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“What one man does, another can undo.”
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Chapter 1

Red Bayou

The shantytown
emerged out of a humid dawn, its humble dwellings like tombstones
poking up through morning fog.

Finch Webster had humped his Chevy out of
New Orleans a few ticks past three o’clock. Weekend anglers could
withstand no end of self-abuse. Dorcilus Fonterelle rode shotgun,
and in the backseat wavered a bristling clutch of rods and reels
and the odd tacklebox or two.

“Watch what you say down here,” Finch told
Dorcilus. “They’re so backwards they think the missionary position
is a new twist.”

Dorcy just laughed. He did that a lot. Six
years in America, fresh off an overcrowded Haitian boatlift, and
everything was still a hoot.

Bayou Rouge, what there was of it, brooded,
tiny and sullen. Extreme south Louisiana in soggy Terrebonne
Parish. Even at dawn, mid-July was a sauna, the air suitable for
slicing, thick and heavy with a green-gray scent of decay. Bayou
Rouge was a clearing where the swamp had given up, accessible by
one chuckholed road paved with crushed oyster shells, and boasting
its own zip code to prove membership in the twentieth century.
Population fell on the double-digit side of a hundred, plus an
untallied assortment of swamp rats living deeper in the bayou,
hermits in stilt houses who defined overpopulation as anything more
than two people per square mile. Time stood still, an
anthropologist’s dream. Finch would wager that at least 95 percent
of these Cajuns were descended directly from the area’s original
settlers, booted out of Nova Scotia in the late 1700s for refusing
to pledge allegiance to the British crown.

Finch saw what looked to serve as the local
drinkery, a ramshackle log hovel at a precarious tilt, and wheeled
over to park several yards away. He killed the engine and the
silence was awesome. Just a droning backcountry lethargy of frogs
and insects and the occasional proud rooster.

Finch and Dorcilus eased from the car,
muscles in protest, too many miles of too many chuckholes. Finch’s
bad knee ached, the left one, and he flexed it a few times to work
out the stiffs. He had to piss. Pick a tree, any tree. Cypress and
swamp oak lorded over Bayou Rouge like indifferent kings, adorned
in robes of Spanish moss.

Finch noticed the look of vague
consternation on Dorcilus’s face — bad memories, like a whiff of
something foul. “What is it?”

Dorcilus glanced about at the shacks, the
small animals trotting here and there. Chickens, piglets, dogs,
barely domesticated. The wind shifted and brought with it the more
savory aromas of brewing coffee, frying bacon.

“Very much like home was, this is.” Dorcilus
had lost little of his accent since immigrating, the Caribbean
French lilt. “Too much.”

Finch relieved himself and, with only the
faintest limp, was stepping back from behind a tree and zipping up
when his eyes grew better accustomed to the gloom in the absence of
his headlights. He noticed the scattered shadows. Ones that moved,
blinked, toted guns the size of blunderbusses. The welcoming
committee. Finch opted for down-home friendly and offered them a
big wave. He leaned into his car and laid a toot on the horn. It
echoed, rolled through swampland, deeply distressed the balance of
nature.

The pub’s door banged open and out grumped a
fortyish Cajun. Faded brown pants, white shirt with suspenders, a
dark bramble of a beard. He frowned painfully at the car and
uttered rapid-fire epithets in French. English was a second
language down here, and while it was the only one Finch had ever
spoken or intended to speak, the meaning was clear indeed: Lay
off that horn.

“Sorry.” Finch smiled. “Mr. Duchamp?”

“Which one?” asked the Cajun. It came out in
that gumbo-thick accent of theirs, sounded like Wheesh
wonn?

“Um … Emile. Emile Duchamp?”

The man nodded, patted his chest. “You done
got him.”

“Great. We’re Webster and Fonterelle, from
New Orleans. We’re the ones had that recommendation to you for a
day’s guide?”

Duchamp nodded, sure, sure you are, most
natural thing in the world. He turned toward distant neighbors, who
waited in the shadows with patient eyes, hawk-sharp. He waved them
off, and only then did they go about their business, their guns
lowered to relaxation. Close-knit little hamlet — these were people
you did not cross. Brothers’ keepers, one and all.

Duchamp flipped a fingertip through the
motley layout of gray and brown houses, toward an opening in the
tree line. “Dock’s down that way, boat’s ready to go.”

Dorcilus started pulling gear from the
Chevy, and Duchamp smiled, showing teeth as strong and serviceable
as a Clydesdale’s. “You boys done come on time, you did, surprise
me.”

Finch smiled. Yokel charm was so hard to
resist. “Not used to that, are you?”

“Ah, non. City boys, heeee, most ‘em don’t
even know what sunrise she look like.” He grinned and nodded,
motioned they follow him around to the side of the building. The
murmur of conversation drifted out from a screened window, along
with the scent of sizzling ham and eggs. Finch’s stomach growled
envy. The day-old fast-food breakfast biscuits nuked in the
microwave before leaving New Orleans suddenly seemed too long ago,
too far away.

Duchamp stopped beside an ancient soda
bottle machine, one of the flat, water-cooled kind, like some
carbonated coffin. A Bubble-Up logo was barely visible through a
web of rust, and a fringe of dry weeds sprouted around the base.
Duchamp opened the lid to pluck chilled six-packs of beer from
brownish water.

“We gone need these.” He winked. “The day,
she be a hot bitch today.”

“Bait shrimp,” Dorcilus said. “You still
have bait shrimp, as we heard?”

Duchamp raised a collapsible wire mesh cage
from the same water, and when spilloff rained on his shirt he
couldn’t have cared less. Inside the cage were the biggest shrimp
Finch had ever seen, restaurants included. Already peeled, the
shrimp went beyond jumbo, as wide as a closed fist with the thumb
curled outward for the tail.

Duchamp nodded. “Shrimp. Good ‘nough?”

Finch saluted toward his cap brim with one
of the rods. “I’d say we’re in business.”

The sun rose, the day sweated on, and Bayou
Rouge turned into one monstrous acreage of steaming misery. Duchamp
spent most of the time hunkered aft, hand on a trolling motor that
kept them growling along the brackish water. Herons and egrets
swooped in graceful arcs to skim the surface. The place was a
riotous honeycomb of lakes and marshes, streams and swampland,
bordered everywhere by woodland so thick that little short of
napalm would hack through. Every bit as tangled as Duchamp’s beard,
and he knew it just as well.

The hiring of a Cajun guide for the day had
made perfect sense, as far as Finch was concerned. Come down here,
kill some time, might as well take advantage of local resources.
These swamp rats knew just where to drop a hook and line.

