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 Claire Dewitt and the City of the Dead




 1

IT'S MY UNCLE," the man said on the phone. "He's lost. We lost him in the storm."

"Lost?" I said. "You mean, he drowned?"

"No," the man said, distressed. "Lost. I mean, yeah, he probably drowned. Probably dead. I haven't heard from him or anything. I can't imagine how he could still be alive."

"So what's the mystery?" I said.

A crow flew overhead as we talked. I was in Northern California, near Santa Rosa. I sat at a picnic table by a clump of redwoods. A blue jay squawked nearby. Crows used to be bad omens, but now they were so common that it was hard to say.

Omens change. Signs shifts. Nothing is permanent.

 


That night I dreamed I was back in New Orleans. I hadn't been there in ten years. But now, in my dream, it was during the flood. I sat on a rooftop in the cool, dark night. Moonlight reflected off the water around me. It was quiet. Everyone was gone.

Across the street a man sat on another rooftop in a straight-backed chair. The man flickered in and out of focus like an old piece of film, burned through in spots from light. He was fifty or sixty, white, pale, just on this side of short, with salt-and-pepper hair and bushy eyebrows. He wore a three-piece black suit with a high collar and a black tie. He scowled.

The man looked at me sternly.


 "If I told you the truth plainly," the man said, "you would not understand." His voice was scratchy and warped, like an old record. But I could still make out the tinge of a French accent. "If life gave you answers outright, they would be meaningless. Each detective must take her clues and solve her mysteries for herself. No one can solve your mystery for you; a book cannot tell you the way."

Now I recognized the man; it was, of course, Jacques Silette, the great French detective. The words were from his one and only book, Détection.

I looked around and in the black night I saw a light shimmering in the distance. As the light got closer I saw that it was a rowboat with a lantern attached to the bow.

I thought it had come to rescue us. But it was empty.

"No one will save you," Silette said from his rooftop. "No one will come. You are alone in your search; no friend, no lover, no God from above will come to your aid. Your mysteries are yours alone."

Silette faded in and out, flickering in the moonlight.

"All I can do is leave you clues," he said. "And hope that you will not only solve your mysteries, but choose carefully the clues you leave behind. Make your choices wisely, ma'moiselle. The mysteries you leave will last for lifetimes after you are gone.

"Remember: you are the only hope for those that come after you."

I woke up coughing, spitting water out of my mouth.

 


That morning I talked to my doctor about the dream. Then I called the man back. I took the case.
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January 2, 2007

 


The client already knows the solution to his mystery. But he doesn't want to know. He doesn't hire a detective to solve his mystery. He hires a detective to prove that his mystery can't be solved.

A cab dropped me off at Napoleon House in the French Quarter. The client was already there. I sat across the table from him and listened to him pretend he wanted me to solve his mystery. He didn't know he was pretending. They never do.

My client was Leon Salvatore: male, late forties, graying and shaggy, with something that could have been a beard or maybe the leftovers of a few weeks without shaving. He looked like an old hippie who was never really a hippie at all. He wore jeans and a T-shirt that said CAMERON PARISH CRAWFISH FESTIVAL 2005 above a picture of a smiling red crawfish throwing himself into a kettle.

That would be their last crawfish festival for a while.

Leon ordered a beer. I got a Pimm's Cup and a bowl of jambalaya.

"So," I began. "The last time you saw your uncle was..."

"Saw him?" Leon said. "Saw him?" I had an image of him sawing his uncle in half. "Well, I don't know. Maybe a few months before."


 "So," I began again, "when was the last time you spoke to him? Or, you know, can otherwise pinpoint his location in time and space and so on."

"Oh, okay," Leon said agreeably. "I talked to him on the phone Sunday, the night before the storm hit. He was home, and he said he was going to stay home."

"Which was...?"

"Just a few blocks from here. Vic lived on lower Bourbon. He was going to stay there. I tried to tell him, you know, this is not a good idea. I offered to come get him, to take him with us. I went to my girlfriend's, former girlfriend's, house in Abita Springs. That was a fucking mistake, but at least we were able to leave pretty easily. So I called Vic on Sunday to see if he'd changed his mind. I talked to him Friday and then again Saturday and again on Sunday. I tried to convince him to evacuate. Obviously, that didn't work. By Monday the phones were down and..."

The rest of his sentence was obvious and he didn't say it out loud.

"So," Leon went on with his story. "You know. It was a while before I was worried. It was a few days before we could get out of Abita Springs. We were safe up there, but we didn't have any power or water or anything and not a lot of food, so we left when they had the roads cleared. Cleared of the big stuff. It still took us about ten hours to get to Memphis—we had to clear shit off the road every few miles. So, first we went to Memphis for a while, maybe seven days, but that was really crowded and all we could get was this tiny hotel room out near Graceland. And it was full of, you know, Superdome people, and they were really angry, and, you know. It was kind of scary. So then we flew to, hmm, Austin. Right. We have some friends out there and we stayed in a trailer on their place for a while. Then they had some friends coming and we had to go, so we went to stay with some friends in Tampa for a few weeks. Then we went back to Abita Springs for a while. Then—"

The waiter brought our drinks and my food. He set everything down on the table carefully, just so, and I could tell it was the first day he'd ever waited tables.

 "Anyway," Leon said when the waiter left. "What was I saying?"

"Your uncle," I reminded him.

"Right," he said. "Vic. So it was a while before I realized he was, you know, missing. I mean missing missing. Disappeared, not just, uh, misplaced. See, I knew he didn't have phone service, and I figured he lost his cell phone or it never started working again or whatever, so I wasn't surprised not to hear from him for a while. Not for a few days. I figured he probably wouldn't go to the Superdome or the Convention Center. They were forcing people to go, but he was a smart guy and I figured he'd avoid that. And he had, you know, connections. He wasn't just some guy."

