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				•  •  •

				Five months after a hurricane has devastated New Orleans, native Nicole Naquin is home for the first time in decades. She’s living next door to her mother Miss Gertie, an elderly evacuee from Lakeview reduced to pushing pills in a French Quarter gay bar. On the day Nicole’s brother is killed in a drive-by shooting, she crashes the car into her high-school sweetheart’s FEMA trailer, igniting a sexy romance among the ruins. Homicide detective Vinnie Panarello, himself charged with murder for a shooting after the storm, is assigned to the drive-by case and works at furious cross-purposes with hippie sleuth Gary Cherry to find the brother’s killer. In the process, they uncover much more than either expected. 

				This award-winning comic noir novel is a romp though a gritty city fighting for its life, from the mayoral election to Mardi Gras, Lakeview to the French Quarter, the Garden District to Parish Prison. It’s a classic story of individual redemption amid collective destruction, one in which crooked politicians rule the day, leaving displaced home owners, bereaved mothers, drag queens, and illegal immigrants to band together for survival and justice. The real protagonist—the people of New Orleans—won’t be fooled any longer. As Miss Gertie says, “I’m moving to higher ground.” 

				•  •  •

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for Higher Ground

				“Like the indomitable city it celebrates, Higher Ground is lively, sensuous, and hot.”

				—Valerie Martin, author of The Confessions of Edward Day 

				“If John Kennedy Toole had lived through Katrina and could turn a phrase as well as James Nolan, he might have followed Confederacy of Dunces with a novel like Higher Ground. Read this and weep with laughter.” 

				—Jed Horne, author of Breach of Faith

				“Higher Ground is a deluge of delights—spectacular characters, fine mystery, astounding transformations, and marvelous images of the Big Easy after the storm. An instant classic of post-Katrina lit.”

				—Moira Crone, author of What Gets Into Us 

				“In the frame of a page-turning noir, James Nolan has painted the most chillingly loving portrait of New Orleans. He is the Baudelaire of the post-Katrina city, and both its poetry and horror emanate from this story like a bouquet of carrion and jasmine.”

				—Andrei Codrescu, NPR commentator and author of Whatever Gets You through the Night 

				“Higher Ground is the funniest book I’ve read in years. James Nolan gets New Orleans like no one but a born-and-bred native really can. No doubt there will be comparisons to John Kennedy Toole, and they’ll be deserved.” 

				—Julie Smith, author of the Skip Langdon mysteries
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				Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks. Rage, blow.

				You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout

				Till you have drenched our steeples, drowned the cocks.

				You sulph’rous and thought-executing fires,

				Vaunt-courriers of oak-cleaving thunderbolts,

				Singe my white head. And thou, all-shaking thunder,

				Strike flat the thick rotundity o’ th’ world,

				Crack nature’s moulds, all germains spill at once,

				That makes ungrateful man.

				—Shakespeare, King Lear

				Caller: We’re up on the sofa in the front room....

				911 Operator: You need to go to the, um, do you have an attic inside your home?

				Caller: No.

				911 Operator: You don’t have an attic?

				Caller: Uh-uh.

				911 Operator: OK, well you need to get to higher ground, OK? Even if you have to get up to the, uh, to the roof, but I need you to get to higher ground.

				—911 Call, New Orleans, August 29, 2005

				You take a chance the day you’re born. Why stop now?

				—Barbara Stanwyck in Golden Boy
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				Saturday, January 28

				THE LONE WORKING STREETLIGHT in the 1000 block of Dauphine Street was wincing off and on like a migraine. Even five months after the hurricane, the air still smelled sweet and fetid, as if some large hairy animal had died nearby. Although the police curfew recently had been lifted, the neighborhood felt deserted, and the shotgun doubles and wrought-iron balconies remained shuttered along the darkened French Quarter street. Suspension springs squeaking, a low-riding black Chevrolet kept circling the block, cutting off its headlights every time it turned the corner. The night was dank and chilly, and yet the air bristled, as if waiting for something to happen.

				Or for someone to appear.

				With an insouciant skip to his walk, Marky Naquin veered around the corner at Tony’s Superette and then rapped on the peeling green shutters at 1023 Dauphine.

				“Hey, little mama,” he called out. “What you got cooking?”

				Then he banged on the shutters at 1025 next door, shouting “Nicole.”

				No answer.

				He slung a tattered red backpack over his shoulder and approached an almost new Maytag refrigerator wrapped with duct tape and abandoned on the curb. Something was painted on the door in a wild, loopy scrawl. He jumped back, obviously shaken. The letters were still sticky.

				“Hey, man, you seen Gary Cherry?”

				Marky pivoted around. The teenager standing behind him was small-boned and light-complexioned, the wisp of a mustache cultivated over a fleshy mouth. The boy licked his lips, as if thirsty or nervous.

				“I’m waiting for Momma and my sister, who live up front here,” Marky said. “Gary’s place is in the courtyard, and they’ll know where he is.”

				“I come by twice before and ring his bell,” the young man said. “You see Gary, tell him Latrome looking for him.” His lidded eyes studied the scruffy white man with the graying ponytail. “He’ll know what it about.”

				The low-riding black car rounded the corner and then slid up to the front of the shotgun double. The tinted back window slowly lowered. A dark face framed by a white T-shirt appeared at the window, observed what was painted on the refrigerator, and then aimed a snub-nosed chrome pistol.

				“At last,” somebody whispered inside the car. “That him.”

				Three shots popped.

				Then a fourth one echoed.

				Both men standing in front of the house crumpled to the pavement. The tinted window slid up again, and the car creaked off, bouncing over potholes, until it melted like a cat into the night.

				A pale moon rose above rooftops as blood pooled on the sidewalk.

				On the balcony next door, a light flashed on. “Lord have mercy,” said a voice from above.

				It wasn’t until both squad cars arrived half an hour later, and the ghostly street pulsed with revolving blue lights, that anyone noticed the fresh graffiti painted on the Maytag.

				“Shine that flashlight over here,” said Sergeant Jurvis Brown. “‘As above, so below,’” he read. “What the hell that supposed to mean?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				I. Chain Reaction

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				THAT SATURDAY AFTERNOON, WHEN Nicole rammed her navy-blue Saturn into a FEMA trailer, she was driving on new meds with a tombstone in the back of the car.

				In the morning she’d borrowed a dolly from Tony’s Superette at the corner and hired Hunter, the tattooed delivery boy, to meet her at the cemetery to help load the damn thing into her car. Naquin. Hers was a common New Orleans surname, and six generations of almost illegible inscriptions were crowded onto the cracked marble tablet, now stained nicotine-yellow by the floodwaters. Her father’s name and dates were carved in the second-to-last space. Nicole had mentally reserved the next place on the tombstone for her seventy-six-year-old mother. At the moment, Nicole couldn’t imagine who else could possibly take that last slot.