After four beers and around forty bites —
half of which had been Louisiana’s armor-piercing mosquitoes,
penetrating his defense of Off! Spray — Finch decided he couldn’t
fish worth a damn. Were it as simple as dropping a line from a cane
pole into a hollow where Duchamp pointed, he might have stood a
chance. But mastery of rod-and-reel technology eluded him. He
thumbed the release too late when casting, sent the baited hook or
lure splatting down three feet from the boat. Or too early, and
whizzed hooks a hair’s breadth from piercing his earlobe. He
jousted futilely with cypress knees, tangled lines into Gordian
knots and had to have Duchamp cut him free. He strangled himself
when he hooked tree limbs, accidentally freed more than one fish
he’d actually managed to catch when the slippery bastards finned
him. Fishing — so relaxing, indeed. All the while, Duchamp
chuckled with amusement, and Dorcilus reeled in catch after catch
as easily as picking them off ice in a fish market.

It was the kind of sour grapes that would
make this evening a lot easier.

Finch Webster was suffering the ill effects
of a severe identity crisis. Thirty-two years old, third-generation
Louisiana born and bred, and still he fit nowhere within the given
social designations. He was no Cajun, nor a Creole. Entrenched
solidly in the inner city, he was no coon-ass, and too liberal to
be a true redneck. Nothing. It hadn’t helped that his forebears had
come down early this century from Delaware.

Lately, though, luck seemed to be turning
around, a niche opening for him. Things like that happen, you keep
in tune with the right streets, patronize the right places, show
the proper respect to the proper guys. Fortune had smiled, Lady
Luck had hiked her skirt. These men of respect had doled out a few
low-level jobs, and Finch had begun trucking loads of contraband
out of New Orleans this past year, up to Baton Rouge, to
Shreveport. Done a good job, hadn’t fucked up, hadn’t gotten greedy
and demanded a bigger slice of pie before sufficiently proving the
size of his stones.

A place to call your own, people to
call your own. It wasn’t too much to expect out of life.

Take this guy, this Haitian refugee,
Dorcilus Fonterelle. Given that shared French ancestry, he likely
had more in common with Emile Duchamp than with Finch himself.
Weird world. Dorcy shows up six years ago, like a foundling on the
United States’ doorstep. He and twelve others, all of whom had no
love for Jean-Claude Duvalier’s regime in Haiti, had packed onto a
sixteen-foot rowboat, managed to dodge the Coast Guard, and washed
up days later on a south Florida beach. Two dead, the rest
dehydrated and blazed by an angry sun. Dorcilus was the only one to
be granted asylum, in that he had somehow proved his life to be in
danger from the secret police. The remaining survivors were branded
economic refugees and deported back home, and Dorcilus Fonterelle
migrated northwest to New Orleans. A factory worker, now living the
American dream at three hundred a month for rent.

Luck of the draw, Finch supposed, that they
had ended up living in the same apartment building. He’d palled
around with Dorcy two, three times even before he was getting paid
to do it. Do the Bourbon Street crawl, hit a few strip shows. The
baser instincts could provide a bridge between even the most
disparate backgrounds.

Finch liked him. Honestly.

But a job was a job.

By evening, nature gave glorious testament
to how Bayou Rouge had earned its name. The sun was an hour or more
from setting, though still low enough to slant over land and marsh,
filtering through trees and painting the waters darkly rose. It was
rich, robust, ephemeral and eternal in the same stroke.

Emile Duchamp brought them back to the dock
and they disembarked. Dorcilus beamed as he hauled along a stringer
almost too heavy to carry with one hand. Finch mostly scratched
mosquito bites; a wonder he had any blood left at all.

Duchamp sidled up to him, jostled him
good-naturedly with an elbow. “Now, you’s lookin’ too thirsty to
pass up a nice cold one at Belisaire’s, you is.”

“That the hole you crawled out of this
morning?”

“One and the same.”

“Lead on.” Finch looked back to Dorcilus.
“Okay with you?”

Indeed it was. They had run out of the beer
too long ago.

Duchamp peered with mock disdain at the puny
stringer Finch dangled. “Maybe we fix up a nice bowl of gumbo for
you.”

They trooped back through the village, the
smell of food heavy and rich and down-home exotic. On a tiny nearby
porch, a rugged old guy in coveralls sawed away carefree on a
violin while another squeezed a small accordion along with him.
Elsewhere, a young craftsman planed wood shavings from a rough-hewn
coffin; they littered the ground at his feet in stiff curls.

Trapping must have gone well today. Finch
noticed that a wooden rack, which had been empty at dawn, was now
occupied to half capacity, freshly skinned muskrat and mink and
raccoon yielding wet pelts stretched from nails to dry.

The inside of Belisaire’s set new standards
for rustic, but it was civilization, and that was good enough for
Finch. Low of ceiling with raw log walls, and a few tables made
from old whiskey barrels with plywood nailed on top. Alligator
hides, split at mid-belly and peeled away to either side, hung flat
on two walls. After quick introductions and no small amount of
French chortling, Finch and Dorcilus took seats at a corner barrel.
Finch hooked one foot around a stray chair’s leg, drew it closer so
he could elevate his bad knee, take some weight off.

Belisaire himself came over, nearly as round
as his tables, and plunked down a cold long-neck Lone Star in front
of each of them. Three bucks a beer, highway robbery — must be all
this high overhead. Dorcilus paid and didn’t complain.

Finch looked behind the bar, nothing more
than a Siamese quadruplet version of the tables, and saw several
barroom cases of Lone Star. He smiled, smelled contraband all the
way across the room. Probably a hijacked truck, across the border
of a state that was as far away for these rubes as Malaysia.

“Emile tells me you boys, you be needin’
some food in you,” Belisaire said after pocketing the six
dollars.

Finch kicked back in his chair and eyed the
Lone Star with one warily cocked brow. “How much?”

Belisaire slapped him on the shoulder with a
rich roar of laughter. “Special today! Free on the house for
shit-out-of-luck fisherman, haw!”

“Pass,” Finch said. Pride was at stake.

“Naw, naw, you don’t be frownin’ at me. My
wife’s cookin’ up a crawfish étouffée, and I do believe we gone
have plenty extra. You just keep it settin’ right there, son.”

Finch and Dorcilus slumped down into their
chairs, drank the Loners in weary limbo. Long day, tiring day.
Hot day. Finch’s clothes reeked of dark water and fish and
sweat. It wasn’t altogether unpleasant, in a heady macho way.

“Got an idea,” Finch said. The beer was
nearly gone and had geysered straight to his head. Blame it on the
hours of sun. “Let’s trade secrets, okay? One of mine for one of
yours. Sound fair?”

Dorcilus eyed him over the top of his own
bottle, then his cheerful dark face broke into a toothy grin. “I’ll
play.”

“Me first. Okay.” He’d known all along what
he would ask. This evening it seemed especially important. “How
come you really came floating out of Haiti six years ago? Forget
the rest of the guys on your little flotilla. Just you. I don’t
believe you were an enemy of the state any more’n I’d believe it if
you told me you were the world’s first black pope.”