He wasn't. I hadn't known Vic Willing, but I knew who he was. Vic Willing had been an assistant district attorney for the New Orleans prosecutors' office for more than twenty years. He was fifty-six at the time of the storm. He prosecuted murderers and rapists and drug dealers. Like most New Orleans prosecutors, he didn't do it very well. But he did it better than the other prosecutors in his office. He was known as a square-dealing, decently intelligent DA who probably could have actually won cases had he been someplace else—someplace where the cops and the DAs were on speaking terms, someplace where there were less than three or four murders a week, someplace where the prosecutors had secretaries and their own copy machines and government-issued phones.

I'd seen him in court, but I'd never spoken to him. Vic was from a rich neighborhood Uptown, and most of the lawyers from his world—and there were plenty of them—went into something way more lucrative. On any given day in court, Vic would be wearing the most expensive suit in the place. If anyone minded, they kept it to themselves. New Orleans was a little like England: people were comfortable with class distinctions.

Vic had disappeared sometime after August 28, 2005. His French Quarter apartment didn't flood. The whole neighborhood suffered only wind damage and minor flooding from a burst water pipe under the wax museum. He had plenty of food and water available from the dozens of restaurants nearby, some of which stayed open, all of which were broken in to and left open. He even had a small backup generator in his building—not uncommon in New Orleans, where power outages were at least monthly and more often weekly, depending on the time of year and your neighborhood. Leon had looked for Vic, and Vic's friends had looked for Vic, and even the cops had looked for Vic. They had found nothing.

 He'd vanished.

"Now, by the next Saturday," Leon continued, "after they'd cleaned out the city, I started to worry. I mean, really worry. Because he should have been able to get to a phone by then. There were bulletin boards you could check. Places online you could check for missing people. So I started with the bulletin boards, the phone calls, all that. I called all the evacuee centers, the nursing homes, the hospitals. Nothing."

"Any leads?" I asked.

Leon shook his head. "No. No sign of him. I followed up every 'Elderly' or 'Middle-Aged White Male' I came across. And there were a lot of them. You know, some people just lost it. Especially older folks—a lot of them couldn't take the strain and just cracked, mentally. A lot of people didn't know who the hell they were anymore. Thank God for the Internet. You know, hospitals put pictures of old people up, hoping someone would claim them. Young people too. Especially anyone who was, you know, disabled, or ill, or mentally ill to begin with." He paused. "It was kind of like a lost and found. But for people."

We were quiet for a minute. The sun came out for the first time all day. It lit up Leon's face just enough to show his scars and then went back behind a cloud. He was scarred under the surface, scars you wouldn't see unless you'd trained your eyes to see.

Leon frowned and continued. "Anyway. So I did all that. I called hospitals, nursing homes, I went through all the aid groups, everyone. Nothing. No sign of him. I tried the coroner's office here in the city, thinking maybe they had him. Nothing. That's more or less where I gave up. And then I called you."

 "So," I said. "What do you think happened?"

"I don't know," Leon said. "I mean, the storm—there were some people you just never saw again. It wasn't like a war, where someone comes and knocks on the door and tells you that your loved one is deceased or whatever. There was no organization or anything like that. People just disappeared."

We looked at each other.

"How tall was he?" I asked.

"Tall?" Leon said. "Tall? About six feet?" That's what people say when they don't know how tall a man is. For a woman the answer is five-five. In any case, he was probably close to that, and the water was nowhere near that high in the Quarter. If he'd drowned, he would have had to try pretty hard to do it.

"Is it possible he went to help?" I asked. "Went out on one of the rescue boats?"

"Well, sure," Leon said. "It's possible. I guess he could have drowned someplace else. I guess he could have gone toward the water, trying to help, but you know, I don't think so. Vic wasn't exactly that type. Not that he was a bad guy," Leon qualified. "I mean, he was nice and everything. But swimming around helping people, getting dirty—I don't really see him doing that. He wore these buckskin shoes in the summer and if someone stepped on them, you know, he wasn't happy. So, no, I don't see that. Anyway. He could have been out somewhere, looking for food or whatever, just walking, and he could have been drowned that way. You hear about these walls of water—it's hard to know exactly what happened where. But it's unlikely. So, you know. That's pretty much all I can say."

We looked at each other for a minute. I shivered. The air was forty degrees and gray, hovering next to snow. This being the South, it was unlikely it would ever quite get there.

"Tell me about your uncle," I said.

"He was a lawyer," Leon said. "You know that."

"Yes," I said. "I know that. What was he like as a person?"

"Huh," Leon said, as if thinking about it for the first time. 
"Well. You know. He seemed nice. We weren't really close. We used to all get together over the years for Thanksgiving and Christmas, birthdays, funerals, whatever. After my mom passed on, I was Vic's only family here in town, so I tried to check in with him every once in a while. Probably not as often as I should have. But he was busy. Work kept him real busy and he had this big social life—he went to balls and that kind of thing, all that rich-person stuff. He was in a lot of clubs, a lot of Mardi Gras stuff. Hmm. He'd lived in New Orleans all his life. I think you know all this."

 "Where's the rest of the family?" I asked.

"Well. My parents are gone. They're gone for a long time now. Vic was my mother's brother. My sisters, one is in New York and one is in L.A. They're great. On my father's side there's still a lot of people here in the city, but that's another family. They saw Vic at holidays and stuff like that, but they weren't close. And Vic, he never had kids. He dated, you know, but nothing ever developed. I don't think he wanted it to develop. I think he liked living alone."

"So as far as that family goes, your mother's family, it was just the two of you?"

Leon nodded. "Here in the city, yes. Just us two. It was just my mother and Vic. They had some cousins, but they were older and they're all gone now."

"Did you love your uncle?" I asked.

"Well," Leon said, frowning. "He was my uncle."

"'Cause you know," I said. "This kind of investigation is going to be a lot of money and a lot of time and you might not like what you find out. So if you didn't love him, you might want to rethink this while you can. It's a big thing, and there's no going back."

Leon paused for a minute before he answered. I finished my jambalaya. The waiter came and took my bowl and spoon and napkin just as slowly and carefully as he had given them to me.

