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NOTE TO READER
I noted in researching Dying on the Edge that voodoo is spelled both Vodoun and Vodou. I had difficulty making the transference in reading with the word voodoo. So I was de-lighted when I found that Alfred P. Metraux, the famous Swiss anthropologist and human rights activist, in his book Voodoo in Haiti spelled it throughout Voudou. That is the way you'll find it spelled in this book.
Also, a doctor called to my attention that the first caduceus was a single pole with a single snake image and two wings atop it. Dictionaries and other reference books call the present caduceus caduceus 2. This latter figure is in almost exclusive usage.
Just to make your reading easier.
I also must assure readers that there is nothing in Edge to frighten them. I chose to give you the history of how voodoo is credited with helping to liberate Haiti from the French slavemasters, said to be some of the most brutal in history. Those incredible drums brought from Africa pitched the souls of Haitian slaves to a shimmering will to win, and we all know they did.
To your enjoyment!
Carroll City, USA. An east coast city, exists only in the author's imagination. The year is 1992.
Prologue
Maggi French was beautiful in the eyes of most beholders, especially in men’s eyes. Even cheap mirrors reflected it. At times, Maggi felt empowered by her beauty, but at other times it failed her. Her hair was thick and silken, light ash brown, with long, thinned bangs and blunt-cut to shoulder length. Her alabaster skin had a hint of cream. Her eyes changed from pale violet to deep purple, framed by thick, dark, long lashes. She had an arrogantly perfect nose and lusciously full lips in an oval face. She carried her sensuous five-foot-seven-inch body like the model she once had been.
At ages nineteen to twenty-two, she had been an art-eros film star. Art-eros was named and popularized by producer Kurt Wilder, who owned the studio that filmed her. The unkind were inclined to call Maggi a soft porn queen, but all that had changed in the past six years.
Now twenty-eight, Maggi had starred in four of Kurt’s critically acclaimed and commercially successful art-eros films. Europe had long embraced her, and now America was succumbing to her charms. She was well on the way to becoming an international star.
She was thrilled that Candido Dominguez, a brilliant, sensitive Spanish film director, wanted her for his remake of Camille.
Dressed in tight black leotards and a front-split silk leopard print overskirt, Maggi watched the last snow of the season, unusual for the eighteenth of April, strike and melt against the small-paned windows of her loft studio on West Davenport Street near Tenth Avenue.
This was a downtown section of Carroll City, an east coast metropolis with a population of five hundred thousand. She reflected that what others called her didn’t matter now, and she hugged herself. She was a genuine goddess! Too bad she couldn’t yet flaunt that to the world.
Maggi sat on a couch facing the windows and stretched. She relaxed in the too-warm room, enjoying her triumph, wriggling her scarlet-tipped toes. She would have all that and more after she and Kurt were married.
She got up, walked over to a golden oak credenza, and slid open a door. She took out a once-exquisite porcelain doll, now dressed in dirty knife-slashed rags. Its gold chain bracelet with a plain gold medallion seemed incongruous but somehow suited to the ruined doll, which resembled Eden Wilder, Kurt’s wife. The face of the doll was scratched and gouged.
Staring at her hated rival’s image for a long minute, she spat full in the porcelain face. Holding the doll in one hand, she encircled its slender throat with the other. She squeezed and murmured the ancient incantation Die, bitch! Die!
Still standing, she pulled on black silk ballerina slippers. Then, dancing in circles, she switched on the stereo. The sound of ritual Haitian voodoo drums filled the room with their pounding rhythm. A growing frenzy filled Maggi as she danced to the hypnotic and sexual sound of the drums. Panting and full of the necessary hatred boiling inside her, she flung the doll with all her might against the fieldstone wall and heard the porcelain shatter. She danced in a straight line over to where the doll lay broken and kicked it brutally, her toes striking the fieldstone.
When Maggi had visited Port-au-Prince, Simone Duclair, her mentor and friend, had taken her to hear the music. She gave Maggi recordings to bring back, so that she would not forget.
What a day it had been! The anger that raged in Sofia’s tall body, shocking to watch, was that of a mother protecting her son. Nick was nineteen, and Maggi had granted his request for mind-altering chemicals. Now he might be dying. She decided she wouldn’t think about Nick.
Robin and Angel also had been furious with her. Three furious people. Three blind mice. She hoped Robin wouldn’t return to the studio, as he sometimes did when his father was away. Kurt Wilder was not only Maggi’s producer, he was her lover and Robin’s father. He might not fly to Chicago tonight after all. That meant he might come and see her. She and Kurt had to talk.
Dido had pressed her to make love. His hunger for her never seemed to lessen. He had been angry, sullen, unlike his usual suave self. How much longer would she have to lead him on while she learned what he knew about voodoo? And what happened once she knew? She shrugged. Life was hard, and only those who could adjust to change would survive.
She sat down, massaging her hurting toes, then laughed abruptly, winded. Killing, even in fantasy, was hard work. And this had to go far beyond fantasy.
“It didn’t have to be, Eden,” she said softly. “You had your chance to let him go.”
Falling onto the long, smooth black leather sofa, she stretched out sinuously, one leg flung onto the back of the sofa, the other bent with her foot on the floor. An assassin’s smile came to play on her lips, and it wouldn’t leave until Papa Henri’s face swam before her. Then she was somber. It was her third visit to talk with the beloved houngan, a high priest of Voudou, Papa Henri.
Men were always enchanted by Maggi’s beauty, and he was no different. Four months ago, she had flown to Haiti with Carly, then again with Carly and Philippe. The third time, she went with Sofia. Dido had been free to go the last time. The houngan and Dido were close friends, but the old man still had said only that he would consider helping her. She was especially interested in Papa Henri because he was famed for his success with love potions and spells.
Maggi shook her head. Now she and Sofia were bitter enemies. Maggi had not cared for Haiti, nor Port-au-Prince. Sofia had loved it. It all seemed so long ago.
High above the city in a section called the Boutilliers, Henri Delacroix lived in the middle of a small forest in a fortress-like white frame house. It was morning when Maggi visited him the third time. A grave youth with a rifle and blue-black skin had led her to Papa Henri. The old man stood and bowed as she walked onto his veranda; the boy joined other armed men in the yard, looking incongruous among the borders of fragrant bougainvillea, hibiscus, and frangipani. Maggi could hear the laughter of children playing in the background.
“Welcome again,” Papa Henri had said, seemingly de-lighted to see her. He was very tall, with light chocolate-hued skin and long, tangled locks of kinky gray hair. He was wearing a robe of light gray cotton.
She got down to business immediately. She had soothed his masculinity, leading up slowly to her true mission in their two previous meetings, playing the adoring supplicant. Now she told him bluntly that she wanted Kurt Wilder for her husband.
He listened closely and was silent a long while before he asked, “So you want this man, this Kurt Wilder? Do you love him? Do you need him, or merely want him?”
Maggi answered quickly. “I love him, Papa Henri. He is my life!”
Papa Henri breathed deeply, and he talked quietly of magic potions and spells that always worked. But Eden, she had finally had to argue, was refusing him a divorce. She might need a final solution.
He had shaken his head. “I am a Voudou houngan, one of the best, I know. But I am only a lowly conjure man in spite of my fame and training. I love Bondye, our God, Damballah, chief of the spirits and am closer to Bondye than any other. I love Erzulie Freda, Damballah’s mate, and the loa, the spirits that are of God, nature, and all the earth. And I feel loved in return.” He paused.
“All this I have told you before. So the wifse does not wish to let him go,” he mused. “Perhaps this woman needs this man more than you do, loves him more—”
“No!” Maggi was surprised at her own vehemence. “I must have him!” Her voice trembled with emotion.
He nodded, studying her intently but giving her no answer.
Raw with need, she had begged him again and again, saying that she needed something truly powerful if it became necessary to do away with Eden.
Then he had smiled, closing his eyes as if in blessing. She had felt happy, believing that she had finally reached him and that he favored her at last.
Finally he opened his eyes and studied her. “You are so beautiful. But you are also a fool. You have lied to me, and because of your spell and the fact that you remind me of someone dear, I have seen only the good in you. This was a mistake. I will not help you!”
She began to rise to leave, infuriated. She had wasted too much time. If he wouldn’t help her, there were others. She didn’t need this excuse for a houngan.
He leaned forward, and his big gnarled hand covered her slender one. “There is no victory in evil,” he said mildly. “Evil can only destroy; it is without power to create anything save chaos.”
Facing him, her face contorted with anger and frustration so that it was no longer beautiful. Maggi flung at him, “Perhaps you are the fool, Henri Delacroix. Surely you know that destruction is often a necessary step to creation.”