Dorcilus rinsed his mouth with Texas brew
and sighed. Shook his head ruefully, finally snared in a lie. “I
have enemies there, all the same. This is true.”

Finch grinned, scenting blood. “Why?”

“There was this woman. Alliancine was her
name, mmmm. She was a fine one. A woman the loa would send
to earth to tempt a man.” He smiled, memories of passion, then it
cleared. “She was married to an officer of Duvalier’s Tonton
Macoute, and this I did not learn until too late. Until he had
already learned of me.”

Finch nodded. This was it? He’d been
expecting more, something that would cough up a clue as to what
this trip to Bayou Rouge was all about. And a long-ended game of
hide-the-sausage with the wife of an officer in the Haitian secret
police — under a regime that succumbed to revolution just months
after Dorcy had fled, no less — did not offer much. Unless
Fonterelle was snow-jobbing him again. But he didn’t think so. The
nostalgia of flesh and passion showed too plainly on his face. Not
like the chest-pounding boast of his having been some sort of
revolutionary, easily a transparent lie from the outset.

Adultery, huh. Zip the pants and get the
hell out of Dodge. Now and then were obviously unrelated.

“And now you.” Dorcilus aimed the empty
brown bottle at him with a sly grin. “The truth this time. How did
you get your limp?”

“I told you already. I used to race
motorcycles and I took a bad spill. Lucky to get out of it with my
leg in one piece.” Dorcilus wagged a chastising finger. “When you
passed out last weekend after those last beers? I checked your
driver’s license.” Triumph, smug and annoying. “You are not
classified for motorcycles.”

Finch wilted in his chair. Oh man, now
that had been low. Who would’ve thought anyone would be so
devious as to check something like that? Well, he supposed the
truth wouldn’t hurt. Not in this case, at least. It would never go
beyond this table.

“Couple years ago I had this truck. Pickup.
One of the fuses went bad and the stereo wouldn’t work without it
and I didn’t feel like stopping to buy a new one.” His cheeks
started to go red with embarrassment. “Turned out that a twenty-two
long rifle bullet fit the slot perfect. I think, great, I’m
rolling. Except the electricity heated up the bullet and it went
off and shot me in the goddamn knee. There. Are you happy?”

He’d expected another gale of laughter to
weather, just the way to round out Pick-Nn-Finch Day. But there
came nothing of the kind. Dorcilus merely nodded, contemplative, in
a caring sort of manner.

“I am very sorry,” he said softly. “I have
seen what bullets do to people.”

Hell’s bells, now why did he have to go and
say something like that? Why couldn’t he have been the cocky
sportsman who’d hauled in all those fish earlier? He wasn’t making
this any easier.

“Yeah, well, no big deal.” Finch tried to
shuffle the incident into insignificance. “Those’re little bullets,
anyway.”

He sat and fumed his way through another
overpriced Lone Star. The crawfish étouffée hadn’t yet made it to
the table, and he had to wonder about that. Maybe just a ruse to
give them a reason to wait. If so, it was successful.

And no longer required.

Finch heard it before Dorcilus, but then, he
was expecting it. Listening for it. A low, rhythmic beat of
whirling wings, swelling out of the northeast. A sound that would
give any Nam-vet in the place, had there been any, cause to pause
and reflect.

Air cav.

The Cajuns scarcely paid it any attention
and continued to drink without breaking stride. Belisaire’s walls
began to vibrate as the helicopter neared, and the alligator hides
wavered while dust sifted from low rafters.

Finch watched Dorcy out of the corner of one
eye, saw his barest whisper of unease, a sense of things awry. Best
to undercut it.

“If that’s Eye In The Sky traffic news,
they’re sure as hell lost.” Finch laughed, reassuring. “Go check it
out?”

Dorcilus relaxed, and that was just fine.
They got up, crossed for the door, and Finch knew that every eye
would be on them. When he nudged the door open, fresher air cut
through the dim oppression of the bar. They wandered over beside
Finch’s Chevy, looked in the direction of the helicopter.

It had settled in a clearing between two
rows of substandard Bayou Rouge housing. A sleek white craft with
polarized windows, impenetrable to the eye; trimmed with two shades
of blue, sky and navy. Its pilot killed turbine power and the
rotors whined while gearing down. Propwash diminished, and there it
sat on its landing frame, seventy yards away, like some kind of
high-tech wasp.

Really a shame about Dorcilus. Truly a nice
guy. Finch had to quash down a flicker of conscience.

A door popped loose on the helicopter’s
passenger cabin, swung open. The first guy out was a burly fellow;
tan chinos, blue shirt, mirrored shades. A second appeared, a rifle
slung by a strap from one shoulder. They appeared to wait,
deferential to some higher authority.

And when he came, he stood a good head
taller than the first two, though reed thin. He was a study in
white: suit, tie, Panama hat … and skin. The only splotch of color
was the red shirt. The albino looked their way, while Finch thought
with queasy recollection that, in his case, the blue eyes seemed
even weirder than pink. His name was Terrance Fletcher, but there
were those who called him Eel, and it fit. The man had to be the
most supremely creepy guy ever to tread Louisiana soil.

The rifleman shut the chopper door and the
trio set off on foot, closing in with great deliberation. Finch
peeked at Dorcilus to see how he was faring. The Haitian was more
than frightened; the man was petrified. Dorcy pointed at Eel while
a slow, dark stain spread across the crotch of his pants.

To inspire that kind of fear? Now
there was power.

“Djab blanc,” Dorcilus muttered,
voice cracking. Then it rose to a terrified shriek. “Djab
blanc!”

Finch hit him with a sad, knowing twist of
the mouth. Shook his head ruefully. “Sorry, bud. It was nothing
personal, really.”

Dorcilus gaped like any of the innumerable
fish he had caught that day, and just the thought of that
humiliation made Finch feel a little better. Then he noticed a
twitch of the Haitian’s legs.

He’s gonna bolt —

Finch lunged for him. Not that Dorcilus
could get very far down here in the waterlogged boonies, but you
never knew, it might score Finch a few points with the right people
if he saved Eel a little legwork. He lunged —

And missed.

Finch went stumbling against his car, his
knee picking the most inopportune moment to crap out. Next
thing he knew, Dorcilus had seized his fat stringer of fish from
the ground and swung it with gusto. Finch took a face- and mouthful
of catch of the day and hit the ground hard, spluttering. He hated
sushi.

Through watery eyes, he saw that the two
henchmen from the chopper had broken into sprints. They charged,
leaning forward from the hip, like ex-gridiron jocks chasing old
glories. Behind them, Eel maintained an unhurried gait, confidence
high, with all the time in the world.