"Vic left me everything," Leon finally said. "He didn't have to do that. He had this property—little pieces of land all over the city. He'd inherited it all from his father. I knew there'd been some money there but I didn't know there was that much. It probably would have gone to me no matter what. There was no one else. But Vic, he went to a lawyer and made a will. He made sure I got everything and knew where it was and all that." He paused again and frowned. "I thought I would be okay. Until I started cleaning out the apartment. His apartment. And then I realized it wasn't right. It wasn't right to leave him like this. I guess I feel like I owe him. Like maybe I owe it to him to find out what happened. Personally—well, he's my uncle. It's not like I didn't love him. It's not that I don't like him or anything like that. I just. Well. You know."

 "I know," I said.

"You know what it says in the Bible," Leon said with resignation. "Look out for thine uncle as you would thineself. Or whatever."

"I don't think that's in the Bible," I said. "But it's a nice thought."

Leon shrugged.

"Oh, and there's one more thing," he said. "A kind of important thing. Even though I don't really think it's true."

"What's that?" I asked.

"There's someone who says he saw him."

"Saw him?" I asked.

"This crazy guy," Leon said. "Jackson. I mean, I don't think that's his real name, but that's what people call him. And I don't think he's that crazy, either, but he's, you know, a street person. He hangs out in Jackson Square. Homeless guy. Used to be a musician, I think. I don't really know. Anyway, I saw him when I came back in town and we stopped to talk for a few minutes. And he said he had seen Vic. He knew that Vic was my uncle. Jackson said he saw Vic down near the Convention Center. On Thursday."

"Thursday," I said. "After the big flood?"

"So he says," Leon said doubtfully. "He said they stopped and talked and Vic gave him a few dollars."

"Thursday," I said. "So that would mean he was still alive after the worst of the flood. No wall of water or anything like that."


 "Well, yes, that's what it would mean," Leon said. He shrugged. "I don't know. Jackson's a nice guy but, you know. I'm not sure he has a firm grasp on the day of the week."

We sat quietly for a minute.

"Can I ask you a question?" Leon said.

"Yes," I said. "Ask."

"How old are you?"

"Forty-two," I said. I was thirty-five. But no one trusts a woman under forty. I'd started being forty when I was twenty-nine.

"Wow," Leon said. "Sorry. Just, you know. You look really young. Wow. Do you do something, or—?"

"Water," I said. "I drink a lot of water. Eat a lot of fresh fruit. And I do a lot of yoga." I'd never done yoga. I rarely drank water. "It really helps with the collagen."

"And I heard you were in the hospital, maybe," Leon said hesitantly. "That there was some issue regarding—"

"Oh, no," I said. "That. No. Not a hospital. It's crazy how rumors spread. That was like a retreat I did. Like an ashram?" I'd never been to an ashram. I'd had something like a nervous breakdown and had ended up in the hospital. "Now can I ask you something?"

"Okay," Leon said agreeably. "Sure."

"Why me?" I asked. "'Cause you know I'm one of the most expensive detectives in the world. And with travel expenses and everything. And the rumors."

Leon frowned and sighed. "Well, I asked around, and people said you were the best."

"That's true," I said. "I am."

"So what do we do now?" Leon asked. "I don't really know how this is supposed to work. Do you need to talk to his friends or anything like that?"

"No," I said. "Not yet."

"Do you want to talk to the police?" Leon asked. "I mean, they did try, so—"

"No," I said.


 "Do you want a list of suspects? 'Cause you know, as a lawyer, he made a lot of enemies, so I figured—"

"No thanks," I said. "No. I'm not that kind of detective."

"So. What are you going to do?"

"I'm going to wait," I said. "I'm going to wait, and see what happens."

Leon frowned.

"Oh," he said. "Oh."

 


When the waiter brought the bill he dropped it on the floor next to the table, and when he picked it up a rumpled, dirty little piece of paper was stuck to the fake leather wallet. It was a business card. I picked it up. On the card was a poorly drawn picture of a bird flying over rooftops.

NINTH WARD CONSTRUCTION, it said. WE CAN DO IT!

Underneath was an address in the Lower Ninth Ward and a phone number. It wasn't constructing anything now.

I turned it over. A name was written in ballpoint pen on the back. Underneath was a message: Frank. Call me I can help!

I put the card carefully in my wallet and put it in my purse.

The first clue.
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IN MY ROOM that night I looked over the file I'd started on Vic Willing. On the inside front cover of the file I'd taped a picture of Vic I'd printed out from the Bar Association website. Vic was fifty-six, male, white, formerly blond, now silver-haired, five-ten—which was taller in New Orleans than in, say, San Francisco or New York—fit enough, good-looking enough, blue-eyed, and wearing an expensive tie. I suspected that he always wore expensive ties.

Also in his file I had his last three credit card statements, banking records for six months, e-mails from his easy-to-hack e-mail account, and medical records. Vic had high blood pressure and high cholesterol, common enough, especially here. Elevated PSA levels could have meant something, but his prostate health hardly mattered now.

As for his shopping, well, his ties were expensive, a hundred bucks a pop. So were his hats, his suits, his shoes—even his underwear was silk. He went to expensive restaurants and hotel bars a few nights a week, probably to meet with other lawyers. His e-mails were just as predictable, concerning work, meetings, and occasional social events with friends. He wasn't married and never had been. The society columns occasionally showed him at fundraisers, where he went with friends or friends' wives or other lawyers. I figured he was gay.

A few days ago I'd sent out e-mails to detectives I knew and lawyers I knew and people I knew from New Orleans. It turned out plenty of people I knew knew Vic Willing, had met him or spoken to him or knew someone who had. Their answers were in the file.

