at the bills and the ticket in Able’s hand.

“The terminal closes in twenty minutes,” Frankie said. “I’ll drive you over to Robert House. You can come back tomorrow.”

Red shook his head, resigned. “Thank you, ma’am. I got a place to stay.” He pocketed the money and the ticket. The side of his mouth twitched, and he eyed Able. “Lou Nevers told me about you. He said you’re a smart cop, but you’re too softhearted. Don’t go believing every story you hear.” He waved them away. “Go on now. I’ll get myself outta here. I got some thinking to do.”

They walked toward the stairs that led to the street-level entrance. She felt comfortable leaving Red. He had a pocket full of cash and a ticket to Chicago. Apparently, Able didn’t see it that way. He paused at the steps and looked back at the old man now seated on the bench, his elbows resting on his knees and his long hands dangling. After a minute, Able followed her down the steps and out the door.

“See you around, Officer Malone,” he said with a half smile.

He couldn’t know that a month ago she’d aced the promotions exam. A position was opening up on the homicide squad. His squad. She desperately wanted the job.

“I hope so,” she said under her breath, and waved.

They walked into the sultry night and went their separate ways.


Chapter 4

A persistent beeping jarred Billy out of a sound sleep. Opening one eye, he focused on the cheap paneled wall and the sunlight coming through the porthole, illuminating his unpacked suitcase. His shirt from the night before hung over the back of the chair. Somewhere on the slack water an outboard motor cranked until it caught.

He slapped the alarm’s off button. It read 7:00 A.M. The damned thing must have been going off every morning for the last nine months. He rolled onto his back and closed his eyes, still able to feel Mercy as if she were curled against him while they slept.

He drifted off. The beeping started again. This time his feet hit the linoleum. Some jackass was honking his horn outside on the landing. He stomped through the barge to the front window and lifted the blind to see Frankie Malone standing beside her cruiser with her right arm stuck through the rolled-down window and her hand on the horn. She saw him at the window and stopped honking. He could tell she was agitated.

“Aw, hell, lady. What do you want now?” he mumbled and dropped the blind.

He wasn’t about to get dragged into the personal drama of a woman he barely knew, but from the determined look on Officer Frankie’s face, he was on her list. He went back for a shirt and to zip into his Levi’s. He walked out on the deck, and let the door slam behind him, a signal that he wasn’t at all happy with the situation.

He noticed she was inspecting his car with a slight smile, like she might know more about cars than most women and thought it was cool but couldn’t quite place it. No wonder. Most 1986 Plymouth Turismos had been off the road for a while. This one had been stored in a barn down in Mississippi for seventeen years when he first saw it. He’d bought it on the spot and spent his summers between university semesters making it worth his ride.

He gave it a black matte finish and dropped in a rebuilt engine to replace the gutless four-banger that came standard. After that, he could outrun most street cars, surprising the hell out of them, especially on tight turns.

The Plymouth was the only car he’d ever fallen in love with. Maybe it was because it had no onboard computer and nothing on it ever broke. Or maybe it was because the damned car never let him down.

Frankie looked back across the barge’s gangplank at him. Her cropped hair framed her classic good looks that contradicted the masculine cut of her uniform. A woman that attractive would be more effective working undercover or on plainclothes duty, which was probably where she was headed.

The bruise on her cheek he’d noticed the night before was even more visible now in the daylight.

“Good morning,” she said. “We’ve got a problem.”

“Maybe you do. I don’t. I’m on vacation. You know what time it is?”

“Seven.”

“Are you nuts, honking like that?”

“I couldn’t knock.” She pointed to the locked gate he’d installed at the foot of the ramp to keep tourists from boarding the barge.

He knew better than to ask, but he couldn’t stop himself. “What’s wrong?”

“Red Davis was found dead on the bench outside Central Station. He must have settled there for the night after we left. I caught the call a little before five. He was sitting up, chin on his chest, hands in his lap. Cold as a Popsicle.”

