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In the desert

I saw a creature, naked, bestial,

Who, squatting upon the ground,

Held his heart in his hands

And ate of it.

I said, ‘Is it good, friend?’

‘It is bitter, bitter,’ he answered.

‘But I like it

Because it is bitter,

And because it is my heart.’

Stephen Crane
Black Riders III


PROLOGUE

MEDELLIN, COLOMBIA

THE AMERICAN STOPPED on the edge of the sidewalk as a shatter of bright sunlight caught his upturned face. There could be no mistake, thought Luther Grimes. It was him.

The morning traffic was bumper to bumper and when the American saw his chance he threaded his way between the press of battered cars and smoke-belching trucks to sit down beneath the awning of a cantina on the far side of the street. While he waited for his coffee he shook a cigarette into his mouth from a red pack and lit it with a match. After the first drag he paused to pick a shred of tobacco from his tongue. His hands were big and darkened by the sun and his black hair was cropped short at the back and sides. He was dressed in a soiled white shirt, one button open at the neck, and a baggy black linen suit. The suit was shabby now but the American wore it stubbornly, as if he wouldn’t be sure of who he was without it.

At a glance he looked well enough, especially on that squalid, dirt-poor street, but there were hollows under his cheekbones that said he was pounds lighter than he should have been; and when the sun had caught his face for that instant down below, the paleness of his eyes – that pale Northern blue – had been hidden by deep sockets gouged even deeper by despair.

Luther Grimes, standing naked at the window, stepped back and turned his face away as the American looked up through the smoke haze towards the façade of the old hotel. The retreating movement made Luther feel cowardly and sneaking, qualities he did not generally feel to be part of his nature. You bastard, he thought, and wasn’t sure whether he meant himself or the man waiting for his coffee across the street.

His pride took him back to the window and he watched as a barefoot boy in raggedy shorts tried to sell the American a brightly coloured bird tied to his finger by a string. Tell the boy to go fuck himself, thought Luther. But sure enough the man dug into his pocket, gave the boy some money and refused to take the bird. As the boy skipped away the man’s composure fractured at the edges and he bent forward and slowly rubbed his face with both hands in a gesture of unspeakable weariness.

Luther felt a tightness spread from his throat, up through the sinuses behind his face. When it reached his eyes an unconscious reflex pushed the feeling back down and the tightness faded. It was time to get out of this country. He loved it because it was so fucking uncivilized but he’d made the money he’d come for and he’d be a fool to push his luck. His body stiffened as he felt the girl, also naked, come up behind him and press herself against his back.

‘What’s the matter?’ she said, in Spanish. Her hands reached around his waist and stroked the hair on his belly.

Her gentleness set him on edge and his muscles tensed but he didn’t want to hurt her by shrugging her off. Caught between the sight of the American and the gentleness of the girl he felt restless and somehow trapped and the words came out without thought.

In Spanish he said, ‘Am I a good man or a bad man?’

It was a stupid question and he felt stupid for asking it. He’d got by for twenty years without even thinking it; now wasn’t the time to start.

The girl squeezed him tighter and said, ‘It doesn’t matter. I love you.’

The answer filled him with a familiar sense of fury and disgust and without speaking he pulled her over to the bed and fucked her violently from behind with the fan ticking softly in the air overhead. She made the sounds he expected her to make, grunting woman-sounds compounded of reluctant satisfaction and muted distress, sounds he’d uttered himself on occasion but not for half a lifetime and never with a female, and he envied her deeply and knew he would never understand it. He forgave her in his head because she was young, but too many times had he struggled with himself in the flaccid cunt of a thoughtless and selfish lover and shards of contempt needled his heart. When he came it was with an angry, solitary, guilt-ridden ejaculation that left him obscurely dissatisfied and confused, but as he finished and withdrew and shoved her aside he knew at last what to do about the man drinking coffee across the street.

He stood up and towelled sweat from his chest and thighs with a sheet he pulled from the bed.

‘Put some clothes on,’ he said. ‘Quickly. There’s an old friend waiting to see us.’