 A prince, most people said. A really good guy. Really good. Generous. Always had time for you, at least a little, considering how valuable his time was. There was the time he bailed his adversary, the defense lawyer Hal Sherman, out of OPP, the notorious Orleans Parish Prison. There was the pro bono consulting work he did on the Shimmel case, on his own time, and there was the job he'd gotten for Harry Terrebone when he got out of rehab and no one else would touch him. He even volunteered, when time allowed, mentoring the young men of New Orleans and encouraging them to abandon their murderous ways. Stay in school, kids. Don't use drugs. Murder is bad. Et cetera.

He was my go-to guy at the DA's office, one retired NOPD cop wrote in an e-mail. The only one you could deal with. You know what they're like. But Vic was different. You could really talk to him. The cops and the DAs in New Orleans had a long-running feud. It was like the Hat fields and the McCoys. Except when the bullets went flying, it was everyone else who got shot.

Rumors of bribes and corruption hounded the DA's office. Those kinds of accusations were commonplace in any law enforcement bureau—after all, even the most honest agents of the law made mistakes, and people who really did commit crimes didn't like to admit it. And all departments had their bad apples. But in New Orleans most of the apples were bad and most of the accusations were true. Bribery and corruption were everyday business here.

But none of the accusations tainted Vic Willing. An honest lawyer, another detective I knew wrote. If there is such a thing.

If I were a cop I'd look at Leon for offing Vic. But I was no cop. Leon could probably kill someone if circumstances called for it—most people could. But I didn't see Leon having the organizational talents he would have needed to pull this off.

Vic's banking records were long but dull. A lot of deposits and a lot of withdrawals. He made a semi-decent income at the district attorney's office, but his fancy ties were financed by inheritances. His father, Tolliver Willing, had invested well in real estate and left all of his holdings to his only son, Vic. Leon's mother, Vivian—Vic's sister—had married a musician and was largely cut out of the family fortunes for her bad judgment. Wisely, Vic hadn't sold any of the properties he'd inherited, and was still collecting rent on five residential buildings in the Garden District and the French Quarter when he died. Now they were all Leon's. They were all high and dry and their value had doubled in the past few years. Real estate values had been rising quickly before the storm, and even faster since, now that there was so little real estate left.

 I looked at Vic's cases, or what I'd been able to find in the past few days. I'd make a more detailed review later if I needed to. Vic was a prosecutor. Like most New Orleans prosecutors, he won plenty of small cases and lost almost all the big ones. It was nearly impossible to get witnesses to testify in cases of big drug deals or murder because the witnesses knew that, conviction or no, they'd be killed for testifying. No major drug dealer acted alone. Even if the accused was sentenced and locked up—unlikely—one of his compatriots would settle the score. Further, the police department was renowned around the world for its incompetence and its inability to work with other agencies, as was the DA's office. Between the two of them big cases just didn't work. New Orleans' labyrinthine legal system, based on the Napoleonic Code, didn't help matters. Put it all together and New Orleans had both the highest murder rate and one of the lowest conviction rates in the country.

Of 161 murders in New Orleans in the past year, only one murderer had been successfully prosecuted and convicted. Talk about unlucky—160 of your pals go free and you go to Angola.

"No, I never ask, 'Why me?'" Silette said in his last interview, after his daughter, Belle, had disappeared. "Because every day of my life before, I had asked, 'Why not me?' Now it all makes perfect sense that I should be as miserable as everybody else."

***


 I got everything back in the file and put away in a dresser drawer. From my suitcase I took a little muslin pouch that had five I Ching coins inside. I threw the coins on the bed. Constance Darling, my teacher, taught me the five-coin method long ago.

Hexagram 25. I looked it up in the old, tattered paperback she'd given me, one of five books I'd packed for the trip: the five-coin I Ching Manual; Silette's Détection; Poison Orchids of Siberia: A Visionary Interpretation; a book on the witchcraft practices of Northern Mexico; and a paperback novel to read on the plane.

 


Hexagram 25: Snake on the mountain. The snake swallows his own tail and is never satiated. When the queen weeps, the rice weeps with her. A good man feeds rice to the snake, and at last he is full. A home without rice is a home without joy.


 


I picked up the phone and called Leon.

"I'd like to see where Vic lived," I said. "Can we do that tomorrow?"

"Well, no," Leon said. "I'm helping this guy I know gut his house in Mid-City. But we could do it the next day. Sure. Great."
 
"Great," I said.

"Great," Leon said. "And hey. Listen. Could we make a time limit for phone calls? Maybe, you know, ten or eleven?"

I looked at the clock. It was 1:11 A.M.

"Sorry," I said. "But no. I don't think that will work."

 


When I got off the phone with Leon I called Frank from Ninth Ward Construction. I dialed the number from the card I'd found in Napoleon House.

We can do it! I can help!

Maybe we can. Maybe he could.

The number was disconnected.

 


From my purse I dug out a magnifying glass and looked more closely at the photo of Vic I'd taped to the file. In plain sight his tie had little green dots on it. Under the magnifying glass I saw it was an animal of some kind. I got a stronger magnifying glass.

 The dots were little green parrots, hundreds of them. Case #113, I wrote across the top of the file. The Case of the Green Parrot.
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THERE ARE NO innocent victims," wrote Jacques Silette. "The victim selects his role as carefully and unconsciously as the policeman, the detective, the client, or the villain. Each chooses his role and then forgets this, sometimes for many lifetimes, until one comes along who can remind him. This time you may be the villain or the victim. The next time your roles may switch.

"It is only a role. Try to remember."

 


Silette wrote one book, Détection, in 1959. Jacques Silette was a genius. So I thought. So a few thousand others around the world thought too. Most people thought he was a liar or an idiot or a fraud or had never heard of him at all. I could forgive the people who'd never heard of him. I wasn't sure about the rest.

Silette's own history was murky. He wasn't especially secretive, just bored by things he already knew. He spent nearly all of his life in Paris. He was born sometime between 1900 and 1910 and became a detective sometime between 1930 and 1940. What is known is that by 1945 he'd solved the famous robbery of the Banque Française and recovered the rarer-than-rare first edition of Vidocq's memoir that had been missing since 1929. We American dicks have it easy, with dozens of murders a day to choose from. The French have to settle for book heists and bank robberies.