She stared across the river as if weighing how best to continue. “There’s something at the scene you’re going to want to see.”

He sighed inwardly. A dead body before breakfast means the whole day is going to be shit. “You said Red went to the ER a couple of days ago with chest pains.”

She paused. “That’s right.”

“Did you check for bullet wounds or trauma?”

“Yes. There’s nothing obvious.”

“Then Red’s DOA natural. I’m sorry he passed, but the case will be closed.”

She gave him a long, loaded look. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

“I’m on leave. I can’t step into another detective’s case. What do you want from me?”

“I didn’t like what I saw at the scene. Before I could figure out why, Detective Dunsford showed up.”

“Dunsford the Dud?” Billy laughed. “He’s retiring in October. He’s about as effective as a wet match.”

“Precisely.”

Behind them a tug running in the river’s full current blasted its horn. He cleared his throat, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut. “He’ll do all right.”

“Dunsford’s going to do a half-assed job. They’ll close the case, throw Red in a trench at the Shelby County Cemetery, and push dirt over him. After you bought his ticket last night, I assumed you had some regard for the man.”

He let that one pass. “Red has folks in Chicago. Did you find their names on him?”

“No one’s meeting him in Chicago. He told you that story to shut you up.”

She had him there. Something about Red’s death had bothered her so much she’d gone to the trouble to track Billy down.

“What made you question the scene?” he asked.

She cocked her head. “You’re the big-city detective. Take a look for yourself.”

If she thought leaning on him would do the trick, she was wrong. It wasn’t nearly as effective as knowing that he’d left Red alone last night when he was in trouble.

He ran his hand through his hair. “We’ll get coffee on the way. You’re buying.”


Chapter 5

Frankie pulled over at Denny’s on South Second for him to run in and grab a jolt of Mississippi Mud Coffee. Then she parked in front of Earnestine and Hazel’s, around the corner from the crime scene. Billy could see Red’s body already laid out on a gurney, encased in a white vinyl body bag.

While Frankie typed her report on the computer console, he drank coffee and tried to get his wits about him. He rolled down his window for some air. A prosperous-looking young couple, people from the new homes built on the bluff, waved as they walked past.

This part of town had been a different scene in the forties. Earnestine and Hazel’s was a skinning joint back then with prostitutes working the warren of rooms over the bar. A variety of fools walked across the street from the train station, looking for a drink and some quick action from the ladies, only to regain consciousness with a knot on the back of their heads and their wallets emptied. A few blocks north, Beale Street had been home to gamblers, showgirls, street preachers, river men, blues players up from the Mississippi cotton fields, medicine men, voodoo priests, and housemaids. There was no more creative, stimulating, or dangerous fifteen square blocks in the country.

Billy noted the sun lighting up the peeled blue trim on the windows of E and H—the bar’s nighttime potency having given way to exhaustion. What’s enticing in the nighttime can look like hell in the morning. Daylight changes the nature of things.

He downed the last of his coffee and turned his attention to Frankie, who was speaking to him between rapid-fire keystrokes.

“Dispatch is pushing for this report on Davis. Dunsford isn’t going to let me back on the scene, but he can’t kick you out. Behind the bench you’ll find a pile of plastic bottles. I dropped a small gray bag there, a conjure bag, used to transport ebbos.” She glanced at him. “That means charms or spells. I’d say we’re dealing with Santería.”

She threw out ebbos as if she were comfortable with the word. Red had done the same. Billy knew almost nothing about the religion. Apparently Frankie did.

She read the text on the screen, tapped a key, and turned to him with the same earnest expression he’d had when he was a patrol cop.

“There’s not much Santería activity in Memphis,” he said. “The big evangelical churches rule the city.”

“You’d be surprised by what’s going on behind closed doors. I tried to explain the significance of the bag to Dunsford. He cut me off, told me it was trash and to throw it away. I couldn’t let him toss evidence, so I squirreled it away behind the bench.”