He ignored the question in the girl’s look and glanced out of the window to check that the table outside the café was still occupied. Then he started to dress with crisp, controlled movements. His clothes were expensive, a lightweight suit in pale grey-blue silk, a white aertex shirt, lace-up boots in which he could walk for a month without seeing a blister or kick a man’s skull in without worrying about his toes. He stuck a passport and a money-clip of US dollars into his shirt pocket and shoved a wad of crumpled currency into his pants. His hair was long and black, and he scooped it together in his hands and tied it behind his head in a pony-tail. Before putting on his jacket he slipped into a shoulder holster holding a short-barrelled Magnum revolver.

The girl was ready before he was and was dressed to break hearts as usual in a white silk sheath. She said she only wore the dress because she knew the sight of her nipples pleased him, but Luther didn’t believe her. It was going to be hard to leave her behind to some coke-guzzling millionaire but he would do it. For her sake. Maybe. Anyhow, that was for later. Now it was time to do what he should’ve done a long time ago. No more running. No more bullshit games. The girl was combing her hair in the dressing-table mirror. Her name was Anna and she was fifteen years old.

‘Let’s go,’ said Luther.

By the time they got down to the street the American had gone.

Through the billows of car exhaust and the smoke of street-corner cooking fires Luther could see that the table was empty and there was no sign of the dusty black suit on the teeming sidewalks.

In English, Luther Grimes said, ‘Motherfucker.’

Eugene had looked like he hadn’t got more than a few days left in him. Luther felt in his pockets and found a cigarette. That was the difference between them, he thought. He’d learned early on to hold himself way down inside, to lower the shutters before things started to hurt. Eugene always set himself up for the gut-punch, begged for it even. Always looking for something that wasn’t there. Like, maybe, love. Fuck that shit. He lost the thread of his thoughts as a small brown hand tugged at the hem of his jacket.

The barefoot ragged boy, using all the doe-eyed charm he could muster, was offering him the bird for the beautiful lady. Luther looked down at the boy without smiling and took the string from him, looping the end around his own index finger. The bird’s feathers were raggedy, like the boy, with a lot of green-blue and yellow. As Luther pulled on the string the bird fluttered up into the air, tugging frantically against the knot around its leg.

Luther reached into his pants pocket and pulled a banknote at random from the wad. The note was dog-eared and torn but both he and the boy could see that it was green and had a portrait of Benjamin Franklin on the front. The boy probably couldn’t read the words and sure as hell didn’t recognize Franklin but the number was easy enough to identify. One hundred American dollars. More money than the kid could expect to see in two years. The kid knew that the gringo had made a mistake and would put the bill back into his pocket but, in the end, he was still a little kid and he just couldn’t help his bent shoulders and sunken chest from swelling out at the thought of a desperate and wonderful dream coming true.

Luther handed him the bill.

The boy grabbed it in his fist and crammed fist and money into the pocket of his shorts. As he did so he backed off to what he thought was a safe distance. He opened his mouth to say something then stopped as Luther started to wind the string around his finger, slowly rotating his wrist, drawing the cheeping, struggling bird down into the palm of his hand. When the string ran out Luther closed his fist around the bird and started to squeeze. All the time he kept his eyes on the boy’s face.

The boy looked away from the bird and stared at Luther. He was a tough-looking kid but even the tough can bleed inside and tears came into his eyes.

The boy said, ‘I want to buy my bird back.’

Luther stopped squeezing. He could feel the bird’s heart pulsing rapidly against his fingers.

‘How much?’ said Luther.

Slowly, the boy pulled his fist from his pocket, his head fighting hand-to-hand with his heart. After a long pause he stepped forward and held out the portrait of Franklin and the loose change Eugene had given him. Luther looked from the money to the boy’s eyes.

‘That all you’ve got?’

The boy nodded. ‘Everything.’

Luther shook his head.

‘Not enough,’ he said.

With a single quick jerk of his fist he crushed the bird to death and threw the crumpled mass of feathers into the gutter.