She had glanced at him triumphantly before he said sadly, “Do not do the deed you plan, even if it becomes, as you put it, necessary. You are not yet dead enough inside to be effectively evil. You still feel too much. Listen when I tell you that you will die in the flames you light for another. At the very least, your spirit will die.”
She would listen no longer. Opening her purse, she had pulled out a sheaf of bills to pay him, even though he had proved useless. He refused the money and followed her to the door, pleading, “If I am an old fool, even fools are wise on some subjects. I beg you to listen.…”
But Maggi had rushed to the waiting jeep taxi and the grinning, sleepy-eyed driver who, at her request, had taken her to Simone. Madame Simone Duclair was a well-known mambo, a Voudou priestess highly recommended by a Haitian acquaintance.
Out from Pétionville, an exclusive section of Port-au-Prince, in the large, dark interior of Simone’s aqua stucco house that smelled faintly of rot, Maggi had been shocked to find the famous old mambo thin and listless. Was she dying? Maggi frowned. Why hadn’t her acquaintance mentioned Simone’s poor health?
The acquaintance had said that Simone would be very costly, and the driver had said, “Papa Henri, that man is a king! You need him, he will find some way to help you, even if you are very poor. But Madame … well, Madame’s spells are for those who find some way to pay her price.…”
“Some way to pay her price?” Maggi had asked, her interest piqued.
The driver had shrugged. “Already I have talked too much. Madame is a powerful woman. Whatever it is you want, Mam’selle, if our chief god of the spirits, Damballah, can be cajoled, she will have his cooperation. He has blessed her; that is for certain.”
Later, seated by the mambo’s bed, Maggi couldn’t stop her cruel thoughts that the woman looked so frail, so helpless, but she warned herself to be careful, because she needed this woman.
“Well, what do you expect of me?” the seventy-something, allspice-brown woman asked, lifting a thin arm so that the burgundy robe she wore fell away and golden bracelets shone. “Why have you come?”
Maggi found herself stammering. “There are so many reasons, Madame,” she said simply, quickly realizing that this woman would despise flattery. She admired the excellent bone structure of Simone’s face and the striking coronet of thick silver braids that gave her a majestic air in spite of her seeming frailty.
“What is it you wish?” Simone demanded. “And do not bother to lie to me. You are sick with desire for someone or something that is difficult to get, and it is probably impossible for you to give up this desire. You are that kind. Are you American?”
Maggi nodded.
It had been a fairly contemptuous assessment that the old woman did not mask, and it angered Maggi in ways she didn’t fully understand.
“Be open with me,” Simone said, a little more gently. “How can I help you if you are not open with me? Tell me your thoughts about me, although I can guess them.”
Maggi drew a deep breath as Simone’s catlike eyes narrowed. “You seem so ill,” Maggi said cautiously. “I suppose I wonder what on earth you can tell me. If you had magic, wouldn’t you use it to save yourself?”
Having said that, Maggi was not afraid of this sister-woman. Simone laughed explosively, coughing. Her eyes glittered coldly. Ah, what a witch this one is, Simone thought.
“Yes,” Simone said calmly, “I suppose death is in my body, as it is from the beginning in all of us, but it is in your soul. You are empty with longing for something you do not have and perhaps cannot have. It is so often a sickness of your country’s people.”
Simone stopped and coughed violently. “I am a witch of death, not life, and I make no pretense about it. You could say my life ended when he died.” She nodded toward her night table at a large gold-framed photograph of a handsome, blonde man of middle age.
“Your husband?” Maggi ventured.
“My late husband.” Simone was thoughtful. “Yes, I may be dying, and if that is the price I pay for a life I have not always enjoyed, then so be it.” Her expression brightened. “Well, my beauty, who is it you want to hurt—or kill?”
Maggi told her quickly, unashamed, fearing that the haggard woman on the bed would die before she could weave the necessary spell.
Madame seemed to rally when Maggi had finished talking. “Haitian dolls are famous for their potency,” she said in a low voice. “All kinds of ridiculous potions are being used now. But I also love the European magic that Jacques taught me. It is less sparing, even more powerful.” She paused, her eyes dreamy before she continued.
“We were a pair. We taught each other, Jacques and I. Had he lived, we would have ruled the world of magic.
“Jacques loved Erzulie Freda, our rainbow goddess of love, even love of self. She is transcendent, with three wedding rings for three husbands: Damballah, Agave, Agive. Fascinating, and I loved only Jacques.”
Her voice drifted as she seemed to go into a trance. Maggi took the time to look around her at the expensive Victorian-style mahogany furniture, the burgundy silk drapery, and Ma-dame’s snow-white quilted counterpane.
“Yes,” Madame said, rising. “Only a cretin seeks to work truly black magic except with European dolls, unless poison is used, of course. I will not touch it, because that can cause trouble with the gendarmes. Tell me more about this woman who stands in your way.”
As Maggi talked, she was uncomfortably aware that the old woman had not taken her eyes from Maggi’s face. Simone had thought of a perfect doll from her wide collection. Now she yanked a cord over her bed and called “François!” in a commanding voice.
A slender young man with tight-curled, lustrous dark brown hair and golden brown skin came into the room, his face a taut mask.
“Madame,” he said. “I do as you bid.”
“Unlock the dolls and help me up.”
Simone disengaged a long golden chain with a key from around her neck. The young man took the key gingerly, walked over to the wall opposite Simone’s bed, and slid back two wooden panels, revealing row upon row of dolls of every imaginable description—a wall of dolls. Looking at the floor, the young man came to the bed and silently helped Simone up. His eyes were without expression.
“Describe this woman you wish to destroy again,” Simone said sharply, and Maggi did as she was asked. Simone listened intently, then got up and walked with firm steps to the wall. She took her time selecting a doll. She handed it to Maggi. With surprising grace, she got back into bed unassisted.
The young man closed the wall, locked the panels and brought the enchained key to Simone. He looked solicitous now, as if he should help her in some way.
“Leave us, but stay nearby,” Simone said in a softer voice.
Simone reached for the doll, and Maggi handed it to her. There were deep forest plant potions to be made to enchant the man, Simone said. Many spells were to be woven with blood drawn from Maggi’s body; there were papers that must be written on. These, taken with animal and bird parts, would destroy the
woman.
“Ah, this doll is perfect. It will make the spell complete.” Simone smiled, thinking of her many triumphs with magic spells.
“You are personally acquainted with magic,” Simone said.
“A little. How did you guess?”
“You found your way to me, and I know from the way you respond. You could come to be very good at this kind of magic. You have a lust for power. That much is plain to me.”
Maggi blushed. She had long thought that while she lusted for power, men didn’t truly like powerful women, and she needed men.
“Is that so wrong?” she asked, almost plaintively.
“Don’t talk nonsense,” Simone answered, her old sharpness returning. “You intend to have what you wish. Right and wrong have never concerned you, if you will be honest.”
Maggi bowed her head, said briefly, “You are right—for now—but at one time right and wrong concerned me.”
Simone threw back her head and laughed, not unkindly. “Yes, you and I may understand each other after all. If there is ever more you wish to know about magic, not just Voudou, although that is one of my loves. I have long studied the magic of Europe.” Her voice held pain as she finished, “when he was alive.”
Something about the woman drew Maggi and yet held her at bay. There was a hard coldness in Simone that reminded Maggi of her own mother. She had no doubt she would return to Haiti soon, but for the moment, she had what she needed to begin.
She had stayed a long time with Simone, and the old woman had rallied greatly.
During Maggi’s last visit to Haiti two months later, she was well on her way to putting the plans for Eden’s destruction and her unspoken to Simone plans for becoming a goddess into action. Dido had gone with her the last time, and Maggi had felt she had begun. Her newfound power thrilled her.
A deeper excitement than she had known since her last trip to Haiti gripped Maggi. Soon she would have everything she wanted. She danced on the edge of a dangerous precipice, confident that magic would ensure her safety. Wasn’t that what Belle, her housekeeper and confidante, always told her?
When Simone had spoken of her husband, Jacques, her eyes had been sad, but they had glittered madly, as if with a dark secret. Maggi too had suffered a death that threatened to unhinge her. Only danger fed her life force now, since Kurt’s interest had begun to wane. But his desire for her was far from dead.
This mambo, this witch of death, would be the key to holding Kurt forever. This was the beginning of the paradise she wanted so much. Power, love, immortality—all this would be hers soon.
It had proven far more costly than Maggi had thought it would be. “My pact is with death,” Simone had said quietly, “and death is expensive. I have no success with life since Jac-ques killed himself, but with death, I am always victorious.”