“I’m guessing there’s a voodoo potion in the bag.”

“Technically, it’s not voodoo. The stuff looks like it came out of a vacuum cleaner bag: ground eggshell, pulverized coal, bits of a wasp nest, rock salt, guinea pepper. You knock it down in a blender then blow the dust into the face of the person you want to do away with.” She flattened her palm and blew air in his direction. “Poof. You’re dead.”

“From eggshells?”

“In a believer’s mind, it’s a bona fide death curse. It could stop a person’s heart.”

“Did any of that devil dust show up on Red?”

“His jacket and face looked dusty when I checked him over. Then I found the bag, but before I could compare the two, Dunsford showed up.”

Billy crumpled up his coffee cup. “I’m not saying you don’t know what you’re talking about, but I can’t believe a savvy guy like Red is into that crap.”

“He’s wearing a necklace of green and yellow beads. That’s a Santerían collar. I found rooster feathers, a red bandanna, and a red apple in his pocket—all elements of a charm meant to counteract a curse.”

“No room for coincidence here?”

“Nope,” she said with certainty.

“You don’t believe in this stuff, do you?”

She made a face. “You know a lot about the Delta blues. That doesn’t make you a sharecropper with a guitar. I saw evidence of Santería at a number of Key West crime scenes. This appears to be death by natural causes, but it’s a mistake to take Santería off the table.”

“Let’s be clear. You got me out of bed to verify your theory that a voodoo curse killed Red Davis.”

“Santería isn’t voodoo, but yes, I’d like to hear your opinion.”

He almost laughed at her cockiness. “You should take the promotions exam. You’d fit right in with the squad.”

“I took it a month ago. Scored ninety-eight percent. Three candidates are up for two positions in the investigative squads. I’m going to land one of them.”

Her score impressed him, but her attitude put him off. “Look. Most times, a heart attack is just a heart attack. I haven’t heard how you’re going to connect Red’s death to this bag of dust.”

“Just take a look at his face.” She handed him a pair of latex gloves. “I have to sign off my shift. Give me a call when you’re done.”


Chapter 6

Detective Don Dunsford was coasting through his final year on the force. The fact that his brother-in-law was a Memphis Police Association union rep along with Don’s announcement that he would take early retirement at the end of the year had saved him from being slapped with probation for flunking the latest technical-training upgrade. He was never much of a cop. At this late stage, any case Dunsford caught was at serious risk of being underinvestigated. He had earned the nickname “the Dud.”

Billy ducked under the tape and headed toward Dunsford. He was standing next to the bench where Red’s body had been discovered, wagging a clipboard in his face to create a breeze. Dunsford was a low-oxygen type, a mouth breather.

“What’s up, Don?” Billy said in a cheery voice.

Dunsford stared at him, a little blank. “Hey. You back in town?”

Billy shrugged.

Dunsford shrugged back. His mobile rang. He answered and walked away as if satisfied their conversation was over.

Billy located the gray bag Frankie had described and snapped on gloves to scoop out a handful of the concoction: fine dust with bits of eggshell and lumps of wasp nest.

Dunsford strolled over. “You hear about the hiring freeze? I got four cases running. Could use some help.”

Billy dumped the dust in the bag and rolled off the gloves. “Any idea what happened here?”

Dunsford swatted the air. “Some Sambo named Davis died waiting for a train. Just another damned drunk.”

Billy’s jaw tightened. Davis’s talent and emotional fortitude made him worth a thousand fools like Dunsford. “The man deserves more consideration than that.”

“Naw. I didn’t even call the ME’s office. A waste of manpower. What’s it to you?”

“My granddaddy was a black man. I’m thinking Mr. Davis might be my great-uncle.”

Dunsford’s face swelled with suspicion, then he sneered. “So that’s why you’re always standing up for the coloreds. You were bred to it.”