				Before the end of the day, she would find out.

				But now, on top of everything else that would go wrong today, she was stranded with a flat at the only gas station left open in Lakeview. The lone attendant was rolling the punctured tire toward her, holding up a squat silver nail. Stoop-shouldered, he dragged his feet like someone working on a chain gang.

				“Lady, you picked up a roofing nail,” he crowed, as if he’d discovered a tumor. “Another little present from FEMA.”

				Nicole grimaced. She never told people where she worked, unless she had time for an hour-long tirade against the government. She felt like someone in the French Resistance secretly working for the Nazis, or a Creole collaborating with the Union army in occupied New Orleans. But the job with FEMA was the only one she could get. “How long will it take to fix it?” She glanced at his name badge. “Hewitt.”

				Hewitt spat, pink gums flashing in his tire-blackened face, then gestured to a mountain of rubber in the corner of the garage, next to the Pepsi machine. “You see all them other tires what got roofing nails? They lying all over the road now. Use ’em to tack up the blue tarps so it don’t rain in people’s houses.” He eyeballed her Texas license plate. “This city is a crying shame.”

				“You don’t have to tell me, Hewitt.” She was relearning how to get things done in her torpid hometown: mention your mother, tell an interesting story, and call the person by name. “During the storm my momma lost her house in Lakeview where she’d lived for fifty years and now she’s camping out in the French Quarter and driving me up the wall, as if my crazy brother weren’t enough. Now if I don’t get this tombstone back to her—”

				“Tombstone?” He shaded his eyes with stubby fingers covered with grime to peek into the back of the SUV.

				“During the storm the slab fell off our tomb in Lafayette Cemetery like a broken oven door.” She pointed through the tinted hatchback window. “My daddy is buried in there.”

				He stared farther into the car. “Look, lady—”

				“Call me Nicole,” she said. “I grew up here in Lakeview. My momma has been coming to this station since Bienville landed. You must know Gertie Naquin, a sweet, yacky old lady with gray corkscrew curls.” Nicole belonged, one of the few pleasures left to her in this town. She had a past here, if not a present. So fix the damn tire already.

				“Miss Gertie. Sure I know her.” He screwed up his face, catching Nicole’s eye. “So how’d you do?”

				This was the question on the tips of everyone’s tongues. She had figured out that it didn’t mean how are you? but rather how much of your life did you lose in the hurricane? “Momma’s house got eight feet of water,” she said, taking a deep breath, “and the day after the levees broke, the Coast Guard rescued her from the second floor, then they bused her to the Astrodome in Houston, and she came to stay with me in Austin while I was breaking up with my husband. So then three months ago we both moved into this shotgun double in the Quarter, you know, her on one side, me on the other—”

				“Mean you moved here after the storm. For what?” He rolled his eyes. “Kicks?”

				She let out a shrill laugh and turned red, shaking her head like a ragdoll. “Yeah, after twenty-eight years away, I picked now to come home. Smart, wouldn’t you say? And if you don’t fix my tire I’m going to break down crying and won’t stop until I rust every scrap of metal in this place.”

				“Okay, I’ll put the spare on, and you can come back next week for this thing.” He bounced the flat tire. “Only don’t run over no more roofing nails, hear?” With a weary whistle, he swung open the hatchback, yanked out the spare, and crouched next to it.

				“Hewitt?” Nicole couldn’t stop herself. When she was little, that was how Uncle Alfonse, a tug boat mechanic, used to whistle whenever he’d come over to fix an air conditioner, and while he worked he’d let her hand him the tools. She knew her question might take all afternoon, but she really wanted to know.

				“Yeah?” Hewitt’s sky-blue eyes blinked up at her from a smudged face.

				“How’d you do?”

				He blinked again, shaking his head.

				“In the storm, I mean,” she said. “Did you get much water?”

				“Lemme show you something.” He hoisted up his turnip-shaped body.

				Without uttering a word, he led her to the back lot of the gas station, where a rusted Impala was parked on a weedy patch of cracked asphalt. When he popped open the door, Nicole peered inside. The back seat was made into a bed, piled with pillows and blankets, and the front seat was a nest of dirty clothes. From the dashboard he retrieved a violet velveteen slipper caked with mud, resting next to a toothbrush and tube of Crest.

				“My mama was in that nursing home over in Chalmette they didn’t bother to evacuate,” he said, handing Nicole the slipper. “She was tied into her wheelchair account of her bum back, so she wouldn’t slide out. The night before the storm I told her, ‘Mama, come with me, we’ll drive to Picayune to stay by cousin Ferrel’s,’ but she was worried about her dialysis. When the National Guard let me in that place two weeks later, this was all I could find of her. Still have nightmares about brown water inching up over her face.”

				Nicole looked at the moldy slipper in her hand, and then back at Hewitt. Tears welled in her eyes. “I don’t know what— ”

				“That’s okay,” he said, taking the slipper and placing it back on the dashboard. “Not much anyone can say at this point. Tell Miss Gertie that Hewitt over by the gas station is still kicking. Told me she had a daughter somewhere off in Texas. Welcome home.”

				•  •  •

				As Nicole swerved onto West End Boulevard, the crumbling tombstone shifted behind her, and she reached back to steady it. Barreling along past a thicket of picket signs advertising “roof repair” and “house gutting” and “mold abatement,” she felt giddy and lightheaded. She wasn’t sure if it was because the tire was changed or because the Zoloft was finally kicking in.

				She never thought she’d need antidepressants here in festive New Orleans. But the divorce had been like flossing her teeth compared to coping with this broken city, an ashen expanse of dark, abandoned streets lined with boarded-up houses and patrolled by Humvees filled with National Guardsmen shouldering M-16s. Most of these decaying shells still had the ominous red X of the rescuers spray-painted next to their doors, as if the biblical Angel of Death had passed over them, marking the number of the living and the dead. Only a third of the former residents had returned, mostly to the historic neighborhoods perched along the sliver of higher ground that banked the Mississippi River. The bowl of reclaimed swampland that made up the modern city was now a tundra of phantasmal ruins. It was as if Nicole’s blue Saturn were spinning around inside the grainy black-and-white war footage of bombed out Dresden. Suddenly turning a corner, the sight could make her heart stop.

				Leave it to her gynecologist ex-husband to demand a divorce the day after the most destructive storm in American history slammed into New Orleans, precisely at that moment when she’d had one eye glued to the CNN coverage while with the other she was searching the Internet for her mother’s name posted among the thousands on refugee lists.