Maggi sat up abruptly, frowning. Why couldn’t she bring Simone’s face into focus? Papa Henri’s face blotted it out. He was silent, but his sorrowful eyes followed her every movement. Damn him! With Kurt, with international stardom, and without Eden, Maggi was going to have it all. She was already a goddess. Dido had assured her of it.
She knew she ought to pick up the damned doll and hide it. She couldn’t have Robin, or worse, Kurt, seeing it all broken. She and Angel had buried something special in a friend’s wood this night. Angel had driven her to the cemetery, missing a performance, which infuriated him. She shrugged. That couldn’t be helped; it had been time for this sacrifice. They had returned after midnight. They had quarreled fiercely, and she was afraid he would return. How would she deal with him?
She was pensive as she thought about that visit to Simone. The old woman had smiled charmingly, bloated with Maggi’s American dollars. “Please do come again,” she had said. “There is so much more I can teach you. I see in you the same hunger that has always plagued me. Will I see you again?”
Maggi had felt like a child getting a mother’s love at last.
“Yes,” she had said. “I will come again, and soon.”
She had kept her word, and it had all come together like magic.
Maggi’s near-trance was deep, but she came to herself to hear her private entrance intercom chiming insistently. She made a quick call and left a message. Raw with anxiety, she spoke into the intercom, then listened closely to the tension in the voice she had just heard. It was as if the speaker masked one emotion with another. At times, she thought she’d have the private entrance closed to all but Kurt; it was certainly what he wanted.
Maggi felt a little weak from the excitement of the day, and she closed her eyes as she waited. Stretching to relax, she crossed her arms over her heart and wondered why she felt very cold.
Chapter 1
Walking down the endless corridors of St. Joseph’s Memorial Hospital reminded Detective Lieutenant Frank Ryman of his Grandpa Jesse’s mile-long cotton rows and his own Mississippi youth. Inevitably, he thought of his mother, Jenny, and quickly stopped. He was walking into pain, and he surely didn’t need to carry more of that than he had to.
Nervously he ran his fingers through his short, curly salt-and-pepper hair. With his pale gray-blue eyes under heavy black eyebrows showing even more fatigue than the rest of him, he longed to go back to his king-sized bed and wolf down a huge oyster loaf with fries. He craved Colombian coffee with sugar and cream. His choice of foods often was at odds with his rangy six-foot-two-inch frame, and more than time was gaining on him.
He smiled a little. He also wanted a double Courvoisier, his favorite. He drank too much and had no plans to stop. His buddy, Hux, sometimes suggested that Frank’s white skin made it difficult to fit into his world the way he wanted to, so he drank too much. He didn’t think so. He knew a lot of people who didn’t fit in, and the color of their skin had nothing to do with it.
He glanced at the big clock on a nearby bank building. Seven a.m. He hadn’t slept well. His ex-wife Sofia had found Nick, her son and his stepson, in a coma in the back courtyard of her apartment building two days before. At first they hadn’t thought he’d live, but by some miracle he had.
Frank had plenty of time to get to Carroll City Police head-quarters by 8:30. He didn’t feel like playing his detective role today. In fact, he didn’t feel like being anything resembling a cop. And it wasn’t only age that got to him, it was Nick. On a TV show a few years back, a New York City detective in an interview on crime had said that if this country didn’t do something about drugs, the living were going to envy the dead.
As Frank saw it, even the smaller cities like Carroll City were getting there fast. Lord, how well people accommodated themselves to the worst in human nature.
Frank had a Roman nose and a wickedly sensual mouth under a silken black moustache. His skin was the turkey red of southern rednecks, the ultimate insult. Hux, his sergeant, said in an exaggerated drawl, “You may look lak yo’ pappy, suh, but you jus’ as much a Gold Dust twin as me.”
In his mind’s eye, Frank could see his sergeant, Julian Huxton. He had a dark chocolate face one beat away from pretty, heavy brows, and coarse black hair straightened by inner tension. Hux alternately cared for and abused himself. At thirty-eight, he had been married four times and was on thin ice with number four.
Frank and Hux were called the Gold Dust Twins, named for the two small black boys pictured on the front of Octagon soap powder boxes in the 1930s. Hux had come across them in his prodigious reading. Frank’s mother and his grandfather Jess had often laughed about the caricature, even saving an old box.
Frank’s captain, Winthrop Pemberton, used to say, “I’m up to my ass in racial slur suits and you guys want to keep something like this going.” Then Pem would shrug, grinning. “Oh, what the hell! As long as you don’t call me Bilbo or George Wallace.”
They were quite a pair. Frank was calm, forgiving, intros-pective. He shot a mean game of craps and loved pool but seldom played.
Hux was volatile. He liked anything as long as it was illegal. He was a recovering alcoholic and a recovering drug user. He had been addicted to addiction, and now he was a clean-living suburbanite. He shot craps and usually won, and he was the lover or attempted possessor of many women.
Frank had a degree from John Jay College of Criminal Justice in New York. One day his 85-year-old grandfather would die, and Frank would inherit the 400-acre farm, woodland, and gravel pit near Morton, Mississippi. He liked the thought of continuing his grandfather’s truck farm when he retired. That would come after a stint as a private investigator.
Hux was one never-to-be-written dissertation away from his Ph.D. at Carroll City University, and his goal in life was to stay down with the brothers. He would die a detective sergeant, and it was a miracle he’d been able to achieve that. The Gold Dust Twins were considered two of the best detectives in Carroll City.
Hux had taken to teasing Frank about his leathery turkey neck, but even eleven years apart in age, they were brothers as deeply as if they had the same parents.
By the time Frank reached the Special Care Unit, he felt every second of his forty-nine years. He walked over to the beds in the middle of the room, looking for Nick. He quickly located the lanky dark-haired boy who lay unmoving on the high white hospital bed, unchanged from Frank’s last visit.
“May I help you, sir?”
The nurse was wheat blonde, businesslike with a tender manner. Frank thought they looked at each other a little too long.
He cleared his throat. “I’m checking on Nicholas Lusk. Is it okay if I go over to his bed?”
“Are you his father?”
“Stepfather. His mother will be late.”
“She needs the rest,” the nurse said. “She was here most of the night. She’s exhausting herself.”
Frank put his hand into his coat pocket and felt the gold detective’s shield. There was no reassurance there.
“Please get his mother to rest,” the nurse continued. “He doesn’t know anyone anyway. Perhaps later.…”
“You mean later we’ll need all this strength.”
“Yes, and he’ll need all your attention for a long time.” Or, Frank thought morosely, he won’t need any at all.
He reflected as he walked toward the bed that perhaps the kid would know he was here after all. Before Nick went on drugs over a year ago, he’d been super bright. Mensa-level genius and smartass all rolled into one. The youth had confided in Frank that he’d dabbled in parapsychology since he was little.
“As sick as he is, he’s a handsome guy,” the nurse said softly. “He looks like you, even if you’re not his dad.”
“Nick,” Frank called softly. Did he expect an answer? Nick breathed on in his coma through the tubes and feeding paraphernalia. He was pale, so unlike the ruddy boy of a year ago. His eyes were sunken, and he was too thin. Even so, he looked pretty good. God, the resilience of the young, Frank thought. Nick twitched restlessly as Frank stiffened in hope.
“Involuntary spasms,” the nurse said. “It usually happens every couple of hours. I’m sorry.”
He stayed a short while. You never knew when a loving presence might be good, and it couldn’t do any harm. The nurse stood by his side, at ease with him as if they’d known each other a long time. Her presence reminded him that he’d been without a woman for a while, that he was seeing Jaysa again, but not sleeping with her.
Stepping closer, he touched the boy’s shoulder. “Goodbye, Nick,” he said gently, as the boy spun on in his own orbit.
He and the nurse walked toward the nursing station and paused. “You’re very kind,” he told her, “and I thank you.”
She was somber. “You’re welcome. I’m just doing my job.” He sensed that she wanted to say more, and he couldn’t make it easy for her. Just now he had too many irons in the fire.
As he walked out into the hall, he saw Sofia coming toward him. She moved swiftly, her tall, shapely body graceful, dark auburn hair spilling carelessly over her shoulders, her tan all-weather coat over her arm. She wore a boxy suit of gray flannel, as always hiding her Rubenesque figure. Even in grief, her skin was rosy, perhaps enhanced by alcohol, but her eyes had dark circles.
“How is he?” she asked him.
“About the same. You talked with Maggi last night?”
She tensed. “Yes. She admitted everything. I got so mad I—” She paused. “Frank, I can’t talk about it yet. Please call me or see me later, will you?”
He reached out and pressed his palm on the back of her arm, pulling her a little toward him. His heart went out to her. She was a woman who saw too much, felt too deeply, even when life was normal.