 I'd moved to New Orleans in 1994 to work for Constance Darling, the detective. She was a former student of Silette's; student, friend, collaborator, lover. I left New Orleans when she was murdered nearly three years later. Constance had spent the late fifties and early sixties in Paris with Silette and then, for reasons I didn't know, abruptly broke it off and moved back to New Orleans. When she left, Silette took up with another student, this one even younger than Constance. For a genius, he was pretty happy, or so it seemed. But his happiness wouldn't last. It never does.

"Happiness is the temporary result of denying the knowledge one already has," Silette wrote. "Once one knows what one knows—once one knows the solution to his mysteries—happiness is besides the point. But in rare cases, something much better can bloom."

But nothing better bloomed for Silette. On a trip to the United States in 1973, Silette returned to his hotel room in New York City after giving a lecture to find his young wife, Marie, only twenty-four years old, drugged unconscious. Their daughter, Belle, was gone. Only two years old, Belle was Silette's only child, and he adored her. A few years later Marie, who had never been entirely stable, died from what the doctors called "unknown causes": grief.

No one ever saw Belle again. Silette never solved his own greatest mystery. He never found the smallest clue, not the hint of a solution. The great detective went on, but not for long. By 1980 he too was dead, his heart broken, chipped away from every direction—daughter gone, wife gone, work practically forgotten by the few who had ever remembered to begin with.

Constance told me all this late at night over coffee at her kitchen table in New Orleans, in her big house in the Garden District. Constance wasn't much for emotional displays, but she had tears in her eyes as she told me about losing the people she'd loved. Silette had enemies, she told me. Criminals he'd put away, rival detectives, philosophers and psychoanalysts who resented his theories.

"When a person disappears," Silette wrote in Détection, "the detective must look at what she took with her when she left—not only the material items, but what is gone without her; what she carries with her to the underworld; what words will go unspoken; what no longer exists if she is made to disappear."

 Twenty-odd years after he wrote Détection, in his last interview, Silette was asked his own question: What had disappeared when his daughter vanished?

"My happiness," he answered. Silette never spoke publicly again.
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ON MY SECOND day in New Orleans I still needed to get a car. I'd planned to do it the day before, but I'd missed my flight from San Francisco to New Orleans and had had to book a later one. I'd gotten to the airport with plenty of time, but I got pulled aside and searched by the TSA folks and asked some questions. Never take a case involving people who can put you on the no-fly list.

"The detective will never be thanked for revealing the truth," Silette wrote. "He will be despised, doubted, abhorred, spat upon. There will be no parades, no flowers, no medals for him. His only reward will be the awful, unbearable truth itself. If that is not enough, he is in the wrong line of work, and must rethink his calling altogether."

In a car rental place by the Convention Center I tried to rent a car. I ended up renting a truck. A big white pickup truck with four wheels across the back, in case I needed to veer off-road and up a mountain to run over some wild game, maybe, or dip into a valley to scout out a source of fire. I'm sure it happens all the time in Gretna.

"This our most popular model," the woman at the counter recited in a monotone Louisiana accent. "Everybody want the truck."

"But I don't want a truck," I said to the woman. "I want a car."


 "We outta cars," she said, not looking at me. "We only got the truck. You want it?"

At home in San Francisco I drove a two-door Mercedes coupe from 1978. It would fit on the back of the truck with room to spare.

"No," I said. "But I'll take it."

In my big fat truck I put on WWOZ and drove in a spiral through the city. The damage started about fifteen blocks away from the "sliver by the river," as people now called the high ground by the Mississippi. That was the oldest part of the city, and the part most likely to be visited by tourists. The sliver was like New Orleans always was. An average tourist visiting the city wouldn't notice much difference. I saw a few collapsed porches, the occasional missing roof, a few abandoned cars turned into garbage dumps. Some of it was storm damage and some of it, no doubt, was just damage.

Past the high and dry sliver was an intermediate zone, the areas where the water only visited, leaving quickly and never coming too high. Services were obviously spotty: most street lights were dark and trash was piled high. Some houses were crumbling down toward death, some were on their way up toward rehab. Signs with letters missing told the story: lots of OTELS and HOT BO LED CRA FISH and AWN SH PS. In the intermediate zone I started to see the marks spray-painted on houses: circles with X's through them, numbers and letters in the hollows of the X. Some of the spray paintings were obvious— 1 dead, 2 cats, 3 live—but some were mysterious, cryptic: 1×3. TC5.

Maybe they'd borrowed the letters from the signs; maybe if someone put them back in, all could be repaired.

After a few more blocks I saw the first apartment complexes without walls, furnished rooms exposed, like a dollhouse. Here was a bedroom, there a kitchen, here someone's living room frozen in time. Mixed in were block after block of little wood shotguns, every fourth or fifth house collapsed in a pile of rubble, houses tilted this way or that, ready to give up and tumble down at any minute. Whole blocks of housing projects stood boarded up and empty, some because of the flood, some closed for years.


 People were few and far between. I saw some cleaning their houses or walking toward the functioning strips of the city. I saw more sitting on porches, doing what people do when they're overwhelmed. Just trying to think of where to begin was enough to make you sit back down and not get up. But the main occupants of the intermediate zone were drug dealers and their customers. The boys coming in and out of abandoned shotguns and cottages openly carried weapons in their waistbands, barely concealed under oversize jeans and big sweatshirts and thin, billowy white T-shirts. There was no secret to what they were doing.

Their customers were relatively diverse, many of them white, many black, a few Latino, a good number in big pickups with four wheels across the rear like mine, almost all with Texas plates. I didn't know if that meant they were from Texas, here to capitalize on the rebuilding, or if they were locals who bought cars while they were evacuated in Houston, or if people registered their cars in Texas because of Louisiana's sky-high insurance rates. I figured you could get pretty much all the basics here; cocaine in various forms, heroin, maybe meth, possibly pot, although that could be a separate, indoor industry.