				“Can’t you see I’m busy, Buster?” That was the only response she could muster at the moment. After she located her mother and flew her to their house, what Buster had told her sank in. In a nutshell, he was kicking her out. While her mother spent the morning in the bathroom soaking her weary old bones in all the hot water the state of Texas had on tap, the couple had it out.

				“So who is this skanky twat you’ve been seeing?” Nicole sputtered, slamming down the coffee pot. “Don’t you get enough of that during office exams?”

				“Pam and I are going to be married as soon as I can disentangle myself from—”

				“And how long have you been sneaking around screwing Miss Cuntley?”

				“About as long as you and I snuck around while I was married to my first wife.”

				That did it.

				Nicole had blamed herself. She just didn’t feel sexy or pretty anymore. Whenever she studied herself in a full-length mirror, what she saw was Mrs. Frump, no matter how much she moisturized or waxed or spun like a manic hamster on the stationary bicycle in her Austin garage. Her spiky hair was tinted bronze—she could never get the color right—and her porcelain complexion webbed with fine lines like antique china. Sure, her plump, wide-hipped friends told her she was the original “Heroin Chic” model, so gaunt, wispy, and flat-chested. But look at them. She felt most herself dressed in teenage boy’s clothes from off the rack at the Gap, like a ragamuffin David Bowie with Orphan Annie eyes. Now there she was, forty-six, childless, and snake-bit, just another middle-aged ex-Mrs. Doctor from the Texas burbs.

				“Boy, I thought I had problems,” her mother had said, toweling the hair that hadn’t been washed since the day her kitchen flooded up to her second chin. “Sorry, but I couldn’t help but overhear.” Nicole and Buster had been screaming at each other in the breakfast nook for an hour.

				“Momma, don’t....” Nicole was melting into a puddle, sobbing from every pore.

				“Just throw out the no good bum and redecorate.” Gertie Naquin dried her daughter’s face with the damp bath towel.

				“It’s his house. And I signed a prenup, remember? According to which, even the goddamn Cuisinart is his.” Her wheezing sobs turned into a screech. “After fifteen years, all I’ve got is the clothes on my back.”

				“That makes two of us.”

				All Nicole kept from her marriage was the Saturn, in which she was now bowling along past the mounds of fetid debris on Mouton Street on a final Saturday errand, to look for Momma’s potting trowel and watering can. Her mother had discovered these rusted treasures in the wash shed the last time she went to visit the ruins of her house. Of all things, her momma was starting a garden. Mrs. Naquin had lost her antique furniture and, what was worse, the albums with family pictures going back to the 1880s.

				“If I can’t have my old memories back, looks like I’ll have to grow me some new ones,” her mother had told her this morning, trellising a potato vine up a post on her side gallery. She was dressed in Salvation Army clothes, camping out alone in three sparsely furnished rooms with her crippled dachshund, Schnitzel. Never ever during Nicole’s booze-fueled, teen-aged daydreams while ratting the Quarter, could she have pictured that one day she would live next door to her mother on Dauphine Street. That some day she might live close to her brother Marky, maybe.

				But poor Marky, now that was another story.

				So far, hardly anyone in her mother’s Lakeview neighborhood had come back, although occasionally Nicole spotted the white breadbox of a FEMA trailer squatting in a driveway or in front of a house, mounted on six cinderblock pillars. If you asked her, the Federal Emergency Management Agency was a government bureau dreamed up in some lost chapter of Alice in Wonderland. But the job was all she could scrounge up in a city where few businesses had reopened. So from 8 a.m. until 4 p.m. every weekday, she was now a Debris Removal Monitor. That meant she counted the dump trucks hauling the mountains of trash from the sites where people were gutting their houses. Bored out of her gourd, watching the parade of trucks lumber by heaped with bulging plastic sacks, she dubbed herself Miss Glad Bag.

				What a perfect job for somebody thrown away.

				She was suddenly grateful to be back on four solid wheels and couldn’t wait to get home to her mother’s oil-cloth covered kitchen table. She didn’t know what to say to Hewitt or to anyone else in this city. When she heard their hurricane sagas, she’d fight back tears, her mouth would flap open, but no words would come out. And the stories were everywhere. Hewitt’s was now roiling around in her mind with Momma’s and her own Job-like tales of tribulation. You worked hard, paid your bills, ate plenty of fiber, drank eight glasses of water a day, and then in a flash, everything you once recognized as your life was gone.

				Vanished.

				That makes two of us.

				A whole city of us.

				As her car lurched though the open crater of a pothole, the dolly rattled in the back of the SUV and the marble slab shifted again, sliding from its position propped between two boxes. Then the massive stone toppled, crushing the boxes and crashing against the dolly. At that moment, she was sucking from a plastic water bottle in her right hand. These new pills made her so thirsty. And when she lifted her other hand from the steering wheel to reach back and steady the stone—for just one second—she felt the jagged edges of the two splintered fragments. Her mother would throw a fit.

				Then before she knew it, the car veered toward a FEMA trailer parked at the curb, slamming to a sudden halt with a resounding crash.

				•  •  •

				Kelly Cannon used to have a great sense of humor. He really did. Everybody said so. That is, until his Lakeview house flooded with five feet of water and his wife Lena decided to stay put in their FEMA apartment in Houston. Now he only communicated with her by cell phone and had just moved into the FEMA trailer parked in front of what was left of their house.

				“Yeah, Lena, the trailer is finally set up,” he barked into the cell. “Even have the key. Call the Pope, it’s a miracle.”

				While Kelly wrestled with crumbling sections of Sheetrock, he shouted into the cell cradled in his shoulder. “I finally moved out of the Star Lite Motel, and in a few minutes I’ll take my first shower in the trailer. Now I’m not gonna try and fool you, babe. Place is a stinking mess. But you know something? Boy, it’s good to be home.”

				Lena now had a part-time job in Houston and showed no signs of wanting to help Kelly claw his way through the muck. “Get a grip,” was what she had to say. “New Orleans is over.”

				Kelly was dressed in a smudged orange T-shirt and black cargo pants, yellow rubber gloves rolled up to his elbows. With his graying carrot top, freckled pumpkin face, and gauze mask yanked over his forehead so he could talk on the cell, he looked like an overgrown trick-or-treater costumed as a septic-tank cleaner. Moving through the house, he crunched underfoot what had once been the layer of slime covering the carpeting, now dried and cracked into a surface resembling elephant skin. It was the end of January and the weather had stayed cool, but the leaf-mold stink was more suffocating than ever. Several times this afternoon, he gagged and ran coughing outside for gulps of fresh air. With its blackened walls and moldering furniture, the house was a seething compost heap, a sty of bacterial sludge and rampant fungi blooming in jazzy pastel patterns. Jackson Pollock couldn’t have done a better job with the kitchen. But Kelly was adamant about rebuilding. This was their home, for Christ’s sake, where they had raised their two kids. He couldn’t just leave it to rot. That would be like letting his mama die of gangrene in a ditch.