“I’ll see you later,” he said, “and I’ll call first. Visit Nick for a while, but remember, he’s in good hands.” He stepped back and looked at her.
“Sofia, you look beat, and you can’t help him if you get sick. You’re driving yourself too hard. Screw Maggi; I’ll talk with her if you want me to. Nick’s the one who needs you now, and even for him you can overdo it.”
Sofia closed her wide-spaced hazel eyes, then opened them to look directly at him. “I wish you still needed me,” she whispered.
Frank flushed. “We went through that a long time ago,” he said gently. “I’m here while you need me.”
“Thank you. And that’s for everything.”
She walked on toward the Special Care Unit and he watched her, studied her gait. Long years of detective work told him she was at the breaking point.
Frank thought it odd how he kept wanting to go back to his comfortable top-floor apartment in a converted mansion next to a shabby apartment building on Linwood Street. Hux, who preferred the suburbs, teased him about living there, but Frank liked Linwood Street. He felt at home there.
He stood at the hospital entrance, watching the construction at St. Stephen’s Cathedral a few blocks away. The fog was lifting, and city lights sparkled around the splendid structure. If it took a thousand years to finish it, it would be well worth the wait. It bothered him that men of different backgrounds could come together to build magnificent edifices but seldom managed to live peacefully together in more ordinary times and places.
A few remaining snowflakes sifted down in the last snow of the season, but it was supposed to be in the sixties today, so the snow would melt fast. Under his battered beige London Fog raincoat, Frank rubbed his rumbling belly, not quite a pot, but getting there. He sometimes wished he were as ambitious as Boots, the third class detective on his team. Daughter of a Carroll City University professor and a psychologist, white, sharp-minded, she was on her way up.
Lazily he reflected that his cases lately had been run-of-the-mill murders, mostly drug related. Last year, a man on a rampage took out his ex-wife, his four children and some of his in-laws. One wealthy but pathetic little soul took a meat cleaver to her abusive husband after he pounded her black and blue. Nobodies all, he smiled sardonically. No American royalty done in this week; no headline news. Carroll City got a lot of artist types seeking some sophistication, but little hustle and bustle.
He needed to get moving. A stack of paperwork was waiting for him back at the precinct. Hell, where were the memories coming from? Last year he’d felt like throwing up when a nineteen-year-old girl had been murdered with an axe. Her no-good boyfriend had gotten her drunk, taken lewd Polaroid photos, and slid them under the door of her office. She’d had him arrested. When he got out of jail, he’d gone to her home early, before anyone else was there, and killed her.
The guy was ugly through and through, with coarse, sandy hair and an apelike manner. “Don’t no damned woman send me to jail,” he’d raged. Frank had ached with a fleeting desire to kill him as brutally as he had killed.
The murderer had looked around at them all, especially Frank, and snickered. “Cops and crooks. Cops and killers. Two sides of the same goddamned coin. And there ain’t a one of you don’t know it!”
No, Frank didn’t need any excitement today. Every instinct in him said this had been a year of relative quiet. Crime was cyclical, and another major earthquake of human violence had to hit soon.
He’d had enough excitement in his twenty-seven years, four months, and sixteen days, first as a DC cop, then in Carroll City’s Metropolitan Police Dept., to last him a couple of lifetimes. At first he’d thought he wasn’t a violent man, even through one stint in the Army. Now he knew he was at least potentially violent. Otherwise, what kept him on the job?
His life had begun well, with love and tender care, until his mother died. He’d been cared for after that by his white daddy, Max Ryman, equally tender in his own gruff way.
He walked swiftly, braced against the wind. As he turned toward the subway station, his beeper buzzed. He walked to the nearest corner and placed a call on the pay phone.
“Frank, how close are you?”
Frank gave his location.
There was a pause. “How’s Nick?”
“Still in a coma.”
Captain Winthrop Pemberton, his captain, seemed to sigh before he said, “I was going to encourage you to take the day off, but the shit’s hit the fan early.” He gave an address.
“Get over there as soon as you can. Somebody called in about a half-hour ago reporting a homicide. From the sound, it could have been man, woman, or talking animal. The guy laughed, really low in his throat, y’know. Then he said three times, ‘Better check it out!’ The recording is spooky as hell.”
Recognizing the name of the building owned by Maggi French and Kurt Wilder, Frank frowned. Pem said, “Check it out, will you? Could be a prank. And God, I’m sorry about Nick.”
Frank hesitated a moment and then decided he’d tell Pem the truth.
“It could be a prank, Pem, but if something has happened to Maggi French or one of her entourage—he emphasized the word obliquely—I know some of them. I know her. Are you sure you want me to be the first detective on the scene?”
Pem thought a moment. “Yeah, I do. You’re my best shot. If something’s wrong, the politicos will be howling for a quick fix. As soon as you can, come in and tell me what you know about Maggi French.”
Frank hung up the phone. What did he know about Maggi French? Very little that he cared to tell. One thing he knew: Sofia had believed in her once. She was a close friend, but she had turned Nick on to designer drugs and maybe worse. Nick had sullenly hinted at an interest in an unnamed cult and a deepening romantic interest in Maggi before he’d been found suffering from an overdose. That he lived was a miracle. Even so, he could be brain damaged if he ever came out of the coma.
Judging by her tormented face, Sofia obviously had had little success in talking with Maggi. Frank had known back at the hospital that he had to be the one to talk with Maggi. He knew he’d be shaking hands with the devil, but he’d do it, because he had to.
Chapter 2
Frank identified himself to the middle-aged security guard. His name tag said Webster Matthews. They were in the lobby of the building Maggi French and Kurt Wilder owned at Davenport and Fortieth streets. The guard rang Maggi, then shook his head. “No answer, sir.”
There were four stories, the first two occupied by Olympia Films, the third by Apple Orchard Publishing, both of which were owned by Kurt Wilder. Maggi lived on the fourth floor.
The building had been beautifully restored with a black marble lobby.
He waited only a short while, still questioning the guard, when the team filed in. “What’ve we got here, buddy?” Hux growled. As a sergeant, Hux had led a few murder investigations. Janice Coleman, white, nicknamed Boots for her fabulous collection of them, was a detective third class and a photographer. Carter Yee, Chinese American, was a detective second class and fingerprint man. Pem believed in multiculturalism and did what he could to
foster it.
Boots and Yee were fast becoming an item and Frank watched them with a parental eye. There were few at headquarters who didn’t know that Hux was very fond of Boots who often flirted with him to Yee’s poorly concealed anger.
Getting into the blue-carpeted elevator which rose smoothly to the fourth floor, the detectives got off and looked around. The hallway was wide and carpeted in the same dark blue. They saw that there were only three doors. At the door nearest the elevator, Frank knocked and when there was no answer slipped a slimjim in the crevice. The door opened and the detectives went in.
The long living room was carpeted in expensive plush cream wool, with cream-colored polar bearskins thrown about. The walls were creamsilk, the sofas black leather, long and curved. Half of one wall was fieldstone. Paintings and mirrors spoke of money and some degree of good taste.
The prints—Monet, Manet, Pissarro—didn’t square with what he thought he knew of Maggi, but they fit in well with Marguerite Amalie French, who came from a wealthy upstate New York family. Still, he would have thought Duchamp more to her taste. Frank stood, then walked around the room as the others fanned out. The blinds were closed and the dark cream and gold draperies were drawn. His sixth sense said something was wrong.
He saw that shards of some shiny flesh-colored material were stuck to the fieldstone wall and a few pieces of the same material were on the carpet. He’d examine that a bit later. Looking around, he saw nothing the shards could have come from.
The other detectives were carefully checking three bed-rooms, one master and two smaller, and three walk-in closets filled with clothes. All three knew that a couple of outfits would equal any one of their yearly salaries.
The master bedroom was in wild disarray, with clothes pulled from hangers, but seemingly undamaged, the rose velvet bedspread crumpled on the floor and the mattress askew on the bed.
Maggi didn’t live here, but in a penthouse on Eden Avenue that Frank knew was far plusher than this apartment.
Frank stood surveying the room. It was so silent here. Something had happened here.
Police and firemen received more and more false alarms and lunatic calls lately, burning up already tight money and resources, but this time he would have donated a year of his salary to find this call was nothing but a fool’s caper.
One more door, this one of solid oak. Frank pushed it open and caught his breath. The others were right behind him. This was the aviary. White doves frantically swept past them, shrieking. Surprised, they shielded their eyes at first and saw it before they could wonder why the doves were so frightened. Frank switched on the light and they saw that a wide streak of blood led from the middle of the room into a huge bird cage.