Dorcilus had gone loping toward the nearest
tree line and thickets of bayou underbrush. An amazing display of
energy, given their day in the kind of humidity that sapped your
strength sure as a leech. Finch struggled to right himself against
the Chevy’s fender, and had to admire the guy’s survival instincts.
The bayou didn’t offer its shelter easily. It tested you with dark
water and muck and mire, with primeval woodland, with alligators
and snapping turtles and snakes as thick as your wrist.

And, so local levity probably had it, those
were its good points.

Dorcilus went splashing through a ditch
clotted with mud and stagnant water. His legs churned up flying
muck, and water soaked his shirt. Finch watched it all from behind,
listened to his high-pitched panic, raw and inarticulate and
guttural. The mud had slowed him considerably, left him as
stationary a target as he was likely to present.

One of the riflemen dropped to his knee,
swinging the gun up. Sighting in. One shot.

It didn’t sound quite right, not like any
bullet Finch had ever heard. He saw Dorcy arch and stiffen as he
took it in the hip, then knew why.

A dart? Tranquilizer dart? It was the best
he could figure.

Finch held white-knuckled to his fender as
the two enforcers strode past him as if he weren’t even there.
Dorcilus floundered, wept, struggles weakening by the moment. In
despair, his cries rang with loss and damnation.

This wasn’t going at all as expected. Been
thinking, boom, they’d take the guy down in one quick burst of
gunfire. Either pitch his body into the water, or haul it back to
the chopper to prove to someone that Dorcy was indeed in the past
tense. But this? When Eel halted several steps away, Finch wasn’t
sure where he most dreaded looking.

“Good job,” Eel said. His eyes were
dispassionate in a face of composure. Smooth white flesh,
white-blond hair, eyes like sapphires. The chiseled cheekbones and
jawline of an aristocrat. He was rather handsome in his own
striking way, but just creepy. Any woman he bedded, Finch
would never want to touch, regardless of how stellar her
attributes. This guy would leave too much of himself behind.

“Thanks, Mr. Fletcher.”

“Got some mud on your cheek.”

Finch felt like a preschooler as he wiped it
onto a sleeve.

Dorcilus was pulled free of the ditch with a
wet sucking sound, then toted back, one man at his feet, the other
at his shoulders. He could do no more than twitch, and his voice
had been reduced to a piteous moan, eyes gazing off into some realm
beyond Finch’s perception.

Once the men carried Dorcilus farther into
the shantytown of Bayou Rouge, they carefully laid him out in the
coffin atop two sawhorses. Passing it earlier, the young craftsman
planing it smooth, Finch had had no idea. Dorcy’s shirt was
stripped off, then his mud-caked shoes, then they used a knife to
cut away his soiled trousers. Everything went into a wet heap below
the coffin.

And then the going got truly weird. Finch
longed to bail out and couldn’t, had no choice but to clutch that
fender and watch.

Eel turned his full attention to Dorcilus’s
living corpse. From a pocket he produced some type of rattle, a
primitive-looking ceremonial thing, woven with brightly colored
beads and several bleached bones that looked to be small vertebrae.
Eel shook it over the naked body in intricate patterns; beneath it,
Dorcy was racked with final tremors before total paralysis set in.
But his eyes remained wide, staring, sheened with panic too intense
to think him less than wholly aware of every last thing around
him.

Finch had heard the rumors about Eel, that
the guy was into major weirdness. Nothing had ever been spoken
louder than a hush — walls could have ears. Finch had dismissed it
as so much mystique, maybe some superstition thrown in, blame it on
Eel’s otherworldly visage.

Now? He was a true believer.

While Eel went through his ceremony, the
rifleman jogged back to the chopper. Brought back a white china
pot, small, wouldn’t hold much over a half gallon. He removed the
lid and stood like an acolyte while Eel pulled a bone-handled knife
from within and bent toward the coffin.

Finch beat the urge for heaves only when he
realized that butchery was not the intent. The albino was carefully
slicing away locks of hair from Dorcy’s head, chest, left armpit,
pubic thatch. Once these were collected, Eel deposited them in the
center of a green banana leaf unfolded from the pot. He next
trimmed away parings from Dorcy’s left fingernails and toenails,
moving with brisk surgical precision. The nail parings he sprinkled
into the clipped hair, and by then one of the Cajuns had brought
him a pure white cockerel, yellow legs trussed with a thin cord. It
squawked unhappily, dangling upside down in Eel’s fist, and the
Cajun beat a quick retreat. Little wonder.

Eel moved with neither mercy nor hesitation.
He pried the cockerel’s beak open, ripped out its tongue between
his forefinger and thumb. Its wings he snapped, and as it twitched,
Eel twisted off its head with one savage wrench. Blood gouted from
the stump and Eel shook the bird over the open coffin to sprinkle
Dorcy with red dew. He tore into the carcass with a doubled fervor,
ripping out crude tufts of feathers. Some he dropped into the
coffin, others he drizzled with blood and mixed with the hair and
nail parings. He hurled the dead bird to the ground, where it hit
with a wet thud.

Finch, watching with ragged breath … he
dared not even move. Eel’s white suit was a wreck, and all Finch
could think about for a moment was his fucking cleaning bills. The
man’s white face was speckled with blood and gleaming with an
intensity Finch never wanted to understand. He held his breath
while Eel knelt, carefully rolling the banana leaf and its grim
trinkets into a neat bundle and stuffing it into the china pot. Eel
rattled the top back into place and tucked it under one arm as he
rose and glanced at his two associates. He nodded down toward the
coffin.

“Bury him,” he said. And smiled.

Eel pointed toward a distant tree line,
toward the gathering dusk at the edge of town. The mossy branches
were random arches in a gloomy cathedral. There. Finch
hadn’t noticed it before, but just within the trees hulked the
unmistakable mound of earth from a freshly dug grave. Awaiting only
an occupant.

The two enforcers lifted the coffin lid from
the ground; hammers and nails were gathered from underneath. They
fitted the lid into place, cutting Dorcilus Fonterelle’s staring
eyes off from the last of the dying sunlight.

The sudden racket of hammers in concert was
very loud.

Finch was still wedged against his fender
when Eel came walking toward him. What to do, what to say, what to
think? He wasn’t used to selling out friends for murder, much less
for savage rituals and live burial.

The pot rattled again as Eel rested it atop
the Chevy’s hood. Couldn’t dare ask him to put it someplace else.
The car would feel forever tainted. Time for a trade-in anyway.

“Again,” said Eel, and his voice was gentle,
“fine work.” He reached into an inner jacket pocket to withdraw a
sheaf of crisp bills. Stuffed them into one of Finch’s pants
pockets with the intimacy of a Bourbon Street vet tipping an
admired dancer.

“Glad you’re happy.” There. Finding his
voice wasn’t as difficult as he feared.