				“The trailer really is comfortable,” he said, dragging a mound of Sheetrock shards toward the door on a plastic tarp. “It has a built-in double bed, and the cutest kitchenette, like a doll house. I feel like the Jolly Green Giant knocking around inside, but—”

				A crash resonated from outside, as if a truckload of empty steel drums had hit the pavement all at once.

				“Gotta go,” Kelly spit into the cell. “Something just collapsed.”

				He spun around and raced out the front door.

				And then couldn’t believe his eyes.

				The front end of his trailer had been knocked off its cinderblock pilings and was now jutting at a forty-five degree angle into the air, one whole side wrinkled like cellophane. The hood of a blue Saturn was buried halfway into the buckled wall of what was going to be his bedroom.

				Kelly stood there paralyzed, his mouth hanging open in a cavernous O.

				“Holy shit,” he muttered.

				A skinny woman with a blondish pixie cut stood frozen next to the SUV, shaking her head and rubbing her slumped shoulders as if she were freezing. Slowly a stark paraffin face, melted into a mime-like grimace, turned to meet his glare.

				Then the two figures floated toward each other like dissonant dancers.

				“That your car?” Kelly demanded.

				“No. I mean yes. Actually, it belonged to—”

				“May I fucking inquire why it’s rammed into my trailer?”

				The woman slid down onto the sidewalk next to a heap of mildewed carpeting and then curled up on her side into a ball like a doodlebug.

				“What kind of nut case? Look, I just got that trailer set up and was about to take my first shower, and....”

				Kelly dropped to the sidewalk beside her and swiped his eyes with gloved hands, as if trying to wipe away the vision of the wreck in front of him. When he looked up, the crumpled trailer was still there. The loopy dame was still there. And he felt as if he were back under the floodwaters, a primordial ooze against which it seemed pointless to fight. I’m going under, he admitted to himself.

				Big sink hole ahead.

				For five minutes they said nothing.

				Early evening shadows thickened around the two figures facing each other on the sidewalk, a bird twittered in the weeping willow overhead, and the air grew close and humid as low clouds rolled in. Nothing and no one stirred on the ghost-town street, except for a cockroach scampering across the sidewalk, disappearing under the pile of foul carpeting.

				“If one more thing goes wrong,” the woman moaned, coming up for air, peering out of her trance through red-rimmed eyes. She jerked her head from the pavement with a decisive nod and sat up.

				“You telling me, sister.”

				“I just reached back for one split second to steady the tombstone—”

				“The tombstone?”

				“—but it broke and now my mother is going to kill me.”

				“I waited three months to get this trailer from FEMA,” Kelly said, peeling off his rubber gloves, finger by finger. “And another month to get the key. The government shitheads brought me three different trailers without keys, can you believe it? I just got this one connected, I’m gutting the house where my family lived for twenty-two years, and I’m about to settle into my cozy toaster oven, make myself a cup of goddamn joe and finally feel at home for the first moment since the storm, and along come you and your tombstone, and splat, back to square one.” He slapped the gloves down on the sidewalk. “Goddamn.”

				“I work for FEMA so maybe I can—”

				“Oh, ain’t that cute.” He jumped up, flailing his arms. “You work for FEMA. Do they pay you by the hour to go around knocking down the trailers soon as people get them set up? Wouldn’t want the locals to get too comfy now, would we?”

				A plaintive bird trilled above in the weeping willow.

				“You look familiar.” She knitted her brows, studying him hard.

				“So do you.” He squinted, trying to place the face of the woman who had just upended his life. “Don’t sound like you from here.”

				“I went away for a long time.” A bit of color seeped into her cheeks. “Where did you go to school?”

				“Warren Easton.” Of course, he knew she meant high school. This was the inevitable question that popped out when natives first met and tried to identify each other.

				“Did you know Marky? He’s about your age, maybe a few years older.” She actually smiled. “Marky Naquin?”

				“Know him? I dated his sister.”

				“Wait a minute, I am his sister.”

				“You Nicole Naquin?”

				“I don’t believe it,” she squealed. “Are you... Kelly, Kelly Cannon?”

				“Can’t believe running into you like this.”

				“Don’t forget,” she said, “I’m the one who ran into you.”

				For the first time in five months, Kelly threw back his head and laughed.

				During the next twenty minutes, it was 1975 and they were both teenagers again. There he was on the dance floor in his shiny wide-collared shirt cranking his elbows to Linda Rhonstad’s “Heat Wave,” Nicole with her hair poufed up into a perfumed nimbus, shaky as a newborn colt in strappy platform shoes. All of the old crushes, jokes, embarrassments, gossip, hopes, and dreams came hurling back to him from that lush, distant planet, along with Miss Violet, the eleventh-grade art teacher who had inspired him to paint. He could smell the crushed peanut shells on the floor of the beer dive in the Quarter where they hung on weekends, hear Bob Dylan wailing about being “Tangled Up in Blue,” feel pert nipples under tight bras, see the waves of bright, acned faces filing up and down the pea-green staircases while bells shrilled mercilessly and something deep inside of him stretched its wings and soared for the first time.

				How, in the meantime, had he managed to get so old?

				God, it was Nicole after all, restored to her pubescent splendor, a fresh-faced girl crawling out of the shriveled cocoon of that ditzy old bitch who crashed into his trailer. Kelly had lost touch with crazy Marky and had last heard—was it twenty years ago?—that he needed to be hospitalized again. Marky, a savvy senior when Kelly was an impressionable sophomore, had been the first guy to bring him to the Quarter and turn him on to pot, Salvador Dalí, and art galleries. But when Kelly brought up her brother, Nicole stared into the distance and then changed the subject.

				“So,” Nicole asked with a sigh, “what have you done for the past thirty years?”

				With a sweeping gesture, Kelly pointed to the brick ranch house, its blown-out windows gaping like skull sockets. “A wife, two kids, a job, a life.” He caught sight of the faux Doric pillars he had attached to the carport, a twentieth anniversary surprise for Lena, who bragged about being from an old plantation family. “Gone with the wind.”

				Nicole nodded. He saw that she understood exactly what he meant.

				“What about you?”

				“I worked as a secretary in New York, did the whole stupid glam scene at Studio 54, then ran off with a divorced Texan. Actually, he wasn’t divorced when I met him.” Nicole stared down at her cuticles. “That should have taught me what to expect. Now I’m the one who’s divorced.”

				“Any kids?”

				“His,” Nicole murmured. “To them, I was Nicky the babysitter. Do you still paint?”