The dealers were not diverse. They were all young men between thirteen and twenty-five, all black, and all wearing white T-shirts or white undershirts and huge jeans that hung down to display fancy boxer shorts, sometimes two pairs. Some wore parkas or large hooded sweatshirts to protect from the cold. Most had gold caps on some or all of their teeth. Most had their hair done in twists or braids of one kind or another that ranged from four to six inches long, although a minority wore neat, longer dreadlocks. They were as similar as Wall Street brokers in gray flannel suits or white-coated doctors in a hospital or Marines in uniform—and like those other people in uniform, their sameness subdued something in them, made them forget a piece of themselves. Something that should have been in their eyes wasn't there.

I drove up toward the lake, through Broadmoor and Mid-City to Lakeview. The streets got quieter until the quiet was a roar, eerie and deafening. Here the buildings had a ring around them where the water peaked and sat for a few days before receding. With each block the yellowish-brown water line was higher and higher. It went from the stairs to above the porch to the windows to above the windows, and then there was nothing for it leave a mark on except the trees.

 The damage didn't end. It seemed like it should be over, and then on the next block it was worse: buildings missing walls, houses pushed by the force of the water into other houses, cars on top of cars, blocks of houses half collapsed, boats on sidewalks, parking lots of cars covered with the chalky white dust the dirty water left. It had been more than a year since the storm. But on some blocks it was as if nothing had happened since then; literally nothing, not even a breeze or a rainfall or a bird or even a breath.

I drove back down Carrolton. Near the highway I found a flooded, abandoned strip mall. I pulled into the parking lot, and it was hard to imagine that it was ever much less dreary than it was now, with its dollar store and discount beauty supply store and fast food chicken joint and payday loan office and check casher. At each corner of the parking lot was the concrete base of what used to be a streetlight, probably broken long before the storm.

Since I'd been in New Orleans I'd noticed that nearly every car I saw was like mine: a big, shiny new oversize pickup or four-by-four in white or silver, the offspring of drowned cars and FEMA checks and hysteria. But each car or truck had at least one scar: a crushed fender, smashed head- or taillight, a deeply dented side panel or hood or door. People still drove like they were in an emergency: weaving in and out of lanes, driving fast, stopping faster, still trying to outrun the storm. My unblemished truck stuck out like a sore thumb.

If there was anyone within half a mile, I hadn't seen them. I checked my seat belt and tightened it up a bit. Then I started up the truck and drove around the parking lot in figure eights and then in circles, building up a tiny bit of speed with each turn, staying under thirty miles an hour so I wouldn't set off the air-bags. I made one more loop and didn't turn and drove right into the base of the streetlight in the corner of the parking lot. Instead of bracing myself I softened every part of my body, and when the truck hit the concrete it was like riding a wave as it broke. I heard a satisfying crush of steel and glass.

 The car set off an alarm to let everyone know it had hurt itself. I turned it off and got out of the car to see the damage. A chunk of concrete had crumbled off the lamppost base, leaving the dead wiring poking out like bones and veins. On the car there was a dent as big as a deer in the front fender, surrounded by a constellation of little mini-dents and bumps and scrapes.

Now I looked normal. Or as much as I ever would.

 


I drove back down to a gas station on Magazine Street and Washington for some water and snacks for my hotel room. I parked outside the lot on Washington. When I got out with my water and nuts and Chick-o-Sticks, two boys were leaning on the driver's side door of my truck. The boys were about eighteen, wearing the standard uniform of oversize jeans and black hooded zip-front sweatshirts. One had his sleeves pushed up and I saw tattoos on his forearms and hands, number-letter combinations that I knew stood for neighborhoods and gangs and housing projects but looked as random as the markings on the houses: 3MP, 7WB.

The taller boy had short hair and a beautiful face with big, sad, liquid brown eyes. The shorter boy had neat dreadlocks just past his shoulders, and dark skin. His face would have been gentle and friendly if he'd let it. But he was trying hard to make it mean, although he couldn't quite pull it off. Under his sweatshirt the boy with dreadlocks had on a white T-shirt with a photo of another teenage boy on it, hands thrown up in the mudras of neighborhood codes and gang symbols. The picture was framed in a printed frame made of thousand-dollar bills. KWAME "PEANUT" SINCLAIR, it said. 1990–2006. LOVE U 4-EVER.

"Excuse me," I said. "My truck."

The boy with dreadlocks smiled like the cat who'd swallowed the canary, and stepped away. He tried to look mean but he just looked goofy. A funny, goofy kid with a nine-millimeter under his billowy white shirt.

 The taller one didn't step away. He stayed where he was and looked at me and didn't smile.

I stood and looked at him. He was about my size and much, much stronger. Under his baggy clothes I could see the outline of a young, strong body. But if he could generate the energy to throw a punch, I'd be shocked. He looked like he was sleepwalking.

I figured he was looking for someone to take his life. I didn't want it.

Me and the boy looked at each other.

"You oughta thank him," Dreadlock Boy said, eyes bright, with an accent so thick I could barely understand him.

Suicide Boy and I looked at each other. The gray sky hung low above us.

"Yeah?" I asked. "Why's that?"

"He guardin' your truck for you," Dreadlock Boy said.

Suicide Boy looked at me. End it, his eyes said. Do it. Now.

I didn't say anything. I knew that look.

"It's true," Dreadlock Boy insisted. "He put a blessing on it for you. Now it's like, consecreted."

I figured he meant consecr Ated, but consecr Eted was pretty good too. A secretion that consecrates. I looked at my truck. There was a puddle under the front tire. The tire was wet. I figured Suicide Boy had peed on it. Consecreted it was.

Dreadlock Boy smiled. Suicide Boy didn't. He kept looking at me, hoping today might be the day he'd be put out of his misery.

It wasn't. Not as far as I was concerned.

"Hey," Dreadlock Boy said. "What those tattoos mean?" I have a dozen or so tattoos, but he could see only two: T on my left wrist and K on my right.