“That I am.” The bloodied face hadn’t lost
one shred of composure. Like a doctor who had just sutured off a
nasty bleeder in the OR. “Working for me, the one thing you learn
the quickest is that I reward competence. And loyalty. Just ask
him.” A nod to turn around.

Finch did so, saw Emile Duchamp standing
inside Belisaire’s doorway. The Cajun appeared quite somber, a far
cry from that jovial guide getting a laugh out of Finch’s
shortcomings as a fisherman.

“We’ll be back in three days for the
Haitian,” Eel said to Duchamp. “Don’t let anything happen to that
grave. Or plug up the air pipe.”

Duchamp nodded. “It’ll be safe, don’t you
worry.”

Eel looked at Finch, then cocked an eye
toward the pair hammering the lid on Dorcilus. “I’ve got another
job for you if you’re interested. Why don’t you come with me.” His
voice dropped to a hush. “Not for their ears, if you catch my
drift.”

Finch said sure. What, he was going to
refuse? Not this man. Unthinkable. He fell in beside Eel, a
respectful half-step behind, and they started off for the
docks.

“You’ve done business here before, I guess,”
Finch said. Show the man he could think on his feet.

Eel nodded as they covered the well-worn
path. “For years. We’re the economy that keeps these people
solvent, without any worries. They appreciate that. And we don’t
ask that much of them.”

“Company town, huh?”

“Of sorts.”

They reached the docks, boards groaning
underfoot. A few timbers were beginning to look spongy. Before them
lay a primordial panorama of swampland — dark water and somber
trees, shrouded in a hazy twilight mist. Land that time forgot.
Dinosaurs could come bellowing in from the horizon and you wouldn’t
be surprised.

Despite the heavy air, Finch was breathing
easier. Gotten a little shaky back there when Dorcilus was going
down, but he was back on track again. More work already — he must
have duly impressed the creepazoid.

Finch turned back to Eel, ready to hear the
particulars.

Found himself staring at the small muzzle of
a pistol.

“Hey.” Finch couldn’t believe he was going
to die with such a stupid expression on his face. Loss of pride was
worse than his sense of betrayal. And after he’d worked so hard at
being a stand-up guy.

Eel fired once, the gunshot a thin crack,
and the bullet caught Finch in the hollow of his throat. He choked,
swayed on his feet with senses reeling. Such a tiny bullet, now
there was unwelcome irony. Just like when he’d capped his own
knee.

Eel stepped forward, smoking pistol in one
hand, and plucked the bundle of cash from Finch’s pants. He left
the pocket hanging inside out. He then slapped an open hand across
Finch’s face and gave a shove that toppled him backward into the
water. The splash wet a square yard of dock, and Eel stepped to the
edge to peer down as Finch splashed ineffectually. Eyes wide and
glazed, one hand clutching his perforated throat. The hole wheezed
a thin gurgle.

Survival was out of the question. The only
variable was how long. Resolution came sooner than expected when
Eel saw a long, deceptively calm form cruise across the water from
between a pair of large rowboats. Olive in color, lots of bumps.
Lots of teeth.

Finch was still alive when the alligator
latched on and pulled him under. A red burst of bubbles marked
their progress underwater. The thrashing renewed, and a foot
momentarily kicked clear of the surface. Then a hand. Then…

Calm.

They resurfaced several yards out, and Finch
had stilled, a little more tattered for the wear. The gator’s tail
swept an easy swath across the water while dragging Finch in its
jaws. It wouldn’t eat him right away, Eel knew. It would wedge him
underwater somewhere, maybe between a pair of sunken logs. Let
swampwater bloat the corpse, soften it up before mealtime. Nature’s
tenderizing action.

So much the better, really. A stroke of good
fortune. No body at all was preferable to one that decayed in its
own sweet time.

Eel holstered the pistol, then reached into
another jacket pocket for a small plastic travel bottle of Maalox.
He grimaced while uncapping it, then tipped back a couple of
healthy swallows. Chalky, but much better. The acid factory down
below was in high gear.

He headed back along the path for Bayou
Rouge and drank a little more for good measure. Of course, there
were Finch’s clothes to consider. But they had looked to be cotton,
and those, too, would rot.

 



Chapter 2

Envoys

Ideas were a lot
like children. Sometimes you just had to turn them loose in the
world to learn which were the geniuses and which were the dullards.
Justin Gray had heard this plenty of times, but hadn’t witnessed
such a vivid demonstration for years.

Todd was scarcely two minutes into his
presentation, and it was painfully obvious to everyone in the room
that Todd Whitley had just spawned an imbecile. Had he been a
comedian, his audience would already have been bombarding him with
cut-rate produce.

Justin felt the shrinking stature of
embarrassment by proxy. Still, Better him than me, the
survival mantra of the business world, couldn’t help but cross his
mind.

To be fair to Todd, this presentation to the
top brass of Mullavey Foods, Inc., hadn’t been scheduled for more
than another month, in late August. But enter an urgent phone call
from Andrew Jackson Mullavey yesterday morning, and five of them —
envoys from Segal/Goldberg Advertising — had caught a red-eye
commuter flight this morning from Tampa to New Orleans. Todd was
chugging on caffeine and adrenaline after an all-night session in
Creative, with a chilly shower pinch-hitting for the freshness of a
night’s sleep. The only thing scooting Justin’s neck off the
chopping block for this morning’s debacle was last night’s
unshirkable commitment to another client. Anyway, he was merely the
junior copywriter on this assignment. Todd was senior.

So much for fair. In truth, he found a petty
thrill in watching Todd’s flopsweat negate his shower. Didn’t like
him, never had, and — open mind be damned — surely never would.
Justin made a habit of avoiding most things annoyingly trendy.
Todd, on the other hand, coyly gave his age as thirty-something,
and frequently referred to his Phil Collins hairstyle, merely a
face-saving way to admit that monthly time-lapse photography would
show a steady progression of gleaming forehead. Justin had heard
via agency grapevine that Todd’s most memorable feat had been
inspiring a threatened trademark infringement lawsuit should the
agency proceed with some videogame-hyping characters he’d created:
Teenage Mutant Ninja Terrapins.

As Todd began to resemble a doomed man
poised on the gallows’ trapdoor, the other four coworkers squirmed
as one organism. Justin, also from Creative. Nan Blair, the graphic
artist, who’d burned midnight oil with Todd. Allison Hunter, from
Media. Leonard Greenwald, the account exec who baby-sat the entire
Mullavey gold mine, nurturing it over the years even more
attentively than he did his own children.

The conference room was low ceilinged, much
wooded, masculine, the architectural equivalent of a power tie. A
combat zone of multimillion-dollar decisions and ideas. Anodized
windows looked out over a skyline of New Orleans office towers, and
it was against these that Andrew Jackson Mullavey sat framed,
backlit by morning sun. He was seated at the apex of a squared
horseshoe of tables, everyone else radiating away from his left and
right in apparent descending order of importance.