Anna, watching the scene from behind Luther’s shoulder, made a whimpering noise and ran up the steps into the hotel. Luther kept his eyes on the boy and nodded. The boy, after a moment, nodded back and ran off down the street holding his money.

Anna was a woman and would never understand, but the boy did. The boy understood very well. Luther scanned the street again but Eugene wasn’t to be seen. He’d missed his chance to end it. They both had. He shrugged and flicked his cigarette butt into the road. Next time, then.

He walked back up the steps that Anna had taken.

Next time he’d let it happen.


CHAPTER ONE

CALLILOU CARTER SWUNG her car through the iron lace-work gates of the driveway and pulled up on the gravel in front of the house. As she cut off the engine and lights, her body felt lifeless and sick. She wanted a cigarette but she’d already smoked too many and her mouth tasted gummy and foul. Instead she closed her eyes, and rested her forehead against the steering wheel to listen to her nerve-ends scream. Beads of sweat trickled down between her breasts and made the dress she was wearing cling to her belly. She tightened her fists against the pain.

‘Jesus Christ.’

For a fifth of a gram of decent cocaine she would have sold her mother’s eyes. Cicero Grimes had warned her that this might happen. She just hadn’t expected the need to be so sudden or so cruel.

Gathering her strength, she scraped a strand of hair from her cheek and hauled herself from the car. It was an hour after sundown but the hazy blue dusk brought little relief from the rotting heat. August in Louisiana wasn’t her favourite time of year and Louisiana wasn’t her favourite place. But she wouldn’t have to take it for much longer. As she walked across the gravel to the house, she could feel the damp patches on her dress getting bigger. She climbed the steps to the front door and took a key from her purse.

Cleve’s home – she’d never thought of it as hers – was as bloated and fake as he was: all bogus stone columns and fancy plaster work designed to make him feel wealthier and more important than he already was. White trash made good. Like she was. Or like she would be, come tomorrow. The thought made her feel better. As she let herself inside, a gust of air-conditioning coated her arms with goose pimples and she shivered. Suddenly the house felt wrong.

For a start it was dark and Cleve didn’t like the dark. He said it turned his thoughts to sin. Callie walked down the corridor, switching on the lights in each room and calling out Cleve’s name. When he didn’t answer she thought maybe he was over at the church and some of the tension eased from her shoulders. But he was there, all right, squatting in the kitchen like the cockroach he was, with glassy red eyes and a hard-on, and Callie thought, Shit. Why did he have to wise up tonight, after all this fucking time?

Cleve was sitting at the breakfast bar in a white cotton vest and silk candy-striped boxer shorts. One half of his face was covered with tropical coconut shaving foam and some of the foam had melted and run down his neck into his chest hair. The other side of his face was stuck with half a dozen scraps of blood-stained toilet tissue. For a moment he didn’t seem to notice her standing in the doorway; then he blinked once and turned his head to stare.

His pupils were dilated with an other-worldly glaze: the same glaze that came over them in the pulpit when he relayed messages from the Creator. In his left hand he clutched a black leather Bible with his initials printed on the front in gold. In his right he held a snub-nosed revolver. The right hand shook as she looked at him. The revolver pointed at the sweat stain over her belly.

‘May God in his infinite mercy forgive you your iniquities,’ said Cleveland Carter. His voice trembled with the wrath of the righteous. ‘And may he forgive me also for what I am about to do.’

Callie mastered an overwhelming desire to defecate and smiled at him.

‘Cleve, honey-baby, what’s the matter?’ Her voice was concerned, wifely, supplicant. Beneath the supplication was the iron self-control that had so far protected her from assholes.

‘Wherefore, O harlot, I shall judge thee . . .’

Callie held on to the smile. Fuck you, buster.

‘. . . as women that break wedlock and shed blood are judged.’

She’d tried to anticipate this. For two years she’d charted the labyrinth of his mind and strolled around it with a whip in her hand. In public, on the gruelling social round expected of the vice-president of a big city bank, she’d allowed him to play the big shot so they could justify a big shot lifestyle. Sweet and submissive and as sexy as all hell, she’d even bent before the more divine whims that Cleve indulged as preacher at the ‘Glory Be’ evangelist church. On their wedding day, on one of his inspirations, she’d washed his feet with her hair in front of the congregation. The pious had nodded with approval and proclaimed it the perfect marriage.