He leaned into Dunsford’s face. “My granddaddy got around. The white ladies loved him. I hope you and me aren’t related.”

Dunsford’s lips parted so a whiff of sour breath escaped. Then he laughed, showing a gold tooth on the side. “You’re good, Able. Had me going.” He punched Billy on the bicep. Billy punched back harder and raised the conjure bag for Dunsford to see.

“You plan to use this in your investigation?”

“That little gal cop had her shorts in a wad over that thing. What’s with you being so interested in trash?”

“I’m going to take a look at the body on the way out, see if I recognize a relative.”

Dunsford’s eyes went cold. “That’s not necessary.”

“I think it is.”

“Oh, yeah,” Dunsford retorted.

That response pretty much exhausted Dunsford’s repertoire of comebacks, which meant he’d have to ante up or back down. But forcing Dunsford to assert his authority wouldn’t get Billy a look at the body. What they needed was a distraction. He pointed toward the parking lot.

“Hey, Don. The tech with the camera over there has a question.”

Dunsford’s head swiveled toward a young woman with blocky shoulders and wide hips who was sorting through a camera bag. He ambled over, their near showdown having flown out of his head.

Billy tucked the conjure bag into his pocket and walked to the transfer-service driver who was standing next to his hearse. The driver apparently recognized him, because he stepped back from the gurney as a sign of compliance. Tech crews divide detectives into two groups—professionals and professional jerks. His partner Lou once said that only geniuses can get away with being sons of bitches on a daily basis. Lou had been a son of a bitch, but he’d pretty much kept a lid on it until the end. He wondered if Lou would’ve come here this morning with Frankie to check the scene or if he would’ve blown her off. He used to believe he could predict what Lou would do a hundred percent of the time. He’d been wrong.

The name “Davis” had been scrawled in black marker at the foot of Red’s body bag. Billy put his hand on the zipper and glanced over at the driver.

“I got some paperwork,” the driver said and walked to the front of the vehicle.

Billy ran the zipper down the side. Fermented alcohol wafted out of the airtight body bag as he folded back the edge. Instantly, he understood why Frankie had been so concerned. The expression on Red’s face made his heart grip.

It’s not unusual for a corpse that remains in a seated position for several hours to exhibit a dropped jaw, but he’d never seen anything like this gape-mouthed, Halloween mask of horror that was Red’s face. Gravity couldn’t create the distended eyeballs, the skin stretched tight around the eye sockets, or cause Red’s lips to draw back and expose his gums.

Pain on the face of a dead man was nothing new, but he wasn’t looking at pain. There was nothing natural or normal about the nature of Red Davis’s death. This was pure terror.

He rocked the head to one side then the other to establish rigor and to check for blows around the face and skull. The fingers and nails of both hands showed no sign of trauma; however, a powdery film coated Red’s face and dirt streaked the front of his shirt, something Billy didn’t recall from the night before. Was it the same as the dust in the conjure bag? They would never know, because Dunsford wasn’t going to include the bag’s contents as evidence to be tested.

He heard a door slam and the service driver came around the side of the vehicle, giving a nod that it was time to load the body. Billy reached behind Red’s head to straighten it before zipping the bag, noting the green and yellow necklace that Frankie had mentioned. As he withdrew his hand, a wad of organic material the size of a penny came away in his fingers. A piece of wasp nest.

“Hey, Don,” he called. “You need to see this.”

Dunsford broke off his conversation with the tech and came over, making grunting noises in the back of his throat at the sight of the unzipped bag. “What the hell? I told you to leave the body alone.”

“Did you see Red’s face?”

Dunsford gave him a sidelong look. “You know the deceased?”

“Everybody knows Red Davis.” He held up the gummy wad. “I found this stuck between his neck and collar.”

He brought out the conjure bag and poured some of the contents, including chunks of the nest, into his palm. “It looks like someone threw this crap in Red’s face to make him believe he was cursed. A heart attack may have killed him, but this makes me think someone triggered it.”