Justin sat at the opposite end. Nowhere to
go but up.

Mullavey’s first order of business had been
to apprise them more fully on what had prompted yesterday’s
summons. He’d paced before them, a man of about fifty who used
ramrod posture to overcome average height. Tailored suits hid the
prosperity paunch well enough; the double chin was more difficult
to conceal. The pinkie ring was impressive without being
ostentatious.

“I do apologize for this time crush I’ve put
you under,” he’d said, and you couldn’t hate him for it, not with
that voice of smooth Southern gentility. “But I’m feeling it too,
now. Reason why being a man named Christophe Granvier. Anyone ever
heard of him?”

No one from Segal/Goldberg had.

“I’m not surprised,” Mullavey had continued.
“He’s just now starting to wet his feet in the national food trade.
But Christophe Granvier’s a colored fella, an immigrant from Haiti,
and he runs a business down here called Carrefour Imports. He’s
mostly a wholesaler, imports fresh produce and sugar up from the
Caribbean and South America.”

Mullavey had shaken his head sorrowfully and
sighed. “Well, now he wants to butt heads with me. Which is quite
all right, I enjoy a good scrap as much as the next fella. But I’m
a son of New Orleans, I was born and bred here, and I intend to
win.

“You already know that Folgers took some of
the wind out of me on this coffee bag idea. I wanted to be the
first in the nation out with a coffee bag, and they beat us to it.
Now, I can live with that, because Folgers is Folgers, and our
Magnolia Blossom is positioned as a premium instant. We’ll still be
the first out for the premium market, and that’ll keep me happy.
Except two days ago I found out that Christophe Granvier is
planning on hitting the market with a coffee bag called Caribe.
He’s shooting for the same time as we are: October.

“I want to beat him to the shelves by at
least six weeks, which means early September. I nearly gave myself
a cauliflower ear from all the phone time I spent, but it can be
done. Our plant can handle the production and packaging, the
truckers can move it, the wholesalers can stock it, and retailers
can shelve it. All I need now is for you to get the ad campaign
rolling early.”

Sure, Justin had thought. How
‘bout we part the Red Sea while we’re at it?

The man’s nerve was great. He’d already put
them on an accelerated schedule. Ordinarily, test market to
national distribution took a year. Mullavey had compressed it to
eight months, and was now halving it. This in addition to wanting a
completely new ad campaign from the test marketing done in
Evansville, Indiana. But the client was always right: Mandate
One.

There had been some debate over media
buying, to which Justin had been mere spectator, the agency
position upheld by Allison Hunter, with input from Leonard
Greenwald. National media campaigns were no bonanza for last-minute
shoppers. Magazine deadlines were often months in advance, and
network broadcast time could be gobbled up nearly as early. This
Mullavey understood, and countered by giving his okay to
cannibalize print space and airtime already allotted for other
Mullavey Foods products. Plus they could go heavy on newspaper
coupon ads for the initial national intro; no deadline headaches to
fret over there.

So far, so good. Next on the agenda was to
see what advertising hoodoo Todd Whitley had concocted to plug into
the media holes.

Todd’s proposal centered on an easily
identifiable, not-quite-human character to be featured in the
various media. Time-honored tradition: Speedy Alka-Seltzer, Dow
Bathroom Cleaner’s Scrubbing Bubbles, the California Raisins. There
lived enough such hucksters to populate their own little town.

Todd and Nan had rendered a slick
compugraphic creation who resembled some bizarre mutant hybrid
between KFC’s Colonel Sanders and a Mr. Coffee machine. In a pair
of mock-up print ad samples and a storyboarded thirty-second TV
spot, this as yet unnamed spokesman bemoaned obsolescence and
unemployment now that Magnolia Blossom Coffee Bags had hit the
marketplace, yielding true fresh-perked premium flavor with the
convenience of instant. As Todd read his character’s dialogue he
supplied a painful Southern accent that surely grated on the ears
of anyone who spoke the real thing.

His presentation finished, Todd stood by his
easel between the two ends of the horseshoe table. Samson between
the pillars. With a newly shorn head.

The silence was funereal. Justin slid
fractionally down into his chair, chillsweat breaking beneath his
suit and tie. He sneaked a peek toward Mullavey and his execs — VPs
in charge of Marketing and Promotion, and the director of the
Beverage Division. They sat at their neat little workstations,
folders and notebooks and pens carefully arranged before them,
hands composed and still. Judge and jury, each dour man an
executioner.

Maybe we’ll get lucky, Justin
thought. Maybe a hurricane will hit.

Andrew Jackson Mullavey sighed. Laced his
fingers before his face and contemplated them for several
eternities.

“Please sit down, Mr. Whitley,” he said
softly, and Todd looked only too happy to obey.

Mullavey half turned to one of his VP’s.
“How much did Mullavey Foods contribute last year to charity
organizations?”

The marketing man, a stout guy with the
ruddy-nosed look of a whiskey priest, flipped through several pages
in one of his binders. Stopped, scanned, nodded to himself.

“Local, state, and regional, just over
twenty-six million.” The binder snapped shut. Very officious.

He knew, Mullavey already knew,
Justin decided. He just wants to stress the point.

“Twenty-six million,” Mullavey echoed, then
swiveled his attention toward the lineup from Segal/Goldberg. “From
the very first day I assumed control here from my daddy, I have
wanted Mullavey Foods to behave in a manner that suggests we
actually give a damn about the communities around us. We have one
of the best environmental ratings in the state. We contribute to
more charities than I could name off the top of my head. We founded
Dream Wish, a local organization that grants requests made by
terminally ill children.”

Leonard Greenwald leaned forward. “Sir, I
don’t see how Todd’s proposal conflicts with any of that public
perception. It’s just in rough form, we’ve got time to polish it up
quite a bit.”

Mullavey sighed again, shook his head.
Massaged the bridge of his nose. “You can polish a turd all you
want — pardon my French — and you do know what you’ve still
got when you’re through?”

Two seats to Justin’s left, Todd sounded
like he’d just swallowed his tongue.

Mullavey began to recite, a wise orator to
idiot pupils who were missing a vital point. “Louisiana state
unemployment rate, 1985, eleven-point-five percent, second highest
in the nation only to West Virginia. 1986, thirteen-point-one
percent, highest in the nation, nearly double the U.S. rate. 1987,
twelve percent, highest in the nation, nearly double the U.S. rate.
1988, ten-point-nine percent, double the U.S. rate.” Mullavey
paused, and the air was electric with fresh sweat and nerves. “In
the years since, we’ve kept it under nine percent, but it’s still
above the national rate, and still among the highest in the
country. My point is, unemployment is no laughing matter in this
state. Nor in our neighboring states. The entire Mississippi Delta
area is the most economically disadvantaged region in the United
States. It’s even worse off than Appalachia.