				“Mostly on weekends. Funny, but accounting and cubism don’t seem to mix. But I carry my sketchbook everywhere.” Kelly was too embarrassed to admit that he hadn’t finished a single painting during the past ten years.

				“I was always in awe of your talent.”

				“Well, what Picasso needs now is a shower.” Kelly stood up, flapping the armpits of his rank T-shirt. “Back to the No-Tell Motel.”

				“You can take a shower at my place if you give me a ride home. Just try to get a taxi these days. I’ll have to call a tow truck in the morning. As it is, I was driving on the spare. Thank goodness I kept up with the car insurance.”

				“Deal. Where you live?”

				“The Quarter.”

				“First time I ever went to the French Quarter to get clean.”

				Kelly finally managed to put Nicole’s car in reverse, and after he backed out his own car, they pushed the Saturn into his driveway. He decided not to chance crawling into the wobbly trailer to get a change of clothes—the entire mess might topple over with him inside. Besides, he remembered, he still had that one canvas bag stuffed with clean clothes stashed in the trunk of his car. Wait, one last thing. He patted the pockets of his dusty cargo pants, looking for the house keys. Then he burst out laughing.

				“What’s so funny?” Nicole asked.

				“Was just going to lock up the house,” he said, cracking open the driver’s door of his car. “Force of habit. But after twenty-two years of working my ass off, I don’t have a damn thing left to steal.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				GARY CHERRY TILTED THE SHOEBOX lid until the seeds rolled down into a corner. Like candle making, composting, and tie-dyeing, cleaning pot was one of the ancient hippie skills he maintained from mother ship San Francisco before it crashed decades ago into a high-tech desert of yuppie real estate and New Age puritanism. He had been a refugee in New Orleans ten years before he was turned into a refugee from New Orleans. Five days after the storm, he was hoisted into a helicopter from the rooftop of his flooded Bywater shotgun dressed only in a Speedo, clutching a glossy of himself and Mick Jagger with their arms around each other. But the hurricane wasn’t the first disaster he had survived.

				During the eighties in San Francisco, half of his friends had dropped dead with AIDS. Like his favorite heroine Blanche DuBois, after several long years of emptying bedpans for the sick, Gary arrived penniless in New Orleans one sweltering afternoon, frantic to wash away the rancid stink of death with booze, a whole Mississippi River of booze. Then a few years ago, when the alcohol itself started to taste like dying, he gave that up. But only because it got in the way of his high. Travel light, as he always told himself, and keep on trucking.

				Only dead fish float with the current.

				Nobody in their right mind was returning to live in New Orleans, which was why Gary was here, back from the dead and ready to party. Now he had the pot and pill trade sewn up among white folks in the French Quarter, and through his friend Sweet Pea, a.k.a Lionel Jackson, a.k.a. Miss Nida Mann, he was reaching out to black folks on North Rampart Street and in the Tremé.

				“Mexican,” he said, sticking out his bottom lip in disgust. “That’s all we have coming through the pipeline these days. California sinsemilla too high-priced for this crowd.” He scooped the fragrant green marijuana into a plastic baggie and placed it on the scale.

				“Girl, why you messing with them seeds?” Sweet Pea adjusted a towering afro wig on his shaved bald head. “Raggedy-assed queens buy from you don’t know the difference between salt and pepper.” Sweet Pea was a cocky peanut of a man, and his gravely baritone could shoot into shrill falsetto in a heartbeat.

				“To keep them coming back for more.” Under a frayed Marilyn Monroe poster, Gary shook out his own curly mane, which he dyed with tea bags to cover the encroaching gray and washed in Tide to make it frizz. Although now paunchy and barrel-chested, he moved with the androgynous grace of the fawn he had been for most of his life. He was still everybody’s sweet kid brother, the one who crashed the family car on the way home from a rock concert and was pulled from the wreck playing delirious air guitar. The tentative slightness of his presence had always allowed him to go anywhere, to slip unnoticed past doormen, ticket-takers, and border guards. Drawn to the spotlight, for almost twenty years he had drifted directly to the epicenter of every major scene: he was with Allen Ginsburg marching on the Pentagon, with the Rolling Stones at Altamont, with Iggy Pop at the Fillmore, and with William Burroughs at the Bunker in New York. The sixties weren’t over as long as Gary Cherry was alive. The chords may be distant, the needle skipping across a scratched LP, but he was still with the band.

				Sweet Pea swung around from the mirror, fluffing the wig and sticking out his chest under a T-shirt that read “FEMA EVACUATION PLAN: Run like hell, mothafucker.” Then he sashayed over to put on his rehearsal CD.

				“Diana,” Gary screamed, pumping his fists in the air. “Diana.”

				A blast of throbbing Motown shook the two-story slave quarter on Dauphine Street. On bare feet, Sweet Pea swirled along the tile floor, doing jerky kicks with his shaved, caramel-colored legs. Then clutching a carrot from the fridge as if it were a mike, he stretched his meaty lips around the lyrics like a mollusk:

				You took a mystery and made me want it

				You got a pedestal and put me on it

				You made me love you out of feeling nothing

				Something that you do...

				I’m in the middle of a chain reaction...

				Gary sang chorus, waving his arms every time Sweet Pea batted his sultry lashes, looked him in the eyes, and mouthed “chain reaction.” The doorbell buzzed, but Gary couldn’t be bothered. Nothing interrupted Sweet Pea’s act. Although he couldn’t sing or dance or play an instrument or write, as anyone who ever stood under a spotlight in San Francisco or New York could tell you, Gary Cherry was the best audience in the world.

				Sweet Pea’s hands were slicing through the air as if parting endless beaded curtains, exploding all over the small room where cracked plaster walls exposed splotches of crumbling brick. At the insistent rapping on the windowpane, Gary leapt up, annoyed, to swing open the French doors that led to the courtyard. The powdery face of a gray-haired old lady peeked in, smelling of talcum and peppermint.

				“Y’all having a party in here?” she asked, planting herself in the doorway.

				“Say whaaaa?” screamed Gary.

				Sweet Pea switched off the boom box and stood there, hands on hips.

				“I said looks like y’all having a good old time,” the old lady said.

				“Hey, Miss Gertie,” Gary said. It was Marky’s mom, who four months ago had moved into one side of the shotgun double in front of his slave quarter, and her daughter into the other. Marky Naquin, his old boyfriend from the commune in San Francisco, was the first person he’d run into when he landed in the French Quarter. Gary knew that Miss Gertie wasn’t there to bitch about the noise. After all, she and Nicole had found their reasonable rentals through Gary, and so they never complained about the all-night foot traffic and his midnight broadcasts of the Rolling Stones. “Guess what? Sweet Pea is rehearsing his number for the big Mardi Gras drag contest next month,” he said with the moppet glee of little Mickey Rooney hawking Shirley Temple.