Dunsford stared at the dust in Billy’s palm. His mouth puckered, and his eyes took on a sly certainty. “I get it. That little gal cop put you up to this. She talked you into coming down here to mess with me because I slapped her on the ass.” He reached over and jerked the zipper closed. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what you think or what you’ve got to say, or how many cases you’ve closed, or who your granddaddy was. You’re on leave, which means you’re a neutered cop.” He swatted the gurney. “Get going,” he barked at the driver.

He turned back to Billy. “You act like you care about this bum. If you’re so broken up, why didn’t you get him off the street, huh? Now get outta my crime scene, pretty boy. And tell Mz. Thang to keep her nose and her tight little fanny out of my cases.”


Chapter 7

Nine A.M. and his day already had a crust on top.

He phoned Frankie from the scene and caught her as she was leaving Confederate Park on North Front Street. While he’d been shadowboxing with Dunsford, Frankie had signed out with dispatch and located a woman who regularly shared a park bench with Davis and Lacy. The woman said they had recently taken rooms—a polite term for squatting—on the second floor, back side of an abandoned house on St. Paul Avenue. Another vagrant had taken over the first floor. Billy agreed to meet her at the house in thirty minutes.

He had no problem locating the vandalized Greek Revival mansion with busted-out windows on the second floor and a forest of weeds in the yard. An orange laminated sign tacked to the plywood that secured the front door read CITY OF MEMPHIS INSPECTION DIVISION—PLACARD OF CONDEMNATION.

“Condemnation” is a Bible word. Bible words are Memphis words. Words like “judgment” and “damnation” had been running through his mind since he’d seen that tortured expression on Red’s corpse’s face.

Last night he’d ignored his truer instincts and walked away from Red. Now the man was dead. Maybe it had been his time to go, but that was impossible to know without looking into it further.

He walked around the side of the house. Someone had torn the plywood off a tall window on the side porch that was hidden from the street by overgrown boxwoods and was using the opening as an entrance. He peered in. Although the house had been abandoned long ago, the empty room retained an eerie elegance.

He left the porch, a mockingbird dive-bombing him from a pecan tree as he waded through the weeds to the sidewalk. Frankie had parked on the street and was leaning against the bumper of her blue Jeep Cherokee, laughing at the bird. Off duty, she’d changed into khakis and a cotton shirt.

They agreed that an inspection of the house was called for and walked together around to the side porch. Frankie pulled her duty weapon, a 9mm SIG Sauer, and ducked inside first. He followed.

Light filtered through dust-coated transoms, the room’s stagnant air smelling of boiled hot dogs, urine, and feces. The odor nearly triggered his gag reflex, but he held back. No barfing in front of a girl, especially if she’s not barfing, too.

Frankie stalked around the downstairs rooms while he stepped into the front hall. A door slammed. She joined him in time to catch sight of a large black man as he took off running through the trees in the side yard. They looked at each other and shrugged. No way to catch what had to be the house’s downstairs tenant.

Upstairs, the plaster walls had been stripped down to the lath. Patches of light from downstairs shone through the rotting floorboards. At the end of the hall, they found the musicians’ door held closed by a rusted hasp and an opened bicycle lock.

The windows of the large, square room were half boarded up, the ceiling buckled by water damage. Green and black mold streaked the walls. The air smelled of plaster dust, Irish Spring soap, and mildew. A crumbling brick fireplace and a battered armoire shoved in the corner marked this room as having once been the master bedroom.

Billy gave the space a quick once-over. What struck him more than the decay was the effort Red and Little Man had made to create order. A table pieced together out of scrap wood stood at the center of the room. On the table were two black candles. The men had cut holes in two pieces of paper and run the candles through them, the paper apparently meant to catch dripping wax. Lined against the wall was a pair of army cots, each with a neatly folded blanket and a metal pan turned upside down and placed in the middle of the mattress.