The phone call had been no prank.
A woman clad in a leopard print bikini lay in a fetal position in the huge gold lacquered bird cage that reached nearly to the ceiling, its walk-in door open. A dove cowered in the far corner as if afraid to move.
Frank squatted beside the woman, his breathing ragged. Hell, hadn’t he known from the beginning? The long ash brown hair, the once-perfect translucent skin was all Maggi French. The bruises and contusions over her face and upper body said she’d been beaten.
Before he exited the cage, he noted that Maggi held a heavy gold herringbone chain with an oval amethyst stone as big as the tip of his thumb hanging from it by a delicate gold wire. Wedged under the body he could see part of a long golden pin.
Hux cleared his throat, said gruffly, “So somebody’s made himself the ultimate snuff movie, starring Miss Maggi French.” It was Hux’s way of absorbing shock. He greatly admired the actress and bragged that he treasured his copies of every movie she’d made.
But most of all, it was Maggi’s face that held Frank now. It reflected no trace of the woman he had known.
An African gray parrot on a gold-colored perch behind him muttered “Damn!” and “Bay-bee,” and then in a long moan, “Bay-bee, no-o-o-o-o.”
More exotic birds in cages lined the walls and they were strangely silent.
Frank glanced at his watch. It was 8:45. The murder of a woman never failed to leave him raw.
Hux had once said of Maggi, “A woman who looks like that has a right to do whatever she wants to do. She’s got the keys to the kingdom.” Hux worshipped beauty; his present wife and all his ex-wives were pleasantly homely.
Frank walked around a bit more, memorizing the living room, trying to relax and let his unconscious mind do its thing.
He felt a sickness in his belly he hadn’t known in a long time. Yeah, there was Nick and his trauma, but he wasn’t about to give up hope for Nick. Maggi had run out of hope.
On the bottom shelf of an étagère, Frank saw objects that looked like they were made of white jade. He squatted to look at them. One appeared to be a round jewelry box, exquisitely carved with lily patterns. Near it sat a foot-high wide-mouthed urn with a cover. It had concentric circles carved into it from top to bottom. A fresh, spicy fragrance lingered here, in contrast to the odor of death in the other room.
Carl Evans, the paper-thin, paper-white, bald and brooding medical examiner with kind brown eyes came then. “you guys give me no peace at all,” he teased. “I was resting comfortably with my cadavers.” In the aviary he knelt to examine the body. His movements were slow and deft.
“Can you tell what time she died, Carl?” Frank asked.
“I’d say eight or more hours ago, give or take, since rigor mortis has set in. I’ll have to run a liver temp to tell you exactly.”
Dark congealed blood stained the newspapers on the bird-cage floor. Frank noted that there were no bird droppings on the papers. It was a hell of a note. You kill a woman, but you’re fastidious enough to put her in a clean place.
The M.E. was talking again. “A shot to the chest, directly in the heart. A .22 caliber bullet probably, from the size of the wound. Someone held the gun against her body or very near. Powder burns. Tattoos.”
Frank made himself look at the body just to make sure. To Evans, “tattoos” were particles of gunpowder peppering the skin, not hearts and flowers.
Carl grinned as he looked up. “Well, what’s your theory this time?” Frank had a theory on all murders.
Frank shrugged. “Go ahead, mock me. I’ll say it again. People get shot or stabbed in the heart when the killer feels his or her own heart is broken.”
Carl’s eyebrows went up. “Could be.” He went back to his gruesome task.
Carl examined the exposed and shapely upper arm. He nodded, pointing out a puncture wound, “Injection. Maybe a drug hit on purpose, or unless some damned new designer drug is imitating it, cyanide.”
Frank took rapid notes.
“Frank!”
Hux had left the room and now came back holding a broken doll. “I found this under one of the sofas.”
Frank swung around. “You’ve noted all the details?”
“Didn’t miss a one.”
Frank smiled grimly. Sometimes in his rush to get results, Hux forgot details, but not often.
They were an ace team and proud of it, but even the best got sloppy sometimes. Budget woes were pushing them to the wall. Frank often brought one or another up short. And Pem sure as hell kept him on his toes.
When Carl had left, the detectives continued looking for clues. Two gold keys on a ring lay on the living room floor, and there was a bloody white handkerchief just behind a big urn near one end of the room.
In Maggi’s bedroom, Boots, the photographer, showed him Maggi’s diary, with its rose velvet cover. She had found it in the night table drawer. Inside the cover lay a wide gold woman’s wedding band inscribed To Eden with Love—Kurt.
“What the—” Frank said. He stopped suddenly and looked hard at Boots to cover his confusion.
Boots grinned. “Yes, Detective.” Her glance was sad. “I know you’re hurting about Nick and we’re all so sorry.”
“It happens. We’ve got work to do.”
He was more brusque with her than he intended to be. He liked the carrot-topped, pixyish Boots a lot. He patted her hand. “This one’s liable to be a whole lot messier than some others. Just a gut feeling.”
“Yeah, me too,” Hux said glumly as he came to them.
Hux stared at a large nude painting of Maggi lying beside a clear stream that ran through a field of red clover. Superbly rendered. Frank remembered childhood scenes like this—without the woman.
“She was way too beautiful to die,” Hux muttered.
Boots shot him a sharp look, raised her eyebrows and turned to Frank. “You saw the doll?”
Frank nodded. He’d seen the doll.
Boots came in for additional shots from angles that had helped solve many of their worst crimes.
The weakest link on the team was Carter Yee, and he was still stronger than most. Carter’s three-year-old son had been kidnapped by his ex-wife after Carter was given custody. She had run home to Taiwan, and he would take time off to find them and bring the boy home.
As much as Frank liked his fingerprint man, he wasn’t sure he could trust his work anymore. DNA, argon laser beams, and fluorescent sprays were part of the new technology that had sprung the trap on more and more killers, but that technology required expert human interpretation.
Well, what about himself and his ability to keep a sharp edge with Nick lying in a coma? Carter had the added burden of a developing heart condition. Carl had told Frank about it. Why hadn’t Yee told Frank himself?
Finally, dozens of photographs had been taken, and the corpse had been through the initial medical examination. Everybody had damned well better have notes as good as his, Frank growled to himself. He’d check again on that private entrance at the end of the living room. Sofia had told him about it.
Frank flexed his shoulders and stared at something else in Maggi’s bedroom. He had not really let himself concentrate on it before, although he’d been aware of the Burn painting of a storm at sea. Dark grays, blues, blacks—and genius.
Hux came to stand beside him. “That painting is the story of my life,” Frank said.
Hux grinned. “Is it? I prefer Miss Maggi in her birthday suit.”
In the lobby, Webster Matthews proved to be intelligent and cooperative. He quickly turned over the sign-in log and said, “I may not help as much as you’d like. People lie, sign other names. But Mr. Wilder checks the book every day.”
“This morning?”
“He told me yesterday he was going away, but he usually checks the book between noon and two o’clock.”
“Well, he can check it at police headquarters.”
Frank found out that the guards worked eight-hour shifts, but they often worked double shifts if they were needed. It was easy work, the guard said. Matthews had worked until 2:00 a.m. the night before and had returned for another shift in the morning.
Frank spent a good while with the security guard after the other detectives went back to the station house. Matthews took him to the side of the building and showed him an indented wall. “Do you have a key?” Frank asked.
The guard shook his head no.
“I don’t suppose many people have keys,” Frank said.
“I just don’t know, sir.”
Frank figured the guy would know a lot more than he’d let on. After all, Wilder paid him, and that covered his loyalty. Wilder would have both keys. Maggi would have keys. Who else had keys?
Back in the lobby, Matthews said, “She was a nice lady. Good to me. It wasn’t quiet last night the way it usually is. There was a lot of fighting.”
Frank’s glance narrowed. “Would you tell me about that?”
The guard took a deep breath and dug in. “About six or so, the young boy, Mr. Wilder’s son, came downstairs. He and Miss French were quarreling. They sounded real mad. She was trying to stop him from leaving. She said, ‘Please, Robin, don’t do this to me.’ He said, ‘I’ll see you dead in hell first.’ He was like a wild animal. He came back later—”
He stopped, glanced at Frank, licked his lips. “It’s all in the log book.”
Frank filed this bit of information in his head for future reference, took more notes, questioned the guard further, and got mildly excited in spite of himself. It could be a good lead. Or it could be useless.
The guard thought a moment, seemed to hesitate before he said, “I think Mr. Dominguez came at nine o’clock, maybe later.” Hux kept up with the show business news, and he often mentioned Dominguez as a favorite. The hot Spanish director had directed Maggi’s latest films.