“And you,” he said directly to Todd,
“you would have my company and my new product represented by
something that turns unemployment into a big joke?”

Two seats to Justin’s left, Todd digested
his tongue.

“I,” said Mullavey, “am not
laughing.”

Justin gave silent thanks to the gods of
schedule conflicts that he had no part in this. This was a complete
abortion.

“Sir, could you possibly give us, say,
another forty-eight hours to revamp our concepts?” Greenwald asked.
Veins were starting to throb in panic on his high forehead; his
collar seemed suddenly too tight.

Mullavey appeared uncertain. “I don’t know,
Leonard.” He looked at this three VPs, then back to Greenwald.
“Excuse us for a few minutes, would you? We have some reevaluations
to consider.”

“Twenty-four hours? Twenty-four?”

“Please excuse us.”

Andrew Jackson Mullavey rose and led the
way, while the other three fell into step behind him. Justin
thought of ducklings following their mother. They disappeared
through a single ornately carved door instead of the double set
leading in from the hail. Probably some inner sanctum where
corporate beheadings were planned and scapegoats selected.

“Well, this is just fucking
wonderful.” Leonard reached around Allison to whack Todd on the
back of the head with a flat hand. “You stupid weenie! How could
you?”

Todd appeared not to notice. “I’m dead. I’m
dead,” he droned.

“‘Reevaluation.’ You know what that means,
don’t you?” Leonard cried. “There’s a very real possibility they
could drop us.”

“I’m dead…”

Beside Justin, Nan the artist dug into her
purse and fired up a clove cigarette. She held it with fingers
whose nails were already gnawed to the quick. She puffed lustily,
blowing rushes of smoke up through the bangs of her dyed-black,
postmodern pageboy hair.

“I’m dead…”

Allison Hunter, statuesque on high heels,
went striding across the conference room to pour an iced mineral
water at the wet bar. Cubes clinked and jittered in her glass as
she leaned back against the bar.

“I’m dead…”

“Oh Todd, just shut up your whining, would
you?” said Allison.

“Hey!” he cried, trance broken. “If we don’t
turn this around, as soon as we get back to Tampa, my balls are
going into the vise over this!”

“If you don’t stop whining, your balls
aren’t going to make it back to Tampa.”

Leonard shoved away from the table and
stood, shrugged off his suit jacket to strip down to vest and
shirtsleeves. The vest was too tight, snug over a stomach that
once-per-week racquetball failed to counteract. He ran his hands
through his hair, wandered to the window. Hermetically sealed; at
least he couldn’t jump.

Todd pecked Nan’s shoulder with one finger.
“You’re still in therapy, aren’t you? Do you have any Valium?”

She snubbed the half cigarette and lit a new
one. “No, Todd.”

“Librium?”

Leonard spun at the window. “I think you’re
avoiding the more urgent issue here.”

“Any tranquilizers at all? Please, I’m one
white knuckle inside.”

Justin popped the tabletop with his palm.
“Leonard’s got a point, Todd. Why don’t you chill, so we can try
pulling this out of the dumper.”

Todd snapped up, scenting fresh blood. “Oh,
finally! He speaks! He speaks!”

Here we go…

Todd aimed a rigid finger of accusation.
“You just sat there like some kind of fungus, you let me die right
here in front of God and everybody.”

“Leave him out of this,” said Nan.
“We blew it, okay?”

“Fuck that! He didn’t contribute one single
line of copy to this presentation.”

“Yeah. Right. Because I was locked into
doing those last-minute revamps for the Hirschfelder HMO account.
So sue me.” Justin fumed, and then the imp of cruelty got the
better of him. “No, better still: Why don’t you just sic your
Teenage Mutant Ninja Terrapins on me?”

Todd surged to his feet and elbowed Nan in
the chin to lean across and throttle Justin by the throat. Eyes
suddenly wide, Justin gripped his wrists while Nan rhythmically
swatted Todd’s shoulder with a hardbound folder. Todd smelled as if
he had marinated in Brut, and this was worse than the choking.
Behind them, Allison sagged against the bar in hopelessly
fatalistic laughter while Leonard waded in to pry them apart,
crying, “Children! Children!” Combatants were separated and seated,
admonished, and made to promise to play nice.

Justin coughed, cleared his throat, remolded
his battered collar and tie. As Leonard gathered everyone for an
emergency brainstorm — leave your seat under penalty of bodily harm
— Justin’s mind had yet to focus. He coughed again and Allison slid
her mineral water to him, and he gulped it with gratitude.

And then it came: the idea. Maybe he should
try a few moments of asphyxiation more often.

Justin glanced at Todd, in the hot seat.
See if I share this with you, asswipe. He would sink or swim
on his own merits. So what if it wasn’t a team player attitude.
There were worse sins.

Little headway had been made by the time
Andrew Jackson Mullavey led his entourage back in. A somber-looking
lot, a Greek chorus to herald only tragedy.

At his center spot, Mullavey was
tight-lipped. “All right, Leonard. You’ve got your forty-eight
hours. But be forewarned: If I don’t see something I love, I
will be on the phone with Mr. Segal and Mr. Goldberg.”

Leonard looked as if he could have tumbled
to the floor and puckered right up to Mullavey’s shoes.

Justin leaned forward, ticked one finger in
Mullavey’s direction. “May I interject something?”

“Well, well,” Mullavey said, feigning
surprise. “You have a voice after all. Mister…”

“Gray. Justin Gray.” He cleared his throat.
Still felt a little rusty, thanks to Todd. He tossed back the last
of Allison’s water and was on his own. “The problem with the
proposal you saw wasn’t just the copy. The whole approach was
wrong.”

Justin pushed back from the table and stood.
Superiority by elevation. He looked down at Todd, empathetic enough
to feel pity, vindictive enough that it didn’t matter. Oh go
on. Forgiveness was the greatest weapon of all. It could be so
condescending.

“The unemployment theme was an unfortunate
faux pas. Understandable, though, in Todd’s defense.” Justin gave
him a wink. “Florida employment has been booming for years. We have
a completely different frame of reference down there.

“Even so, the high-tech gloss of computer
graphics just doesn’t suit the Mullavey Foods image. You’ve got
your Evangeline line of Cajun and Creole foods, your Heart of Dixie
line of more traditional Southern fare. And your ads for these
reflect very down-home sensibilities. Just because Magnolia Blossom
uses a relatively new wrinkle in coffee technology doesn’t mean we
should automatically gloss it up. People don’t buy technology when
it comes to coffee. They buy image, they buy brand identification.
It’s an emotional issue entirely.”