Red’s guitar case stood at the foot of one cot and Little Man’s sax case was at the foot of the other. What a relief. The instruments were safe. They represented the dead men’s legacies.

Nothing about the room suggested the chaos of an alcoholic’s lifestyle or that Red had died for any reason other than natural causes. Billy walked over to the fireplace where a white enameled pan with five eggs floating in oil sat on the hearth. One end of a cotton wick had been immersed in the oil. The other end hung off the side. A brown powder covered the top of the oil. He leaned in and sniffed. Cinnamon.

“Look at this,” he said, expecting to find Frankie right behind him. Instead, she was standing in the doorway, rocking in her shoes like a kid about to take off running.

She pointed to a mildewed wall. “Those black patches are toxic mold.”

“Are you sensitive to it?”

“No.”

“Do you think the mold caused Red’s heart attack?” he asked.

“No ... I don’t.”

“Then why the hell are you standing in the hall?”

Her neck flushed. “Because I’m looking at curses. Bad ones.”

She walked to the table and spread back the curled paper beneath one of the candles. “Take a look at this.”

It was a promo shot of Red. Someone had cut a hole where his face should have been and run the candle through it. The base of the candle was sitting in a nest of gray hair. The same treatment had been given to the second candle, only the photo was of Little Man.

“Light the candle and the curse ignites on the person in the photo,” she said. “Hair from the victim makes the curse even more powerful.” She pointed to the pans turned upside down on the cots. “That over there is some really nasty stuff. People who believe in Santería keep a pan of water under their bed while they sleep to trap the evil spirits. The longer the water stays under the bed, the more concentrated the evil becomes. If the water is dumped on the mattress, the spirits are released.”

“So get a new mattress.”

“Doesn’t work like that. The spirits track your scent, run you down like bloodhounds to possess your soul. Possession by evil spirits is the worst possible fate for a believer.”

“How do you know this stuff?”

She huffed. “I told you, I worked with this in Key West. A neighbor of mine drove her car into a concrete wall rather than risk being possessed by the Evils.”

“The Evils?”

“Evil spirits.”

The seriousness of her tone surprised him. “Here’s another explanation” he said. “Blues musicians set a tub of water beside them while they play. They like the sound as it passes over the water.”

“Nice story, except these tubs of water have been dumped on the cots.” She walked to the fireplace and studied the pan on the hearth. “I can tell you that the person who set up these curses knows something about palo mayombe. That’s the black arts. I think someone cursed this room then hunted down Little Man and Red with the conjure bags and finished them off. The oil and eggs are evidence that they knew they were in trouble, but they couldn’t light the wick soon enough. It has to burn for five days before a curse is displaced.”

“They could have walked in and lighted the wick then stayed at Robert House for five days.”

“No believer would enter a room this cursed. With Red’s bad heart, I’m surprised he didn’t drop dead in the doorway. No, they did the right thing. They ran with just the clothes on their backs.”

He didn’t want to hear any more about evil spells, and he sure as hell didn’t believe it. He went over to shelves the men had constructed out of concrete blocks and boards. A box of saltines and twelve cans of Chef Boyardee ravioli were stored on the lower shelf. On the top shelf was a stack of staff paper for music notation. At one end stood a framed photo of a young woman seated at a baby grand piano. Beside the frame was a votive candle and a wilting daisy in a bud vase. At the other end were two clean washcloths. On one lay a beaded necklace similar to what Red had been wearing.

Frankie joined him and picked up the necklace. “This must’ve been for Little Man. The pattern of beads belongs to Obatala.” She slipped the white beads through her fingers and laid the necklace back on the cloth.

“Who is Obatala?”

“He’s orisha, like a saint in the Catholic church only with a bit of Greek god thrown in. They eat, drink, have emotions. Every initiated believer has an orisha or, to be more accurate, is chosen by an orisha.”