				“I love shows,” Gertie Naquin said, clapping her hands. “Did I ever tell y’all I used to sing songs on the radio my daddy wrote for commercials?” She then belted out a chorus. “At the beach, at the beach, down at Pontchartrain beach.” Gary and Sweet Pea applauded.

				“You and that weenie dog want to come in?” Sweet Pea asked. “Cause let me tell you, Miss Nida Mann just getting her batteries plugged in.”

				Gertie stepped in, followed by an ancient dachshund with a withered hind paw lifted off the ground by two rusty wheels fastened like a chariot to its haunches. Schnitzel creaked over to lick Sweet Pea’s toes.

				“How you feeling, Miss Gertie?” Gary asked.

				“So so. The arthur-itis in my knees acting up.”

				“Let me see what I have.” Gary went through a grocery sack of Ziploc baggies until he held up one to the light. “I can turn you on to half a Percodan.”

				“That what I had last time?”

				“No, last time you had a whole OxyContin.”

				“That’s when I couldn’t get up out the damn bed.” She held her belly when she laughed.

				“This is the other half of the Percodan I turned you onto on Monday.”

				The old lady’s palm shot out. “How much I owe you?”

				“This isn’t business, it’s trade,” Gary said.

				“I got some red beans on the stove. With sausage. I’ll bring it over soon as I see the show. By the way, I come over to ax you, you seen Nicole? She was supposed to be back from the cemetery three solid hours ago.”

				“She out on a booty call,” Sweet Pea said, switching on the boom box. “I been teaching that girl a thing or two. Now y’all take a seat, cause Miss Nida Mann gonna show you something you ain’t never seen before.” He slapped the rump of his blue-jean hot pants, bumping his heart-shaped butt to the left and right.

				Gary lit a joint, Miss Gertie popped her Percodan, and they positioned themselves on the paisley love seat like an old married couple.

				Then Sweet Pea really cut loose.

				We talk about love, love, love

				We talk about looove...

				Miss Gertie clapped her pudgy hands to the Motown thump, tapping her orthopedic oxfords as Sweet Pea vogued the length of the room, snapping his remarkably long fingers over his head.

				The doorbell rang again, but Gary ignored it.

				“Wait till y’all see this number with my new tits and the red feather cape,” Sweet Pea said when the song was over. “Miss Nida Mann gonna turn that place out.”

				“One thing, sugar,” Gertie said, “when you get to that part about the ‘chain reaction,’ you should flutter your hands down over your head, wiggling your fingers like....”

				“Molecules exploding?” Gary offered.

				“Yeah.” Gertie beamed. “Like all the molecules in the universe was exploding.”

				“Looks like I got me a choreographer. What about that part where I shake—”

				An insistent rap rattled the windowpane.

				The French doors swung open as Nicole stuck her head in, eyes wide and frantic.

				“Momma,” she said. “Thank God Almighty. When I got home, I let myself into your apartment, and you weren’t there, and I thought what if she’s out walking Schnitzel with all those bullets flying.”

				“What you talking about, honey?” Her mother stood up, yanking down the hem of her rayon housedress.

				“Don’t you know? Some people were just shot in front of our house. The cops are all over the place.”

				“Lord have mercy. And here I was, watching Sweet Pea’s show.”

				Nicole looked around the room, sniffing. “What are you people having in here, a pot party?” She shot her mother an accusing glance. “Momma?”

				Kelly’s kinky auburn curls loomed over Nicole’s drawn face framed in the doorway. Schnitzel charged yapping to the door, chariot wheels squeaking behind.

				“This is Kelly Cannon,” Nicole said, standing to the side. “He and I dated in high school.”

				“Good evening.” Kelly shot a gap-toothed grin around the room, tipping an imaginary hat over the grimy face mask still strapped to his forehead.

				“Told you she out on a booty call.” Sweet Pea yanked off his wig.

				In a hospitable gesture, Gary extended the lit joint in his hand in the direction of the doorway. Nicole grimaced and shook her head, while Kelly reached past Nicole and sucked on the pot like a surfacing scuba diver gulping for air.

				“Really needed that,” Kelly said. “Y’all didn’t hear the gun shots back here?”

				“Who got killed?” Gary asked, eyes sweeping the room. The fuzz could be back here any minute.

				Kelly opened his mouth and then glanced at Sweet Pea. “They say some young black dude. And an older white guy who just happened to be standing there. We drove up after it happened, and the bodies were already in the ambulances. Like gangbusters out there. I’ll bet it was a drive-by.”

				“As if we don’t have enough problems,” Gertie said, sighing. “First the storm, then FEMA, and now crime is back. Come on, Schnitzel. Time to go beddy-bye.”

				Gary wondered if the murder victim could have been Latrome, the kid who called to say he was coming by for a quarter ounce at nine o’clock. The doorbell had rung twice while Sweet Pea was performing and could have been his client. Gary shook his frizzy head, kicked the scale under the loveseat, and grabbed Ziploc bags to store in the freezer.

				“I’ll be back in a few minutes with y’all’s dinner,” Gertie told Gary, hobbling toward the door. “I loved your little show,” she said to Sweet Pea. “Now remember that part about the chain reaction. By the way, maybe you two big boys can help move our tombstone out of Nicole’s car.”

				“Your what?” Gary asked, giggling. This old dame was a hoot.

				“It’s not safe outside the gate now,” Nicole said. “Momma, we need to talk—”

				“About what? What you gonna fuss at me about now?”

				“It’s not about—”

				“Don’t be such a stuffed shirt.” Gertie turned her back on Nicole. “These are my friends,” she said, squeezing Gary’s and Sweet Pea’s hands.

				The doorbell buzzed, sending Gary into a panic. Finally, could that be Latrome, his nine o’clock, but with the fuzz still out front? Maybe they were already gone. He hated to lose the business. Gary touched the talk button of the intercom with his pinkie. “Who’s there?” he chimed in a singsong.

				“Sergeant Jurvis Brown,” came the staticky reply, sounding as far away as ship-to-shore. “They been a coupla shootings out front your house, and a neighbor cross the street say one of the victims be hanging outside, like he waiting for someone in this building to come home. I rang the other two bells out front, but no answer. Need to ask you a few questions.”

				“Not right now, officer. I’m... taking a bubble bath.” God, Gary thought, what a bummer. It must have been Latrome. “Who is it you think I might know?”

				“Older male, Caucasian. Wait a sec, here the ID. Name of Marc....” Static chewed up the last two words.

				“Say what?” Gary shouted into the speaker.

				“Name of Marc Rousell Naquin.” The words rang clear as trumpet notes. “Know him?”