“He said to me when he left later not to wake Miss French the way I usually do at eleven-thirty in the morning.”
“How’d he look to you?”
“Well, he’s not a good looking man. But I think you mean how did he feel? He was mad, too. Not mad like the Wilder boy, but sad. He looked hurt.”
Frank thanked him, appreciating his cooperation. He wanted to get all he could from this man before someone else got to him, because he was observant. And he knew Wilder could be expected to demand his loyalty, even in murder.
The guard looked thoughtful, then indecisive, before he said, “Mrs. Wilder came later. She was very upset when she came down—white as a ghost.”
Frank’s interest piqued. “What time was this?”
“I’d say between ten and eleven. She didn’t stay long. She looked upset, shaking. I didn’t ask her to sign out. She almost ran out.”
“Do you remember anything else?”
Matthews shook his head. “No. I went home, wondering.” He sounded very sad.
“Wondering?” Frank asked gently.
“Sometimes we just get a feeling.…”
How well Frank knew that.
Frank waited as the guard paused a long while, plainly pondering something. Finally, he cleared his throat and said proudly, “You need to talk to my daughter, Carly. She’s a good friend to Miss French. She’s her understudy.”
Frank noted the name. “Please ask her to get in touch with me as soon as she can. Is Mrs. Belle Burdette still Ms. French’s housekeeper?”
He’d heard Sofia speak fondly of Maggi’s housekeeper, but he had never met her, since she’d only been hired a short time before he and Sofia broke up.
“Oh, she’s in the hospital with bad arthritis.” He named a small private clinic a few blocks away. The man’s pronunciation of arthritis made Frank think of Grandpa Jess.
Frank offered his hand. “You’ve been a great help to me,” he told the man. “I’ll keep in touch. Will you call me if you think of anything else, or hear anything?” He gave Matthews his card.
“You got more questions, Detective,” the guard said, pronouncing each syllable, “You ask, and I’ll cooperate. Miss French was really good to me. The Wilders are nice; Mr. Wilder is really nice. Robin, most of the time. But Miss French was special. Great tips. She was really good to me.”
Well, she had failed to be good to someone, Frank thought acidly, and they sure as hell had failed to be good to her.
He went back upstairs and looked around, feeling drawn to the room where Maggi had been killed. Someone would come back and cage the doves, still huddled in the hall. The dove still in the bird cage had suffered a broken wing and had been taken by Boots to a vet.
Frank walked over and examined a wall of books, mostly about magic. A book bound in black leather lay on the coffee table. He turned to the title page: You, Power, & Voudou, by Candido Dominguez.
The other detectives had left and Frank found himself drawn to the room again. Sunlight streamed through the windows of the aviary. The snow would soon begin melting in the warmer weather. He looked at the pool of drying blood and Maggi’s body in the bird cage. Very soon they would take her away. He seemed to hear Maggi’s derisive laughter assaulting his senses, taking him back. It seemed to him that her mocking karma filled the aviary, the apartment, the building.
Evil? Was she evil? He had long ago tempered his judgments on good and evil. Hadn’t the good Goliath-slaying King David had his own captain killed in order to pleasure himself with the captain’s wife, Bathsheba?
“No-o-o!” the African gray parrot cried. “Bay-bee, no-o-o!”
Chapter 3
Pausing in front of the twenty-year-old black granite building that housed Carroll City’s police department, Frank noted the attractive landscaping and the tall black lampposts topped by large globes, three on either side of the entrance. Each globe was stamped CCPD in black letters. He considered the police force, and the building, a great place to work, except when he drew cases like this, when it wasn’t.
The morning desk sergeant sat on his high perch, lording it over all he surveyed. Michael Sloane had been with the department for twenty-five years and was getting ready to retire.
“Well,” he bellowed as Frank came up, “Welcome, my fellow bull. Who’ve you done in today?”
“Don’t joke, man. It happens.”
Mike raised bushy eyebrows. “Anybody I know? I wish.”
“In which case you’d be a prime suspect.”
Frank smiled because Mike’s marital troubles were the talk of headquarters. His friends had once teased him about his faithfulness, but he’d found his wife cheating. She was divorcing Mike to marry her lover and he was mad with the world.
“Nah,” he said now, “I work out my frustrations and anger with a liquor bottle and a really willing woman.” He closed his eyes. “I oughta write a book.”
“Yeah, why not?” Frank said.
“You got a better system?”
Frank grinned, shook his head, and walked on.
Seated on the worn sofa in Pemberton’s office, Frank was at a loss for words. The murder still seemed surreal, like a bad dream. He felt curiously guilty. It was as if all his training in criminology, his on-the-job experience, and much of his life experience were deserting him.
Then there was Sofia. True, she and Maggi were no longer close friends, but Sofia would grieve. She still cared for Maggi; of that he was certain. It could be too much for her. The fact that Sofia had been there so late bothered him greatly, because he thought he knew the depth of her rage at Maggi.
Pem came back with two mugs of steaming coffee and a pack of cigarettes. He’d remembered that Frank took cream and sugar. The captain had cut back to a pack a day. Now he wrapped his arthritic, nicotine stained fingers around a Marlboro, lit up and inhaled.
Cigarette dangling, Pem growled, “Give me what you’ve got.”
Frank told him what details he had. It would take several days to check out the fingerprints and go over other evidence they’d brought back. The M.E.’s report would be finished in a few days if they were lucky. Autopsies were taking longer with severely overloaded staff.
Frank had some good clues and some damned good photographs and fingerprints. Everyone who’d signed the log was known, which was lucky. The guard said Belle talked with him more than Maggi did, so there might be more information there. No gun had been found. Frank finished talking and Pem rocked back and forth in his chair, musing.
“I hope to hell this is a quickie,” he said. “I don’t know when those damned councilmen work, they’re so busy sniffing out all the gossip. A news flash came on a little while ago. Councilman Lamar Hobbes just called.”
“It figures.”
“Hell, I know he’s a good friend of Kurt Wilder’s. I guess Wilder had him call to let us know to tread carefully.”
“It could’ve been Wilder. He and Maggi have been lovers for a long time, Sofia told me.”
Pem nodded. “According to the gossip columns, she was no nun and didn’t aspire to be.”
“That’s about it.”
“Look, I’m assigning you to this one. I know sergeants usually lead murder investigations, but on the sticky ones, I want a lieutenant, one with your particular expertise.
Frank nodded.
“And I’m asking Hux to back you because I know how well you two work together.”
Pem shot Frank a quizzical look. “You want to tell me what you know about Maggi French? What’s your connection to her, Frank? You said there was one.”
“Not really much of a connection. She’s a friend of my ex-wife.”
“A good friend?”
“They were best friends for a long time.”
“They fall out?”
“They completely fell out in the end. Before that they’d drifted apart, I think. It’s hard for me to say. Sofia’s a very private person.”
Pem leaned forward and steepled his fingers. “Tell me what you personally think of Maggi French.”
Frank pondered that one for a moment. He had no intention of lying. He was pretty sure Maggi would have wanted her killer caught, and what he had to say could help.
Frank licked his bone-dry lips. As he started to talk about Maggi, a bitter taste came into his mouth. He knew Pem well enough to tell him the whole story, but he doubted that any man who wasn’t black could identify with it. “I’ll just lock the door. I don’t think you’ll want this interrupted.”
“That good, huh?” Pemberton grunted.
Sitting there, rocking back and forth patiently, listening like a Buddha, Pem said gently, “As I remember, your ex-wife is white.”
“Yes.”
Pem knew the background of every person under his supervision. “How come you’ve never crossed over? You could, you know.”
In all the time they’d known each other, Pem had never asked this question. It was a question Frank had had to deal with all his life.
“It’s a matter of heritage,” he said slowly. “My mother was dark, definitely Ne—black. My grandfather, whom I love and who helped raise me, is black. Only my father was white.”
Pem grinned crookedly. “The outsider.”
“My mother was the real outsider,” Frank said with more bitterness than he’d intended.
Pem expelled a harsh breath. “Marriage was out of the question in Mississippi then. Am I right?”
“You’re damned right. But it was more than that. Where are you going with this line of questioning, Pem? What’s the value?”
Pem had been his superior officer for five years. Now he shrugged. “I’m just a nosy bastard, and I always wondered more about you than about the others.”
Maybe, Frank thought, but he also knew that Pem was putting him at ease, applying the Columbo touch. He wanted to talk about Maggi French now, because that was much less painful than his thoughts about Sofia.
Frank shook his head. “Where in the hell do I begin?”
“At the beginning.”
“Okay. One night Sofia and I were supposed to meet at Maggi’s apartment.”
“The place on Davenport?”