They were right: Cleve was her last pimp and customer both. Before the world he was her master. In private she kept him on a leash and kicked him; and Cleve, panting with anguish and unrequited lust, still awaited the day when the Almighty would permit him to spill his seed into her body instead of onto the floor, or the bedsheets, or her feet. While the price had been right it had beaten the shit out of lying on her back in a Galveston motel while sad men in clean underwear grunted between her legs, but now she was onto something better. Independence beckoned and she didn’t need asking twice. She watched a bubble of saliva swell and burst between Carter’s lips.

‘I will give thee blood in fury and in jealousy.’

Callie held out her arms and walked over towards him.

‘Leave Deuteronomy until later, honey, and let me kiss you.’

Carter stood up from his stool. ‘Keep your filthy distance, obscene whore.’

Callie stopped two feet away from him. She ran her hands down her flanks and bit the inside of her lip. This wasn’t like him. She tried not to stare at the gun.

‘The stench of adultery is rank upon your breath. Its foulness nauseates me.’ He waved his revolver in the air. ‘I gave you the chance to purge yourself and you threw it back in my face. Now prepare to make acquaintance with your Lord and master.’

Callie steeled herself and changed tack.

‘Cleve!’ She was Miss Stem. ‘Stop being a jerk-off and put the gun down.’ She reached out and grabbed a handful of cock through his shorts. ‘I want this inside me and I want it now.’ His cock swelled rapidly in her hand.

Carter flushed red and raised his face to heaven. ‘O God, the woman whom thou gavest to me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat.’

With a grunt he slammed the Bible across the side of her head and she went down. Patches of blackness speckled with coloured dots shimmered before her eyes. The Bible fell to the floor beside her and she felt his hand in her hair, pulling her to her knees and twisting her head back. She wanted to cry out but didn’t. Cleve had never hit her before. Never. She swallowed a wedge of fear that threatened to choke her as the barrel of his gun hovered an inch from her right eye. Cleve’s face, his lips white, lowered towards her.

‘Who is he?’

He shook her head savagely. She screwed her eyes shut and held her breath as clumps of her hair came loose in his hand.

‘Tell me, bitch. Who’ve you been with?’

She grabbed his wrist to stop him. Carter’s voice was a shriek of psychotic jealousy.

‘His name. His name! I want a name!’

He drew back the hammer of the revolver and for the first time Callie believed that he would kill her. She was suddenly too scared to lie. Trying to keep the scream out of her voice she said, ‘Cicero Grimes.’

Carter let go of her hair and she opened her eyes. From the flies of his shorts a magnificent purpling erection craned towards her. Callie had always looked on Carter’s huge cock as one of God’s crueller jokes. At that moment it offered the only chance she had. She grabbed it in her right hand and pulling hard, leaned forward to suck him.

‘Thank God for Jesus!’ said the Reverend Carter.

With a strangled gasp of ecstasy and dismay he ejaculated copiously over the front of her dress. She let go of him and he staggered backwards to lean against the breakfast bar, wheezing for air. For a moment he seemed unable to breathe; then he regained some composure and said, ‘Even the mercy of the Lord burns!’

He dropped his gun on the bar and clasped his hands together. Eyes closed he bent forward holding the doubled fist against his lips. Callie got to her feet and rubbed her scalp. She’d done it. She’d won her second chance. Her fingers were just closing around the gun barrel when Cleve grabbed hold of her hair again.

Men are afraid of the dark.

Legs crossed, naked and huge, Clarence Jefferson sat sweating in the tight, airless space-without-light and stared in front of him, seeing nothing. For thirty minutes each day he sat here in the basement storage room and tried to keep his mind as black and empty as the walls around him. This was where he tried to approach the raw experience of his own existing: to know the weight of his body, the perspiration collecting in the creases of flesh at his waist, the damp heavy air moving through his nostrils. It was the hardest work he ever did, watching his mind without watching it, taking hold of it when it strayed, leading it back time after time to sit in the void and be.