				Gertie Naquin pivoted around to stare bug-eyed at her daughter, who turned to her high-school sweetheart, who caught Gary’s eye, as if he alone could explain this ridiculous mix-up. In the kitchen, a faucet dripped, one, two, three drops plinking into a pan full of water. Through the opened French doors, banana tree leaves rustled in the breeze, scraping against the brick courtyard wall.

				Next door a dog was barking at the empty sky.

				Gary glanced around. The only person who looked unfazed was Sweet Pea, who didn’t know any of his white druggy friends. Sweet Pea glanced at his watch, pursed his elastic lips, and then turned to the suddenly pallid faces in the room.

				“Okay, any y’all wanna see me do ‘Chain Reaction’ again?” he asked, fluttering his fingertips through the air as if all the molecules in the universe were exploding.

				•  •  •

				Who the hell would shoot somebody like Marky Naquin, a diagnosed schizophrenic and street character beloved by every shopkeeper and dog-walker in the French Quarter? That was what Lieutenant Panarello wondered as he parked his unmarked car on Dauphine Street, near the corner of Tony’s Superette.

				Vinnie was a squat, olive-complexioned man with a beaked nose and jowly face that looked like it should have been beaming on the label of a marinara jar. Only now he wasn’t smiling, and the scowl lines etched on his forehead showed that he hadn’t for a long time. After all, he was a homicide detective currently under arrest for murder. As he scooted into a spot in front of the Little Debbie Snack truck, a girl with pierced eyebrows and a tousled green mane emerged from the corner grocery to stand staring at him with a menacing glare. The side of the truck read “Little Debbie Has a Snack for You.” I bet she does, thought the cop, scratching his ass as he locked the car.

				“Hey, I saw you on the news,” the green-haired girl shouted, approaching Vinnie with a loaf of French bread under her arm.

				Here goes, he thought. This girl looked like Little Debbie on the rag.

				“You the same cop shot that poor deaf man in the Walmart parking lot after the storm,” the girl snarled. “That’s pretty low. Even for a cop.”

				“Look, lady, you don’t know the facts.” Vinnie’s eyes crinkled, trying to draw a bead on this wacky dame.

				“The TV said he was some guy trying to escape the flood with his cousin and worried about his dogs.”

				“Yeah, but the cousin had a gun—”

				“That you assholes probably planted.” The green-haired girl raised the loaf of French bread over her head.

				“Are you threatening an officer?”

				“Yeah, with a soggy baguette.” The girl burst out laughing, wagging the bent end of the loaf toward the policeman. Then she scurried around the corner.

				After Vinnie’s grand-jury indictment last week, the District Attorney had reduced the murder charge to negligent homicide since the shooting happened while the cop was on duty. The lieutenant shook his balding head whenever he considered the charge, punctuating his disbelief with a hiccup of a laugh. Under any other circumstances, he would have been assigned to desk duty until the case came to trial. But after the storm, the city needed every cop still walking on two legs.

				Right after the drive-by shooting last night, he was assigned to the Naquin-Batiste case and now was on his way to speak with Naquin’s mother, who apparently lived in the house facing the sidewalk where the crime took place. He had met Marky several times before the storm, at a poetry reading joint he used to frequent during an off-duty murder investigation. He could remember the hand-rolled cigarettes, the long, greasy ponytail, how Marky rocked back and forth at the podium to the rhythm of his words, and the rousing cheers he received when he had finished reading one of his outrageous poems. The guy was out there—no doubt about it—a collector of stray dogs and people who rented a bathless room over a dry cleaner’s. When he was off his meds, he could be spotted holding midnight conversations with the Joan of Arc statue at the French Market. In French, no less. A long time ago he had been committed to St. Vincent DePaul’s, the Uptown loony bin, but his chart indicated that he’d been released after he wound up running the kitchen and starting a literary magazine among the patients. The shrinks were coming to him with their own problems, and the staff threw him a going-away party the day they signed him out.

				Obviously, Naquin had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Walking the streets was dangerous now in New Orleans. That was why the cops hid inside their cars. Whole flooded neighborhoods had been taken over by feral kids holed up in abandoned houses, dealing crack and shooting each other. Vinnie suspected that Marky had no relation at all to Latrome Batiste, the high-school student also shot. Marky was probably hanging on the stoop, waiting for his mother, when Latrome happened by. Maybe they exchanged a few words under the street lamp, maybe one of them asked the other for a cigarette. No drugs were found on either corpse, and nobody saw the drive-by car that did the shooting.

				Latrome lived with his mother and two brothers just six blocks away in the Tremé, and this morning Mrs. Batiste had told Vinnie that her son went to St. Augustine, the Catholic prep school, and spent his free time practicing the clarinet with the marching band for Carnival parades. He was a purple-and-gold Creole kid, not a lowlife gangsta. Although these days all the black kids wore those white T-shirts down to their knees, and from a distance you couldn’t tell which was which until you talked with them. For some the baggy tunic was a cool MTV fashion statement, but others wore it so that the pistols stuck in their waistbands didn’t show.

				Vinnie dodged the reeking refrigerator wrapped with duct tape that was parked on the cracked banquette in front of the shotgun double on Dauphine Street where Naquin’s mother lived. Somebody had scrawled graffiti on the refrigerator door: AS ABOVE SO BELOW. This was a pro-forma, day after visit to the family, and Vinnie wasn’t expecting to gather much information. The mama probably wouldn’t know what happened to her son.

				Marky had lived in another world, one in which the street voodoo eventually would get you.

				•  •  •

				When the lieutenant rang the doorbell, a rail-thin dame with crepe-paper skin and long yellowed teeth swung open the peeling green shutters. She was dolled up in a tailored hounds’ tooth tweed suit with a red Hermès scarf tied around her withered neck and splayed open across one shoulder. She looked like one of those salesladies at the Godchaux’s perfume counter.

				“You Gertrude Naquin?” Vinnie asked.

				“Naw, I’m Dixie, her big sister. Dixie Rosenblum,” the old lady croaked in a raspy baritone. “You the cop called and said he coming over?”

				“Detective Vincent Panarello, Eighth District Homicide.”

				“Come on in. Gertie’s laying down with a washrag on her forehead. Let me tell you, she taking Mawky’s death hawd, hawd, hawd.”

				Vinnie stepped into a high-ceilinged Victorian parlor furnished with aluminum patio furniture. Cardboard boxes were stacked in one corner and suitcases in another.

				“That stuff is what’s left out of Gertie’s house in Lakeview. I told her, girl, you in this for the long haul, better go by Hurwitz-Mintz and get yourself a new living room set. Somewhere decent to put your behind. But she got her a hawd head, that sister of mine. What can I get you to drink?”

