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      Jamie Derouen sat in her bright red Audi R8, peering through the sloped, rain-spattered windshield at the open door of the motel room. The door, nominally painted white, was dingy gray in the New Orleans twilight. The door frame, which had been a garish orange-pink when she had arrived at sunset, had faded into a slightly darker, somehow dingier gray than the door. In the light of a sunny day, the Tony & Cleo Motel could be mistaken for a happy place, brightly colored paint applied over weathered wood. The illusion disappeared, though, under the low-hanging clouds of March and the onset of night. Even the paint job of her R8 had been desaturated into a flat, metallic gray.

      Without the neon lights of the French Quarter or Canal Street or downtown to trace the shapes of buildings and cars and people, to give them color and lend them energy, New Orleans at night became a world of gray.

      Jamie was thirty-two, but she used the same mundane magic as the city to appear years younger—at least in the daylight or under the pink and green and golden lights of the evening. A fresh coat of paint and new, designer drapes always performed wonders. The red streaks she had started adding to her black hair—trendy, trés gothique—disguised what would otherwise be her first streaks of gray. Her skin was as smooth as the spas who catered to scions of the nouveau riche could make it, but her paleness was pure genetics, the somewhat unexpected result of her blonde, Southern belle mother and her oh-so-very dark, Creole father. She wore a tailored charcoal gray trench coat with a black leather belt cinching it closed at her waist. If she had been standing, the trench coat would have reached to just above her knees, and completely covered the red cocktail dress she wore underneath.

      Like the aging Tony & Cleo Motel, she was overdressed, and in last year’s fashion.

      The motel room door, with its cast iron “8” centered just above the black dot of the peephole, visibly sagged on its frame as the thunder of the spring storm rolled. The interior of the room beyond the door was lost in shadows, but she knew what would have been revealed by turning on the light. A full-sized bed, unmade, rumpled. A plastic cube of a TV purchased in the previous century with a set-top box attached by cables that drooped and tangled. And, maybe, what was left of the man she had met just over a year ago, Ashley Turner. Assuming he wasn't still barricaded in the small bathroom, refusing to come out.

      Was he even a man anymore?

      What had she seen?

      What had she felt, then and now?

      Those questions were a smokescreen, defensive—possibly even passive-aggressive—obfuscation thrown up by some deeper part of her mind—or what was left of her soul—to keep the real questions at bay.

      Since her father’s disappearance a week ago she had felt increasingly free. But seeing Ash tonight, even for only a split second⁠—

      She had been standing there, dark coat cinched tight over the red dress Ash had liked so much last year, come to give Ash some money so that he could leave New Orleans. Or give it to the skinny black girl who seemed to have become Ash’s go-between. The girl must have told Jamie her name, but Jamie had been too distracted to remember. It had been the skinny black girl who called and asked for the money. She had said the money was for Ash, because Ash needed to get out of town. Had the girl mentioned something about the police?

      Jamie’s fingers twitched in irritation. She wanted a cigarette.

      If Ash had stepped out to see her when she first arrived, if he had not been barricaded behind the door to room 8, would there have been an attempted robbery? She could still feel the mugger’s hands on her, having grabbed her from behind. Could still smell his beery breath and stale sweat. And she could still feel the coolness of the blade pressed against her neck.

      Everything so clear. Except she struggled with the memory of the door opening and the clawed hands reaching out of the darkness. The long face with its reptilian eyes and impossibly long mouth, lined with teeth⁠—

      Was that what she had really seen? Was that what Ash had become? Or had recent revelations about her family—her father—colored her perceptions?

      But that thought always led back to the original questions. Questions that she didn’t like the answers for.

      What had she known? When had she known it?

      Those two questions had been chasing each other round and round in the maelstrom of her mind for much of the last year, even before Ash had lurched out at her from the crowd at the Krewes of Cleopatra parade, re-entering her life after his own had almost certainly been ended.

      The lapsed Catholic part of her, what remained of her pleated-skirt-and-pressed-white-shirt education, retained enough presence in her mind to insist that she had to have known since almost from the beginning. How could she not have known? How could she not be guilty?

      But the less-Catholic—sometimes even more rational—part of her mind insisted that she had only imperfect information. More now than before, but still not the whole picture. And without the full picture—from her father, from Ash—how could she be sure of anything?

      She clung to that uncertainty. It was the closest to absolution she expected to find. She didn’t think redemption was possible, but maybe there was still some form of forgiveness she could attain.

      Sometimes ignorance was the only excuse available.

      Otherwise, she would have to believe that the clawed hands of an alligator—an alligator standing upright, like a man—had grabbed the mugger by the shoulders and dragged the heavy man over her and into the motel room⁠—

      And that the same hands had then gripped her shoulders, firmly—painfully—but without the claws puncturing the fabric of the trench coat—and thrown her backward, away from the door, to land on the roof of her R8 as the motel room door slammed shut⁠—

      She wasn’t ready to believe that. Any of that. Not yet.

      She had been forced to learn a number of ugly truths over the past year— Was this one any uglier? Any more fantastic?

      She needed to talk to Ash.

      But Ash wasn’t talking.

      The mugger had come scurrying out of Room 8, leaving the door hanging open, but Ash remained inside.

      She waited five more minutes, trying to will Ash Turner—or whoever—whatever—Ash Turner had become, to show himself. (Itself? No, the uncertainty insisted, that couldn’t have been what she saw. Or if it was, it had been a trick of the shadows.)

      “God damn it, Ash,” she said, then fired up the R8’s oversized V10 and revved it.

      The automatic headlights came on with the engine and stabbed into the darkness of the motel room, past the particleboard desk and the old-fashioned TV, all the way to the back wall. The drywall there showed the cracked, collapsed outline where the would-be mugger must have been thrown against it. But no Ash. The door to the tiny bathroom remained as closed as before.

      Disgusted at Ash—and at herself, and the skinny black girl, and the mugger, and at the Tony & Cleo Motel and anything and everything in close proximity—including her missing father and his divorced second wife that was her mother—she put the R8 into reverse and backed away from the sagging door of motel room 8.

      She needed a drink. And a cigarette.

      Her first thought was to drive downtown and make her way to one of the exclusive rooftop bars her family name and wealth guaranteed her access to, but she wasn’t feeling especially family proud. Not tonight. Maybe not ever again. She didn’t need—or want—ambiance. Or company. Or even the thing she had sought most often in the past, in the weeks after Mardi Gras, forgetfulness, a blurring of the lines of memory that could allow her to retain some semblance of ignorance—and sanity.

      No. Not tonight. Tonight was a night best spent alone. And even if she didn’t exactly face the memories head on, there were decisions to be made.

      Or maybe she had already made the decision and just needed to get drunk enough to act on it.

      More thunder shook the air and the rain picked up as she pulled out of the motel parking lot. The automatic wipers of the R8 came on, but struggled against the volume of rain. She could barely see past the hood of her car.

      How did one start a new life? She didn’t know. But driving full speed away from the Tony & Cleo Motel—and Ash Turner—and the rolling thunder that suddenly sounded like mocking laughter—seemed like a solid beginning.
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