Men are afraid of the dark.

Once again he cleared the thought away. Silence. Emptiness. Then a string of word-images.

RED . . . DUST . . . FIRE . . . TWILIGHT . . . BONES.

The sequence repeated itself – red, dust, fire, twilight, bones – and Jefferson let it be without asking what it meant. His watch bleeped twice and the images disappeared. He rose to his feet and stretched, first towards the ceiling against the tension in his lats, and then hands palm-down against the floor, tugging against the stiffness in his hamstrings and spine. He stood upright and shook his head. His body was ready for the heavy physical work he would put it through but the word-story lingered inside his skull and left a sensation of tightness behind his eyes. Unusual. He reached out and opened the door, shielding himself against the light with a forearm. Maybe the tightness was due to the storm that was threatening from the south. Or the stress of policing the summer riots. He shrugged. Maybe it was just a sixth sense trying to let him know that out there in the City something bad was waiting to happen. He smiled, huge and naked, and went to put on some sweat pants and track shoes.

Out there in the City there was always something bad waiting to happen.

Cleveland Carter closed the bedroom door behind him and made his way down the stairs feeling God-like. His breathing was effortless. His limbs tingled. He had never felt so potent, not even in the midst of his most blistering sermons. Still dressed in his underwear he went into his study and found Clarence Jefferson’s number. The thought of calling in the police made him pause. Instead of dialling he fell to his knees and put his hands over his face.

‘O my Father, I thank thee for taking pity on me, who has sacrificed his life to thy greater glory. Hide me from the secret counsel of the wicked; from the insurrection of the workers of iniquity. Help me perform works of righteousness in thy name.’

Less pious thoughts crowded his mind, forcing out the soothing words. What would Jefferson do? He’d heard things about the Captain he’d rather not believe. But it was too late for doubts; he had to place his trust in the law. To do otherwise meant anarchy and chaos. Dear God, how could she? Drugs. Robbery. Blackmail. Mixing with homosexuals and niggers.

He blinked hard twice. At least he hadn’t killed her. The faith of his fathers living still, in spite of dungeon, fire and sword, had stayed his hand. If he could help bring the villains to justice he would be happy – providing a scandal could be avoided. Discretion was essential. He was certain Jefferson was the man to handle it.

The other man in his thoughts was Cicero Grimes. Dr Grimes. Hardly surprising that a doctor should be steeped in evil when so much of their craft was devoted to vileness. Contraception. Artificial insemination. Abortion. Darwinism. At least there had been no adultery. Her involvement with Grimes was criminal, not sexual. He’d been wrong to doubt her. She was weak, as were all God’s children, but she truly loved him. She had not fornicated. She had sworn it and he believed her. Like Jesus, he could forgive.

In the past she had punished him as was fitting, for Satan had cursed him with a prodigious libido and God, in his wisdom, with the exquisite penance of premature ejaculation. Tonight, in the aftermath of her confession, the Lord had allowed him to penetrate her for the first time and he’d sown his seed on fertile soil; or at least within the outer third of her vagina. The memory induced fresh movement within his shorts. He had at last consummated their marriage and henceforth all would be well. That was more important than the money.

But only just.

They had to get it back at all costs. Blessed Jesus. A million dollars. Maybe considerably more. As he reached for the phone he heard a car start up outside the window. Callie’s car. Panic seized him and he ran out of his office and down the corridor to the front of the house.

‘Callie!’

He flung the door open in time to see the tail lights of her car disappearing into the night. He ran down the driveway screaming her name. Lumps of gravel slashed the soles of his bare feet and he stumbled and fell and landed on his shoulder with a cry, just beneath the brass sign in the garden that said ‘Gethsemane’. Tears scalded his eyes and his breathing became tight again.

‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’

A monstrous sense of injustice threatened to crush his chest. He clung to a name.

‘Captain Jefferson.’

Cleveland Carter clambered to his feet and painfully picked his way back to the large white house. Bitter tears rolled down his cheeks. He loved the Lord. What had he done to deserve this trial?