				Vinnie pointed to the glass of water in Dixie’s hand.

				“This is Gordon’s. We got that and water. That’s what I live on, gin, tap water, and Kents.”

				“Water will be fine. Listen, I can come back later if Mrs. Naquin not feeling up to it.”

				“I’ll go get her.” Dixie pointed to the aluminum chaise. “Take a load off.”

				Vinne closed his eyes, rubbing the bridge of his nose, hoping that this family wouldn’t bring up the Walmart parking-lot shooting like the Batistes did this morning. The story had made the Channel 4 news two days in a row this week. If people could only understand what the cops had gone through after the storm. He wasn’t a murderer.

				“She’ll be up in a minute,” Dixie said, thrusting a glass that smelled like gin into Vinnie’s hands.

				She lit a Kent. “Me, I could never live like this. My home on State Street stayed dry, and all I lost were a few shingles. How’d you do?”

				“We live in Terrytown and had a few feet of water. But they let the West Bank people come home early, so we mucked it out and saved the house. Although it’s not what it used to be. Of course, the whole city isn’t.”

				“Tell me about it,” Dixie said. “I’m eighty-one years young, and this the worst I ever remember it. Although I had a hawd time growing up.”

				“We all did. Where I seen you before?” She looked like one of those socialites who came to fox trot with the commissioners at the policemen’s ball.

				“I seen your face before, too. Think it was on TV, something about Walmart. Maybe you know me from Harvest House. That’s the home for unwed mothers over by Rampart Street. I’m president of the board, and go to all the fundraisers.”

				“You run Harvest House?”

				“I don’t actually run it, but I twist the arms of rich people Uptown to support it. See, officer, I got knocked up at sixteen, and I’m not ashamed to say it. By somebody I met at a Momus parade. He kept catching glass beads for me, and boy, did I catch something later from that mister. The next thing I knew, my stomach swole up and my daddy was yelling at me. So they put me in the Home for Wayward Girls. Remember that?”

				“Sure,” Vinnie said with a slow smile. He was used to it: people in this town would spill their life stories to you in the supermarket check-out line.

				“That place sure turned my giddy little head around. I put the kid up for adoption, then went to Soulé Business College and became a secretary. Then married my boss, a fine man name of Abe Rosenblum. And now that I’m a respectable old widow,” she said, draining her tumbler of gin, “I wanted to do something to help girls starting out life on the wrong foot, like I did.”

				“So why isn’t your sister staying with you?”

				“Lord, don’t get me started. She got some notion in her noggin she wanted to live next to her daughter Nicole who just moved here from Texas. And Nicole decided to live near her brother in the French Quarter, where she used to rat the streets while she was in high school. But I told my sister, ‘Gertie, why you want to live down there?’” Dixie cupped a hand over her mouth and whispered. “‘It’s nothing but queers and niggers.’ But after this awful thing with Mawky, I’m putting my foot down. She’s coming to live with me.”

				“Oh, no, I’m not.” Gertie Naquin stood leaning against the partially closed pocket doors to the parlor, a washrag in her hand. Schnitzel creaked in behind her, then rolled on chariot wheels toward Vinnie, yapping.

				“Shut up, Schnitzel. Honey, this is Officer—”

				“I heard what you said, Miss Mouth. And I’m not.” Gertie threw the damp rag, and it landed in her sister’s hounds’ tooth lap. “She was all the time trying to boss me,” she told the policeman, “even when we was little.”

				Vinnie jumped up, moving away from the lunging dachshund. “Maybe this isn’t the best time—”

				“Can I put a head on your drink, officer?” Dixie swooped up the cop’s untouched glass and trotted past the pocket doors into the kitchen, giving the lame dog a surreptitious kick on the way out. “Like I say, all we got is gin and tap water.”

				Gertie collapsed into an aluminum armchair. “I wish she’d go home.”

				Vinnie sat back down and scrawled “neurotic family” in his notebook. The old lady reminded him of his own mother. He could smell the onions and garlic under her fingernails, and admired how, buried in grief, she managed to put on a good face for company.

				“How often did you see your son?”

				Gertie sniffled and yanked a lace handkerchief out of her sleeve. “I lost my house after the storm, and since I been living down here in the Quarter, he come by all the time. Never called, just rapped on the shutters screaming, ‘Hey, little mama, what you got cooking?’” Gertie giggled, and then started to sob. “I had some red beans simmering on the stove for him last night....”

				“I know this is hard.” Vinnie wished he could just hug her and skip the questions. “Did you know any of his friends.”

				“Just that precious boy Gary Cherry in the back slave quarter. That’s how my daughter and me got these apartments for cheap, through Gary.”

				Must be the clown that Sergeant Brown told him was taking a bubble bath last night. Vinnie wrote “Gary Cherry—bubble bath—drugs?” in his notebook.

				“Was Marky involved in drugs?” he asked.

				Gertie shot the cop a suspicious look. “Oh, officer,” she said, swatting a hand in front of her face, “you know how these young people are. He was a good boy, but had mental... problems.”

				“I’m aware of that.”

				“I always said he had too much imagination.”

				“Imagination!” said Dixie, sweeping into the room with a tumbler of gin in one claw and a cigarette in the other. “I’ll tell you about that imagination of his. Last time he dropped by to see me, I was entertaining Bitsie Landry, you know, the senator’s mother. And I was serving coffee in these adorable little Art Nouveau seashell cups. And he said, ‘Auntie Dixie, these cups look like they were blown out of the ass of Marcel Proust.’ He said that right in front of Bitsie. I don’t know where that boy got his ideas.”

				“He told me he was a surrealist,” Gertie said, glaring at her sister. “How did he ever pick up that kind of stuff in New Orleans?”

				“Momma.” Nicole appeared pale and red-eyed between the pocket doors. Must be the daughter, Vinnie thought. Looked like an anorexic or a junkie. “Excuse me, I didn’t know you had company. Look, Kelly and I just brought the tombstone back in his car. Where do you want to put it? It weighs a ton.”

				“Officer, would you mind helping my daughter’s friend Kelly bring our tombstone from out his car. The tablet got blown off our crypt during the storm.”

				“Why, no, I’d be....” Vinnie jumped to his feet, delighted with any excuse to get out of this room.

				“Oh, Momma,” Nicole said, rushing with heaving sobs to embrace her mother.

				“Now don’t get me started again. Your brother—”

				“It’s not Marky,” Nicole said, breaking away from her mother. “It’s me. I’m in love.”

				“I just got me a swell idea,” Dixie said, tugging Lieutenant Panarello’s sleeve toward the door with an exaggerated wink. “You boys bring that tombstone up through the alley and around to the back door. We can lay it on top of that utility cart in the kitchen and use it for a bar.”
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