Frank shook his head. “No, her apartment on Eden Avenue.”
Pem raised his eyebrows. “She had that kind of money?”
“I suspect Maggi had money nobody’s counted yet. Sofia told me Kurt Wilder was helping her invest, and the two of them owned property together. Don’t make the mistake of thinking she’s just a gold digger, a hooker, that kind of thing. Maggi French is far more dangerous than that.”
“Was more dangerous. Drug money?”
“Possibly. But I don’t know about that. Art-eros was what she called the kind of films she made a while back. It’s gone legit now, and she was getting bigger and bigger in films. It’s been rumored that Wilder was getting a divorce.”
Pem whistled. “Is that a fact? Sure you won’t have a cigarette? You used to smoke.” He sounded as if a buddy in crime had deserted him.
Frank grinned. “I got smart. I want to live.”
“We’ve all got to go sometime,” Pem said gently. “Besides, it’s quality of life I crave more than quantity.”
“Good excuse, Pem,” Frank scoffed. “I want to tell you something else about Maggi. I’ve mentioned it to a couple of close friends, but I haven’t really talked about it, or—” He paused. “Or even let myself think about it much. Anyway, after I got to Maggi’s apartment, Sofia called to say that Wilder had asked her to finish something—”
“Your ex-wife works for Kurt Wilder?”
“Yeah. She’s executive editor with Apple Orchard Publishing, one of his companies. Maggi started there as a reader at eighteen. Anyway, I had a glass of red wine that night. Maggi had a couple of highballs, and.…” His voice trailed off.
Sweat popped on Frank’s forehead. Hell, it wasn’t all that much of an event, he thought, but he couldn’t forget the raw, savage anger he’d felt.
“I’ll just tell it straight. It won’t sound like much, but I guess people have killed and been killed for less. Maybe this will also tell you why I’m not interested in passing in passing for white.”
Frank began to talk then, keeping his mind in the present, telling the story without emotion.
****
After a few minutes had gone by and Maggi’s drinks had begun to take effect, she had come over and sat close to him. Her perfume was expensive, exciting, but he was in love with Sofia.
“How about a kiss, lover?” Maggi had whispered, her lips parted as she ran the tip of her tongue over them.
Sofia, Frank’s wife and Maggi’s friend, was desirable. He was faithful, not too long married, but Maggi French was like all the wicked women in the Bible and good novels, like Salome and Scarlett O’Hara. He had been forty-eight then, and there wasn’t much he hadn’t been exposed to, but he hadn’t sampled all that many of the world’s women or the world’s vices, or even the world’s wares, for that matter.
He had decided to play it light. “Come on now,” he said. “I’m the husband of your friend.”
She had laughed just a little, and she seemed hurt.
He tried to smooth it over. “Look, you’re the most beautiful woman I know, except Sofia, but I believe in fidelity in marriage.”
She smiled mysteriously. “I see,” she said softly, and got up and left the room.
Frank had tapped his foot to the jazz playing on the stereo, nervously awaiting his wife. Even if he didn’t really want Maggi French, his middle-aged ego felt enriched by her aggressive hustle. He wondered how many men she came on to in any given week. Hell, men sure weren’t shy about propositioning women and crowding them. Were women equal, or weren’t they?
He was staring at the richly hued Persian rug, lost in thought, when she coughed. Looking up, he saw her standing in the arch of the living room in front of a bank of windows with the drapes open. She was silkily alabaster white—and birth-naked. Overwhelmed, his body liked what faced him even if the faithful part of his mind did not. He stood up, the difference in their heights making him feel less vulnerable.
“Cut it out now. Be nice,” he said, like the black Dutch uncle he sure as hell didn’t feel like.
“No. You be nice,” she cooed. From Maggi’s lips, it was a command from master to servant. As his mouth set in a hard line, and he silently threatened to disown the clamoring lower half of himself, she snarled, “Don’t you go high and mighty on me! Why are you being so damned mean?”
They were on even ground now. He was going to have to cut her down. All his instincts said she didn’t want him for erotic gain. She meant to control him.
“Well, Maggi,” he drawled, “I guess you might say that the bitch you’re acting like brings out nothing but the mean old junkyard dog in me.”
It wasn’t what she expected. She started toward him, undulating. He saw that she would stop at nothing to seduce him, and although he couldn’t admit it, her single minded assault frightened him.
“Cut it out or I’m leaving,” he said sharply. “You think even if I wanted you, I’d let Sofia come in and catch us here?”
Angry beyond the attempted seduction, he started to the closet to get his coat. The cool room seemed unbearably hot through the sweat on his body.
“Go on, run!” she snarled. “I like black men, but I want the genuine article, not a sorry mongrel half-breed like you.”
Her words were a rabbit punch to his belly. Maybe she’d discussed him with Sofia, and Sofia knew his pain at Jesse’s and Jenny’s blackness and his own white skin. They loved him and he loved them, but he was stubbornly acknowledged by Max, his white father, and that made it worse.
The words he prided himself on never calling women rushed to his lips, but he stifled them; they’d never satisfy him now. He needed blood. Fighting, blindly angry, he stopped and said to her, “If being all white makes you so fucking almighty, then why are you so goddamned miserable?”
Voila! Her smile, her languid stance blazed into rage. He had started again for the closet when she picked up a vase and sent it toward the wall just past him, grazing the side of his head.
“Get out!” She tried to yell, but it came out a half sob.
Moving fast, he bypassed the closet, went to the door and undid the locks as quickly as he could.
In the night air, he reflected that he would need his coat before he got to where he was going, but just now the anger in him was heat enough. Light rain felt cool against his skin. In the phone booth, calling Sofia, he wiped what he thought were raindrops from his face and found blood. He mopped it up with his handkerchief.
He was out of breath when Sofia came on. “Frank, you’re panting. What’s wrong, honey?”
“Look, I’m not going to be able to meet you at Maggi’s. I was there, but I had to leave.” To keep her from asking more questions, he said, “I think I’m coming down with flu.”
“Poor darling,” Sofia sympathized. “If you can, why not come by and we’ll go home together. I’m almost done.”
“Please take a taxi home, love. I’ve had one hell of a day.”
When Frank had finished telling the episode to Pem, he felt drained.
“Christ!” Pem said, laughing shortly. “You sure you didn’t kill her?”
Frank answered somberly, “Thinking back, if I could keep myself out of bed with Maggi French that night, if I didn’t at least hurt her then, I am surely the captain of my soul. No, I didn’t kill her.”
Then he told Pem about the present trouble concerning Maggi and Nick. He had never given him particulars. Pem listened carefully and again formed a pyramid with his hands.
“Maggi French would have made a great Marine,” Pem said. “You want to stop by the cafeteria for a snack and some more coffee? You look like hell and it’s early.”
Frank started to say no until he realized he was ravenous. He could wait for the oyster loaf. “Yeah, I’m hungry. Never ate breakfast.” As they got up to leave, he said, “Maggi wouldn’t have been worth a damn as a Marine. She was the ultimate loner. I got to thinking her only esprit de corps was with the devil.”
“Not even with Wilder?”
“Well, I’m going to have to work on that one. She did seem obsessive about getting him, according to Sofia.”
As they walked along, Pem said, “You know, I was raised in Mobile, and I’ve always heard about black kids trying not to be too white, not speaking properly. I think Hux is like that, sometimes anyway. How did you escape?”
“I didn’t. Not really. My grandfather migrated here from Africa’s Gold Coast. He speaks perfect English and makes damned sure whoever he raises does the same. I think Hux may be his own man far more than I am.”
Pem looked at him sharply and said nothing.
The cafeteria was crowded. As they stood at the back of the line, Frank heard the click of a woman’s high heels stop just behind them. He and Pem turned. Frank was closest to her.
“Well hello, Ms. Rhine,” Pem said, letting his voice dance on the protracted hello. “You working on my Wilder case?”
“I’m certainly trying, Captain,” she answered in a direct, low pitched, and curiously musical voice.
Frank couldn’t take his eyes off her, and he had to laugh at himself. “Hi, Jaysa,” he said softly.
She looked down for a moment before she said, “Hi your-self, Frank.”
Pem smiled and looked from one to the other as they stood there awkwardly. “Hey, I forgot, don’t you two know each other?”
“Yeah,” they both mumbled.
Frank was still hot for Jaysa. They’d had a brief affair the past spring, but she dumped him for another man and he’d thought he’d go crazy. How had she gone so deep so quickly? They’d met again early this year and begun to date again, but this time she wouldn’t sleep with him. She was a wild woman at times, then totally sedate. She still drove him crazy.