And who in the name of God was Cicero Grimes?


CHAPTER TWO

CLARENCE JEFFERSON WAS halfway through his thrice-weekly power lifting routine when the Reverend Carter called. He worked out in the garage at the back of his house. Jefferson could not bear the chromed weights and mirrors that filled most commercial gyms, nor their clientele: suntanned oafs pumping up their egos so that they could show a triceps dimple on the beach or whilst undressing in front of girlfriends who wouldn’t notice or boyfriends who would. Narcissism depressed him. Power made him happy. Heaving huge masses of metal through the air with no other object in mind than to be able to heave even more appealed to him. He felt that it brought him closer to some understanding of the human condition.

When the telephone rang he was just completing a warm-up set of five-hundred-pound squats. He backed up between the squat stands and lowered the bar into the cradles, panting softly. The buckle of the leather belt about his waist was covered by a roll of fat. He grunted as he released the belt four notches. Beneath the fat his abdominal muscles were like sections of steel pipe.

Most people thought he was just another born-again red-neck. Others learned better.

Years before, when he’d first manoeuvred his way into vice, he had invited a number of pimps to discuss terms with him. His demands had set a new standard in police greed and they’d laughed. One of them had done more than laugh; he’d tried to lean on the new captain. Ambitious. In retrospect perhaps even rash. The act of dislocating a man’s shoulders takes more in the way of strength than technique and is spectacularly brutal, which was why Jefferson chose to demonstrate it on the pimp. But afterwards it had been difficult to make himself heard above the screams, so he’d squatted behind the squirming body and placed the heels of his hands against either side of the pimp’s jaw. Flexing his pectorals and anterior deltoids – and whatever lip muscles he’d needed to smile with – he’d brought his hands together and caved the bastard’s face in. The pimps had given the Captain what he’d wanted. And for Clarence Seymour Jefferson, getting what he wanted had become something of a habit.

He had no plans to break it.

When he heard Cleveland Carter on the telephone he assumed that the call was meant for his wife. She had the sort of shrill pseudo-operatic voice so beloved of religious choirs and was involved with the ‘Glory Be’ church, a flock of sheep’s assholes with more money than sense who believed they needed Carter’s hysterical rhetoric to get them through the eye of the needle. Jefferson was grateful for his wife’s devotion. It reduced the amount of time he felt obliged to spend with her. And when, of a sunny Sunday morning, he lay enjoying cut-price fellatio from the lips of the city’s sweetest whores, he derived an added piquancy from the knowledge that Eleanor was at that moment standing by the altar and leading the faithful in rendering ‘His Hand In Mine’.

He was surprised then when Carter pleaded, with an urgency bordering on panic, that Jefferson come over to his home at once to investigate a criminal event of the most godless nature.

He had spoken to Carter on half a dozen occasions and considered him a Bible-beating clown with the moral sophistication of a Colorado beetle, characteristics which made him ideally suited to receive the power and wealth which society had lavished upon him. Carter was a vice-president of the Louisiana Mercantile Trust Bank and number one hatchet man for the shareholders. It wasn’t difficult to picture his bloated face sweating with the effort of crapping on the have-nots. Jefferson made it his business to know things about such figures.

If he remembered correctly, he had a series of colour photographs of Carter’s boss insinuating his tongue into the anus of a thirteen-year-old nigger boy.

As far as he knew, Carter had no such pecadilloes. He’d saved a Galveston prostitute from damnation and on instructions from the Lord – no doubt transmitted via her luscious nipples – had subsequently married her, but that was not a secret. In fact Carter often mentioned the event in his tedious and verbose sermons as evidence of his semi-divine status. So as he showered and changed, Jefferson wondered just what Carter’s problem could be and why, if he was the victim of a crime, he hadn’t simply called the department.

Jefferson put on a pair of khaki slacks and from his wardrobe of Hawaiian shirts selected one which evoked the dazzling blue of Pacific skies. It was made of 100 per cent pure rayon and sported a pattern of palm trees, dancing girls and sea birds that only repeated itself once in its passage around the fifty-six-inch width of the shirt. The shirt hung down nicely over the .357 Colt Python he wore in a belt holster over his right hip. He popped a speed loader full of shells into his pocket and left the house without saying goodbye to his wife.