“You grew up around this crazy stuff?”

“It’s not so crazy. Religious beliefs are powerful no matter who you worship. I’ve seen good and bad come from Santería just like any other religion.”

He looked around the room. “Nothing I see here indicates intentional harm. It’s more like pranks.”

Frankie wiped sweat from her forehead, frustration on her face. “I guess whoever set this up is going to get away with murder.”

She had him with that one. He didn’t like it.

He picked up notated sheets of music. One appeared to be a completed song titled “Old Fool Love.” Red had signed his name beside the title. The chorus read:


Love at the door feeling bad,

’Cause love can’t have what it needs to have.

Old fool love. That old fool ... love.



Red had used that phrase the night before. Billy could almost hear him singing it.

He put down the pages. “You probably don’t know that Red and Little Man played big halls throughout Europe in the late eighties. In the nineties, they opened for major rock bands in Berlin, Paris, London. Red is an icon over there, a legend.”

“I didn’t realize,” she said.

“Check out Red’s guitar.” He went over to the cot, laid the case flat, and flipped open the latches.

The guitar inside looked more like a cubist painting deconstructed into parts than a musical instrument. The neck had been stomped free of the body, the fingerboard fractured in two places, the head detached with only the strings holding it to the neck. The mahogany top had been smashed, flipped over, and the back crushed.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, reading his shock.

He nodded toward the other case. “Check the sax.” He watched as she popped the latch and looked the instrument over.

“Oh, my God. It’s in pieces.”

He stood and walked to the armoire, heartsick with the realization that Frankie had been right—something terrible had happened in this room. He opened the door to the armoire, his eyes moving over the dark suits that had been worn shiny, and the white shirts with stained collars. Among them he found a camel-colored sports jacket with a Goodwill price tag attached. He pulled it from the rest and held it up for Frankie to see.

“You think it’s the cursed jacket?” she asked.

“I don’t know. This setup stinks. We’ll take the jacket, the instruments, and that sheet music, and the photograph of the girl on the shelf.”

“And Little Man’s necklace?”

“Yes, take that.”

She looked away. He caught her tiniest smile of triumph.

On the way out he clicked the bicycle lock shut. The place would be stripped by sundown, but there was nothing he could do about it.

Coming down the stairs, a window on the landing gave them a view of the street. An African-American man was on the sidewalk across from the house, arms crossed over his chest and his legs spread in a stance of defiance.

“Is that the guy we saw in the yard?” he asked.

“Not sure. And it’s too late to find out. He just took off.”

They ran downstairs but were slowed in the yard by the tangle of tall weeds. Tires squealed from around the corner. They pulled up. Billy looked at Frankie. “We need to find out who that was.”


Chapter 8

Frankie dropped Billy at Court Square, an easy walk down the bluff to his place on the river. A noontime gospel concert had just started. People wandered the square, eating hot dogs and drinking Orange Crush underneath the giant shade trees. Moms brought lawn chairs and blankets so their kids could sprawl at their feet and listen to the concert. It was all so comfortably familiar.

He spotted a bicycle cop in a yellow shirt and helmet surveying the crowd. Bums typically staked out the benches on the square, but they had an unspoken agreement with the cops about noontime—no panhandling, no hogging the benches, and no peeing in the bushes.

Twenty members of the Tennessee Mass Gospel Choir were deep into a snappy version of “Joy to the World.” The men and women, dressed in their summer whites, were lined up in front of the bandstand, singing and clapping to the beat. He wanted to stay for the music, but the sack of evidence from Red’s room reminded him that he needed to work up a case file.

The choir hit the chorus. A middle-aged man in a ball cap jigged through the crowd and began to whirl around in a clearing in front of the bandstand like a child on a sugar high, his startling green eyes bright with mania. He wore plaid shorts that bagged at the butt and white athletic socks bunched at his ankles. People in the crowd hurled catcalls at him. Three
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