At the steam table, Frank selected an egg salad sandwich and a green salad and took a long look at Jaysa, seeing a tall, wide-hipped, narrow waisted body with its small, high breasts all clothed in something dark navy and flattering. He noted one of the things that attracted him so. She came closer to having Jenny’s satiny maple-brown coloring than anyone he’d ever met. The hair was unstraightened, part kinky, part curly, as black as his own. She exuded the kind of purely female aura that so many women didn’t have these days.
He drew coffee. What he really wanted was a whiskey sour or brandy straight—and this woman. A vision of the two of them entangled in bed swam before him.
At the cash register, Pem said genially, “Well, I’m taking this back up to my office. Keep touching base with me, Frank. I’ll see you later, too, Ms. Rhine.” He laughed before he said, “Just a warning, Frank. Ms. Rhine is a sharp lady.”
“I’ll be careful,” Frank said, turning to Jaysa. “Sit with me, please?”
She nodded. When they found an empty table, he pulled out her chair for her.
“Thank you,” she said formally.
“When can I see you again?” he asked.
She surprised him. “There’s a good murder mystery on TV tonight. Watch it with me?”
“I’d love that. What time?”
She still didn’t smile, but her face was warm and relaxed. He watched the freckles that ran across her nose. His first wife, Sarah, had had freckles.
“Eight-thirty is fine with me.”
She looked too soft, too vulnerable to be a lawyer, he thought. Because he couldn’t think of anything else to say, he told her, “I think of most lawyers as barracudas. You’re a baby chick.”
Jaysa laughed. He liked the merry, slightly wild sound of her laughter.
“You know I’m no baby chick,” she said, laughing again. “I’m forty-two and holding.”
They ate in companionable silence for a while before she leaned forward on one elbow.
“The Maggi French murder case is your team’s, I under-stand.”
He nodded. Jaysa was an assistant district attorney, and word got around fast.
Jaysa sighed. “Maggi French was a beautiful woman,” she said. “I really liked her last film. I thought she was superb. I’m working with Captain Pemberton on some points of law involving Kurt Wilder.…”
She left it there, seeming nonjudgmental. He wanted to listen to her soft, resilient voice all day—and all night.
“Down in New Orleans,” she said, “Maggi French is an icon. They call her the Love Queen. Do you think— Was it a ritual murder?”
“Possibly. We’ll see a tabloid edition covering that angle. I don’t guess you know much about voodoo, ma’am. Marie Laveau? The Seven Sisters of Algiers?”
“As a matter of fact, I do know a little,” she said. “Magic has always fascinated me. I’ve read a lot about voodoo as part of the world of magic. You see, Frank, in Louisiana we live under the Napoleonic Code, where the man owns everything. I certainly felt powerless as a girl. I thought my brother got it all. Then I grew up. Magic is about gaining power, you know, or the illusion of power.”
“That’s interesting,” Frank said. “You surely don’t need to feel powerless now?”
“Sometimes.”
“You’ve had me reeling from the start.”
The maple-brown skin reddened. “Are you hitting on me?” She looked effervescent, flirtatious.
“Would it do any good?”
As she evaded him, he teased, “A book I like says we live happier lives if we cultivate beauty. I’ve been doing that with you.”
She blushed and her sparkling brown eyes were steady, wary. “I need another cup of coffee,” she said, rising. “Can I get you one?”
Frank smiled. “You’re offering to bring me a cup of coffee? Woman, where’s your feminist spirit?”
She looked at him levelly. “I am a feminist, as you know. I don’t see that bringing you a cup of coffee reflects badly on that. You used to bring me coffee.”
He didn’t much like wanting her so badly, but he’d bring her anything she wanted, including the moon. “You’d even bring me a cup of coffee in bed?”
She didn’t flinch or look coy. “If we ever come to that again.”
Touché! He knew the reason he was hitting on her now. Every death he investigated aroused a primal urge to live.
When she’d gotten her coffee and another cup for him, she sat down and picked up her cup. She sipped it slowly, then dropped her crumpled napkin on her plate. “I’ve really enjoyed talking with you, Frank.”
“See you tonight to watch the mystery. But we haven’t talked about voodoo.”
“So that’s what you want? To pick my brains about voodoo?”
“Yeah, but I enjoy talking with you.” And, he thought, he wanted to make love with her more than he’d wanted anything in his life.
He was hooked by the open way she listened, unguarded. Not like most people who seemed afraid of what they might hear next.
She got up. “See you later, Frank.” She threw him a quick kiss.
He watched as she gracefully clicked across the floor and out of the cafeteria, her shapely sway making erotic movies in his head. He wanted to follow her home, make love to her, then sleep and make love again. He dreamed young dreams. He was forty-nine, and although he had taken pretty good care of himself, one event would probably have to be enough.
Chapter 4
The next day on the job, Frank mulled over the French murder case. They had more than they usually had to go on, but the murder weapon, probably a .22, was missing. Boots had taken the amethyst and gold necklace to a jeweler and found it was handmade and worth a great deal.
Frank held the rose velvet diary, now unlocked. The messages were alternately clear and cryptic, laced with scrawls and initials. Every few pages the word goddess was written in large script, followed by exclamation points. Wasn’t any movie queen a goddess? Frank asked himself. But this seemed particularly pointed. He put the diary aside.
And Carter Yee, the Chinese-American fingerprint man, developed truly good prints–more of Robin Wilder’s than anyone. Those prints were easy to check. Police computers had him on file for three DUIs going back to age seventeen. Two quashed charges of marijuana possession and a quashed charge of grave robbery when he had just turned sixteen. Great kid, Frank reflected wryly. It scared him that Nick had been heading down this road.
Carter stuck his head in the door, and Hux brushed past him. “Hey, Huck,” Yee growled. “How you be today?”
“Fine,” Hux growled back. “Since I don’t care, I won’t ask about your welfare.”
Frank looked from one to the other. There was vivid animosity between these two at times. Sometimes they kept it down. Yee and Boots were heating up; Hux and Boots were close. He often wondered at Yee’s mispronunciation of Hux’s name. When he’d commented on it, Hux had said, “He’s got his own Chink redneck reasons, buddy. I just hope my fists don’t fly one day and do something that does me no good.”
Hux sat down with an oblique glare at Yee as Frank said, “The fingerprints are really good, Carter.”
“Thanks,” Yee said, closing the door as he left.
Hux grinned at Frank. “It’d be nice to punch him one just for the hell of it.”
“Your mama raised you to have better manners.”
“You gonna play the dozens, I’m leaving. I just came to see if there’s anything new.”
“Nope. Sit a minute.”
“No reason to. I’ll leave you to your sorry devices.”
“Thanks, friend. Hux?”
“Yeah, Bro.”
“How do you feel about being assigned to work under me? You’ve led teams on other cases.”
Hux drew a deep breath. “This is one of the real biggies, I think. I know lieutenants usually take over when they‘re supposed to supervise. Y’know, man, I think this may prove to be Carroll City’s crime of the decade.”
Frank didn’t really have the answer he wanted, but knowing Hux it would have to do.
“Listen, Dad, don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. You’ve taught me so damned much. I’ve gotta be hustling along.”
Hux paused again, admiring Frank’s greenish-blue Harris tweed jacket. “That’s a hellfire coat, and the brown gabardine pants set it off. Great threads. Must’ve set you back a bundle.”
“Thanks. I get just about everything at Jelson’s.”
“Well, they’re one of the best.”
“And you look like an Esquire man, as usual,” Frank said, eyeing the superbly tailored charcoal gray flannel suit.
Hux shrugged. He didn’t like talking about himself, but he took great pride in his wardrobe. He traveled to Hong Kong every couple of years to buy superbly tailored suits.
When Hux had left, Frank began poring over the second object, the plain gold wedding ring, presumably Eden Wilder’s wedding ring. It was surprisingly heavy as he slid it out of the evidence bag and studied the inscription inside the band: To Eden with Love—Kurt.
Frank slipped the ring back into the bag and reached for the broken doll he’d been studying earlier. Maggi, or someone, must have flung it against the fieldstone wall.
And something else: He got a chance to examine the gold pin they’d found just underneath the body. There were two snakes coiled loosely around a rod, like a caduceus, with wings at the top. The eyes were yellow diamonds or very good imitations. On the back were two engraved initials, the letters WM over a letter A. The pin had been just under Maggi’s hip, the colors blending in with the leopard print. He turned it over, studied it, put it aside.
The cover of Dominguez’s book on Voudou held him. Black leather bound and expensive, he thought it might give him a lot of answers. The first pages showed photos of the principal Voudou figures and some artifacts. One sentence caught his eye. The magical mating of the serpent and the rainbow is like no other on earth.
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