Carter lived on an azalea-lined street in what he liked to call an ante bellum house. Jefferson assumed this meant it had been built just before the Vietnam War. A big white house in a big white suburb full of big white people: moderately wealthy American Dreamers who spent a large proportion of their six-figure incomes trying to convince themselves that they were very wealthy. Jefferson had always found the self-confidence of the rich to be a hollow nut, easily cracked and containing a void. These people didn’t even have that. Fear of losing their place, the quintessential characteristic of their class, oozed from every landscaped garden and triple-locked door. The iron gates to Carter’s house were open and as he drove up the driveway, past the ludicrous sign which named the house ‘Gethsemane’, Jefferson reflected that his contempt for them was so profound that he was not even moved to disgust. He parked his Eldorado around the side of the house where the car was not easily visible from the road and found Cleveland Carter waiting at the front door as if for the Second Coming.

‘God bless you for coming so promptly, Captain,’ said Carter. He spoke in his Sunday-best deacon’s voice and puffed out his narrow chest in an attempt to appear dignified. But the scabs of fresh shaving cuts marked one side of his face and his hand trembled as he held it out for Jefferson to squeeze. Jefferson squeezed and Carter winced and coughed.

‘Come inside.’

The house had been decorated by someone who had spent a lot of time watching millionaires in soap operas. Polished wood and gold-plated door fittings, a chandelier in the hallway, thick carpets in reds and purples. Oral Roberts would have approved, if not the Nazarene. Jefferson found it revolting. His wife had decorated their own home in a down-market version of the same style.

‘This is a very nice place,’ said Jefferson. ‘You’ve done well, Reverend. Congratulations.’

Carter inclined his head. The gesture was meant to convey modesty but shrieked with pomposity. ‘You are kind. Material possessions are, of course, inconsequential trivialities when compared to the unimaginable glories heaped upon the righteous in the everlasting hereafter. But at the same time we must not scorn earthly riches if God so chooses to favour us.’ His voice trembled with sincerity. ‘Remember that money is the most tangible sign of the Lord’s specific love.’

‘Amen to that,’ saia Jefferson.

‘We’ll talk in my study.’

He led the way down the hall, limping slightly on both feet, and showed Jefferson through a door. The study was standard upper-middle-class American in its furnishings: mahogany table, leather upholstery, wood panelling, bookcases. Jefferson scanned the bookcase with interest. Instead of the expensively bound and permanently unopened classics normally supplied with such furnishings, this library looked well-used and consisted of such titles as ‘I Need To Talk To Someone, God’, ‘Exercising Your Authority Over Satan’ and ‘Thank God I Have Cancer’. There were also volumes by such born-again veterans as Eldridge Cleaver and one of the Watergate burglars. On the wall facing the desk and the window was a portrait of Carter in a dark suit, temples greying with distinction, holding a Bible in his right hand and wearing a stem but benevolent expression on his face. The background was of a sunlit rural landscape with a white country church in the distance. Behind the figure of Carter, between him and the church, was a flock of sheep.

Jefferson sat down in front of the desk. ‘What can I do for you, Reverend?’

Carter, from behind the desk, sighed and shook his head.

‘The peace and tranquillity which has long blessed this house has been shattered by the hand of an iniquitous woman and her pack of villains. The tale is so sordid that I suspect that even you, a professional in the field, will be shocked by what I have to say.’

Jefferson suspected that the sermon was Carter’s only means of verbal communication. He cut him short.

‘I think I can handle whatever you’ve got to say. Tell me what happened as simply as you can.’

Carter leaned forward in his chair.