Mullavey nodded, impatient. “I’m glad you
understand that. Is there a point to this?”

“You bet.” An emphatic nod. “Open question:
What’s the one thing that captured the romance of the South more
completely than anything else you can think of?”

Silence. Facial expressions of puzzlement,
concentration. Even Mullavey was putting his gray cells to it.
Suggestions came forth, tentatively. Steamboats. The Confederate
flag. Grits. Justin shot them all down, until:

“Gone With the Wind?” Nan almost
whispered it.

Justin tapped his finger to the tip of his
nose. “Exactly.”

And damned if Mullavey’s face didn’t
brighten at the mere mention of the title. Like a shot of speed,
and Justin felt the burn, the high of sighting in on someone’s
interest and readying for the kill. Surely it was some throwback to
the days of cave-dwelling hunters. Can’t bring down a mastodon
anymore? A nice fat account is the next best thing.

“When it comes to conjuring up that romantic
imagery from the Old South,” Justin continued, “this decades-old
film is so ingrained in American culture that even people who’ve
never seen it can still identify what it’s all about.”

Leonard picked right up on the drift. “So if
we tap into that we can let that imagery do half our work for
us.”

Justin smiled. “Before we even say a
word.”

Mullavey was staring down toward the table
in concentration, leaned back with hands draped over his stomach.
When he looked up, he was aglow. “Now this has
possibilities. This I like.”

Justin snatched one of Nan’s black markers,
then crossed around the tables to the easel. He took the
posterboard on which the TV spot had been laid out, flipped it
around to blank white and began to sketch in quick lines. Nothing
fancy, but eight months of marriage to an artist had sharpened his
own skills considerably. They would suffice.

Hurriedly, he sketched a superimposed
product shot in the lower right foreground, a box of Magnolia
Blossom. He filled in the rest with a discernible rendering of a
woman in full skirts and hat — holding a mug — seated on a swing
suspended from a mighty tree limb. In the background several lines
converged to suggest a massive estate, a plantation house. He
paralleled a few lines for a heading and a copy block and stepped
away.

“If we use a setting something like this, it
can work both in print and on TV. Keep it simple, it’ll be very
flexible.”

“Why not try an entire series of spots based
on Gone With the Wind?” Leonard said. “No need to leave it
at just one, not with a three-and-a-half-hour movie.”

“What kind of licensing situation are we
looking at?” Mullavey asked.

“This is where we’ll be treading a fine
line.” Justin capped the marker and returned to his chair. “Despite
the fact that they contracted Alexandra Ripley to write the sequel
to the novel, Margaret Mitchell’s estate is opposed to the
commercialization of her story. But look, we’re dealing with images
from the movie. The way Scarlett O’Hara looked didn’t get fixed in
people’s minds until Vivien Leigh was cast in the role.”

Mullavey had both elbows on the table now.
Into this, oh was he ever, so into this. “Then who owns the movie
rights?”

“I did some checking the other day.”
Actually, Justin had blundered across a small article in USA
Today and read it on a whim. But why split hairs? “The film
rights belong to Ted Turner. He shows it every day at a theater in
the CNN Center in Atlanta.”

“Ted Turner!” Mullavey shuddered. “Thank God
they shot the film in color to begin with.”

“I think we could make this work without any
sort of direct link with the movie,” Justin said. “There’s no need
to say Gone With the Wind at all. Or Scarlett O’Hara, or
Rhett Butler, or anything that would legally tie us to it.”

“Just let the presentation suggest it,” said
Ty Larkin, the promotional VP. “We’ll know it’s Gone With the
Wind, they’ll know what it is … we just won’t say it.”

“That’ll save us a pot of money in licensing
fees,” said the marketing VP.

“Do you think there’s a possibility of any
flak from Turner’s people for copyright infringement?” Mullavey
asked.

“We’ll have to run it by the lawyers,” said
Leonard. “But I shouldn’t foresee any problems, not if all we’re
doing is using look-alikes. That won’t give them much room to stand
on.”

Silence descended for several moments, the
pause a fulcrum on which the decision was balanced. All eyes were
on Mullavey. And when he spoke, Justin could not have felt more
triumphant.

“Let’s go with this,” he said.

Ninety more minutes of nerve-racking
euphoria, conference walls rebounding with the logistics of
implementing Justin’s idea. They double-checked that client and
agency were on the same wavelength so as to avoid any future
differences of opinion, the likes of which had nearly soured
goodwill earlier in the meeting. They penciled in the conceptual,
copy, and production deadlines.

Once it was over, and the crew from
Segal/Goldberg were standing at the elevator bank, Justin found
himself caught in a massive bearhug from Leonard Greenwald, who
said, “You just have to love him, have to love this guy.” Justin
was grateful when the elevator call bell chimed, unless Leonard
planned to continue all this affection down to the main lobby.

“Hold up a minute,” someone said, halfway
down the hall.

Ty Larkin, the promo VP, was quick-stepping
toward them. He’d been the youngest of Mullavey’s group, in his
mid-thirties. Sandy haired, lanky within a suit that looked ill
fitting from most angles. A face too plain to be thought handsome,
too amiably pleasant to be thought merely plain.

“Mr. Mullavey’s putting in a call to Tampa,
but he wanted me to pass along the word before you left.” Larkin
scrupulously avoided eye contact with Todd, and Justin suspected
what the news would be. “He wants Justin to take over as senior
copywriter on the account.” Larkin hunched his shoulders, smiling
faintly, c’est la vie. “He tends to get his way, you
know.”

Justin smiled, low-key, a gracious winner.
Turning cartwheels inside.

Spike point, he thought.

 



Chapter 3

Baggage

Justin got home
earlier than usual that afternoon, came through the door carrying
flowers. Daisies in blue tissue, maybe one day before they would
start to look sad and wilted. Two, tops. It was the thought that
counted.

Home was the second-story loft, still, where
April Kingston-Gray had lived and worked for nearly four years,
operating her own commercial art studio. It was roomy enough for
them both after she’d agreed to wear a ring on her left hand and
add a hyphen and an extra syllable to her last name. There had been
no need to start afresh in a home that would have been equally
alien to them both. What little he had owned last year, when
marriage became a viable probability, the loft accommodated
readily.

Ajax greeted him first, twining herself
around his ankles in feline hedonism, purring with urgency, peering
up at him with vacant yearning. The cat was in heat, he swore, 60
percent of the time. The rest she ate and slept.

“Hello, slut.” He knelt to scratch behind
her ears, and Ajax ground against his fingers. He indulged her
ardor until she spun to back her rump into his hand, and he stood.
That always creeped him out.

Justin peeled his jacket and tie onto the
kitchen table, then found April in the bathroom, air steamy from
her shower. The wedding hadn’t been so long ago that there still
wasn’t immediate delight in finding her naked. The towel wrapped
around her
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