"I don't remember," I said. "I was drunk."

I walked around the truck to the passenger side and unlocked the car and got in. While I did, Suicide Boy finally pushed himself off the driver's side door and stepped away. I climbed into the driver's seat and started the truck and pulled out without looking at the two boys again, letting the small event die a natural death.

 In my rearview mirror I saw the boys standing on the street. Dreadlock Boy was laughing. Suicide Boy wasn't.

 


As I drove back downtown I called a crime reporter I knew at the Times Picayune to see if he knew anything about Vic Willing.

"Hey!" I said. "Jimmy! It's Claire DeWitt."

He laughed. "Oh my God. Seriously, who is this?"

"Claire," I said. "Jimmy, it's Claire. I'm in the city."

"No, seriously," he said. "Come on. Who is this?"

"Really," I insisted, wondering if I was right. "It's me. DeWitt."

"Oh my God," he said. "For real? Seriously. You're actually calling me? On the phone? This is actually Claire DeWitt?"

"Yes," I said, less sure than ever that I was, in fact, Claire DeWitt. "It's me. Listen, I know we didn't quite—"

"Oh my God," he said again. "This is rich. This is truly fucking rich. Claire DeWitt. Oh my fucking God."

"Yeah, so I was thinking, I could really use your—"

"Oh, no. No. Absolutely not. I don't even know why I'm talking to you. No. I'm sorry, but no. I really shouldn't even be talking to you. You know that, don't you? In fact, I'm not talking to you. Goodbye."

He hung up.

It went better than I expected.
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MY HOTEL WAS guaranteed to come with free wireless. FREE WI-FI, their website said. When I reserved my room, I double-checked.

"You have wireless, right?" I'd asked.

"Absolutely," the clerk assured me. "All of our rooms come equipped with free wireless Internet."

The Internet service hadn't worked for more than three minutes at a time since I'd been there.

"It's cocks" the clerk told me. At first I thought he was describing the men behind the broken wireless service. Later I find out he was talking about Cox, the Internet service provider. "They're really difficult to deal with. Cox. They just screw you."

After a few false starts the next morning I found a coffee shop on Frenchman Street that had wireless—not through their own service, which was similarly screwed by Cox, but from the bicycle shop next door.

"Cox loves them," the girl in the coffee shop told me bitterly as she made my espresso. "Cox always fixes their stuff first."

 


I had plans to meet Leon at Vic's apartment at three. I got there at two-thirty and parked the truck across the street and watched. Vic's place was on lower Bourbon Street, near the edge of the Quarter, an old Spanish-style apartment complex from the early 1800s. The block was quiet; the noise and crowds and vomit of upper Bourbon, a few blocks away, didn't reach here. I'd forgotten that in New Orleans every block was its own world; block by block was how locals described their city, good and bad. This block was a quiet one, entirely residential on the face of it, although you could bet at least a few illegal enterprises lurked behind the Spanish exteriors. Even the clip-clop of the horse-drawn carriage tours sounded far away. The street was picked up and the sidewalks swept clean.

 I walked up and down the street and back to Vic's building. Through the gate I saw a courtyard dominated by a pool. Around the pool were a few metal tables with chairs, and bougainvillea and bamboo grew around the perimeter. On a sunny day it was probably nice. Today it was cold and empty. At three-twenty Leon showed up. I met him by the gate and he let us in. Vic's apartment was on the second floor.

Houses are like people, only less annoying. To take them in you start with the big and work your way down to the small. First I walked through the apartment, looking, with Leon trailing behind. It was swank. Antique furniture, spotlessly clean aside from seventeen months' worth of dust, everything tasteful and neat and magazine-ready. Newish appliances in the kitchen and a hole where the refrigerator had been. Leon told me that's as far as he'd gotten in cleaning out the place. Thank God. Losing the refrigerator was bad enough.

There was a bedroom, an office, a living room, a dining room, and the kitchen. The office was the only room that had any personality. The personality was "I work a lot." Neat stacks of papers were piled on the desk. I flipped through them. Money stuff and work stuff, none of it interesting.

I walked through the whole place. Then I did it again, only more slowly, and then again, slower still. Nothing happened. In the kitchen were two sets of dishes, one for special occasions and one for every day. I asked Leon what happened to all the food.

"Well, they made us throw out the fridge," he said. "And the rest of it..." He frowned. "I don't know. I guess he ate out a lot."


 "No soup?" I asked. "No crackers?" Everyone has a can of soup in the cabinets somewhere. Everyone has a can of something they thought they would want and then didn't want but won't throw away because it's perfectly good food.

Leon shrugged.

I went through the apartment again. In the bathroom cabinets I found a variety of prescription drugs dating back to 1995, including a pretty recent and nearly full bottle of Vicodin, which I stuck in my purse along with some penicillin and an almost-empty bottle of Valium. All three were prescribed by a DDS.

"Nothing interesting in here," I told Leon, swallowing a Valium. He sat on the sofa and turned on the TV, ignoring me.

It isn't enough to open drawers and look in closets and open the medicine chest. Everyone knows that you'll do that. Everyone knows that someday, someone will look in their medicine chest. Everyone knows that someday, someone will look in the locked desk drawer, the safe, the box under the bed. I'd look through all Vic's hiding spots, but I knew all I'd find there is what he thought was important. And people are usually wrong about what's important. If I wanted to find out what was really important I needed to look for the places he forgot about. What was so familiar that he didn't think to hide it? What slipped into the cracks of the house—in between the sofa cushions, behind the refrigerator? What had he left in the sink? What was next to the bed? Why these books? Out of millions of books in the world, why did Vic choose to keep these here in his office? The less books a person had, the less the books had to say. Not enough of a sample to observe patterns. One cookbook out of five books meant much less than twenty out of a hundred.