‘As you know, Captain, before I met my wife she made a foul living of sorts by selling her body. It isn’t difficult to imagine what led her down that road. An atheistic upbringing, teenage petting parties, cigarettes, cable TV, denim jeans and the contraceptive pill. After my first wife died, God rest her unblemished soul, I spent several years alone, devoting myself to the service of God both at the bank and in the church. Then one fateful day I spoke at a baptismal meeting up the coast in Galveston. Callilou was at the meeting. I suspect she had gone along to feed her prejudices about our work, to snigger and mock, but that day the Holy Spirit entered me and I spoke with such divine passion that the poor child, as I then perceived her, was on the spot converted to the way of Christ the Redeemer and took baptism at my own hands.’

‘Very gratifying,’ said Jefferson. Callilou Carter was a handsome woman. Seeing her rising from the river in a wet shirt would have moved the Holy Spirit in anybody.

‘Indeed. There is more rejoicing in Heaven when a single sinner repents than . . .’

‘I’ve got the picture,’ said Jefferson. ‘And shortly after she was washed in the blood of the lamb, God spoke to you again and you married her. Eleanor often commented on the joy it gave her to see you two working together for the greater glory of God. But I take it something has gone wrong.’

Reverend Carter shuddered. The ability to shudder at will was probably important to a populist theologian.

‘I’ll get to the point, Captain. You must, of course, be aware of the robbery which took place at my own bank earlier this year.’

‘Yeah,’ said Jefferson. ‘I’m aware.’

Jefferson felt his anus tingle with excitement. The Mercantile Trust job had been the smoothest bank robbery in the state’s history. Over a million dollars had been cleaned out of the safe deposit boxes. Millions more in jewellery had been left behind. The bank’s own cash reserves – less accessible in the main vault and more easily traced into the bargain – had not been touched. The thieves, a team of five, had tunnelled into the bank from the sewers, directly into the basement which housed the safe deposit boxes. The precision with which the thieves had isolated and neutralized the alarm systems specifically protecting that part of the bank, whilst ignoring those covering the main vault, had made it a certain inside job. The alarm systems were too sophisticated to penetrate by exploratory means but if the details of the systems were known then bypassing them was simply a matter of applying technical skills which, while specialized, were not uncommonly available.

The case was still open. Jefferson was not involved but he knew the procedure. Repeated questioning of bank and security personnel, perhaps some covert surveillance, lists compiled of criminals or suspected criminals known to have the expertise to do the job, finding and interviewing those men, checking alibis. Thousands of man hours. Interstate liaison. Mindless tedium.

It was the sort of police work that Jefferson had always avoided. Seven months after the robbery there had been no arrests. No one had shown up spending money they shouldn’t have had. Informants knew nothing. The mob, upset at missing their share, had looked as hard as the police. Like ITT and Gulf and Western, the mob didn’t like independents. Jefferson had not been surprised at the lack of results. A gang who had the discipline to leave all that jewellery behind rather than take the risk of fencing it weren’t going to advertise themselves. But no one had been hurt and public concern was minimal. When people saw a job like this reported on the news a lot of them whistled and thought ‘Good luck to them.’ The rest didn’t care. The insurance companies would hike their premiums, but they would do that anyway. Interest faded and the police effort wound down.

Now here it was, sitting at his feet.

Carter’s story was easy to anticipate. To save time and the strain on his own patience, Jefferson condensed it for him.

‘I think I know what you’re going to say, Reverend. Mrs Carter was your personal assistant at the bank, that I know. My guess is that she fed the plans of the building and the alarm system to the thieves and you just found out about it tonight.’

Carter looked deflated. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s correct, I’m horrified to say.’

‘She had access to that kind of information?’

‘Good God, Jefferson, during the thousands of hours she and I have spent together she could have picked up all sorts of things. I can’t remember. She said it wasn’t her idea. I trusted her. Of course I trusted her. She was my wife. She was a Christian.’ His voice lost its contrived stateliness and became shrill.

‘It’s important that you remain calm,’ said Jefferson. ‘For the moment it doesn’t matter how she got the plans. How did you find out?’

‘A week ago she became very belligerent and, I might say, suspicious in manner. She told me to stop watching her and to keep my friends at the church off her back. Her language was foul. I didn’t know what to say. Later that same day, Friday, she said she was going to stay with her aunt in Galveston for a few
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