But Vic was easy. There were two cases, fiction and non-, almost all hardcovers. I skimmed the bookshelves. Most of Dickens, all of Flaubert and Zola, all of Poe, and the complete Mark Twain, all in decent editions. I pulled a copy of Thérèse Raquin off the shelf. Its cloth cover stuck to Nana on one side and Germinal on the other. I cracked the book open and it creaked. Vic hadn't read any of them. A decorator or bookseller had stocked the shelves for him.


 In the nonfiction case Vic Willing had a manual for his computer, a manual for his car, and about a hundred books about New Orleans. These looked like someone had actually read them. They were roughly organized by topic: cookbooks, history, politics, architecture. At the end were about ten books on Mardi Gras Indians, also known as Black Indians or Indian gangs.

The Indians were groups of people—mostly black, mostly men—in New Orleans who on Mardi Gras and Saint Joseph's Day and other mysterious occasions got together to play music and dance and chant in their own strange language. They were not Native Americans. Some Indians, like Bo Dollis, were such good musicians that they went professional. In America no one knew who they were, but in Europe and Asia—and in their own neighborhoods in New Orleans—they were stars. The Indians organized themselves into tribes with names like the Wild Magnolias and the White Hawks. Within the tribe were ceremonial, ritualized rankings and jobs and positions. The Spy Boy from each tribe would go ahead and arrange or avoid encounters with other tribes, the Witch Doctor was the spiritual leader of the tribe, and the Big Chief was, obviously, the Big Chief. On holidays they dressed up in costumes that were somewhat Indian but more Vegas: sequined, beaded, and feathered.

I'd been fascinated by the Indians when I lived there, but never understood them. Constance had Indian friends, but she wouldn't introduce me.

"They're touchy," she explained. "Complicated."

I'd seen Indian practice, far away from the tourists and months away from Mardi Gras, just a group of men together in a dirty park in New Orleans, chanting and playing instruments. It was ten years ago. I'd just got the news that Constance had been killed, and I was driving around the city for no reason at all, taking in what I could before I left. Without her there was no reason to stay. I was near Shakespeare Park when I heard their drumming, and I circled into the park, hoping to catch a glimpse of them.

The men huddled together, some with cowbells and blocks and tambourines, tapping out a beat as they sang. One man stood in the center, his eyes rolled up to heaven, whites shaking under the pink of his eyelids, calling out a chant.

 But then the men saw me watching and the practice broke up. The chanting died down, and the men each went in a different direction, and by the time I got out of my car it was as if no one had been there at all.

Most of what the men chanted was in their own Indian language, but a few words were in English.

Sister Constance,

Sister Constance,

You left us all too soon...

 


Apparently Vic had been fascinated by the Indians too, or at least interested. I got a chair and looked on top of the bookshelf. Nothing. As long as I was up there I looked around the room. Nothing but dust.

Under the sideboard was the safe. I craned my head and looked under the desk. There was the combination, scotch-taped to the underside: 8–18-85. I looked at the serial number on the safe. It was the date he bought it.

Inside was another disappointment. A crappy .22 revolver that was practically frozen from rust and less than a grand in cash. I left it open for Leon.

I settled down at Vic's desk. There were some papers on the desk, not filed yet, and I went through those first. Nothing interesting. I turned on the computer. It was nearly empty. Weather, TV schedule, more weather, and sites for three different Mardi Gras krewes. His e-mail was boring and work-related or boring and personal. He was invited to a lot of dinner parties. He didn't go to many.

That was it for the office. I asked Leon if I could use the house keys for a minute. He looked confused but said yes.

I took the keys and left the house and walked down to the corner. Then I stopped, turned, and walked back. Nice block, lots of cute houses, swanky apartment buildings like Vic's, gardens with bougainvillea and banana trees, lots of bright fresh paint. His building didn't have parking, so likely Vic would often have to park a block or more away. Every day Vic would walk down this block, see these gardens, and those cute houses, and then get to his house. His house stood up well by comparison. It was as nice as any in the neighborhood.

 I let myself in. Stopped and chatted with a few imaginary people by the pool. I looked at the concrete floor of the courtyard. No bullet marks.

I said goodbye to my imaginary neighbors and climbed the stairs. I opened the door to the house and put the keys on the little antique table placed by the door for just that reason. I looked at Leon, who'd turned on the TV.

"Shoot me," I said.

Leon lifted up his hand into the shape of a gun and shot me. I fell back. I rolled over and looked at the floor where I'd fallen. Nothing. No gunshot, no stab marks, no blood.

"Can you do me a favor?" I asked.

Leon looked unsure. "Of course. Sure. It depends."

"Can you go outside and ring the doorbell?"

Leon looked relieved and went outside. I sat on the sofa. He rang the doorbell. I didn't answer. He rang it again. I flipped through channels on TV. Leon rang the doorbell again. This time I stood up, walked to the door, and answered.

"Oh my God," I said. "It's you."

Leon smiled, getting into the swing of things. Everybody loves a mystery.

"And I have a gun," he said.

"You're threatening me," I said. I took a few steps back.

"Yes," Leon said. "I'm making threats with the gun. Real threats with a real gun."

I thought for a moment. Leon kept his gun hand fixed on me.

"He would have turned," I said. "And run toward his gun."

I turned toward the office.

"Bang," Leon said behind me.


 "Bang," I repeated. I crouched down and looked at the floor. No bullets, no scars.

"Do you have a metal detector?" I asked Leon.

"Ah, no," Leon said.

Sometimes I don't get people. For people like Leon it was always someone else's job to bring the metal detector or the magnifying glass or pony up the fingerprint dust. In any case, it was unlikely Vic was shot in the house. No blood, no bullets, nothing out of place.

I left and walked around the block again and thought about nothing. When I came back my mind was fresh. I opened the door and started again. Leon was sitting on the sofa watching Love Connection.

"You kept the cable on?" I asked.

"No," Leon said. "Just the power. They just never shut it off."

I put my keys and some imaginary mail down on the little antique table by the door. I took off my boots and went to the bathroom. I went to the kitchen and pretended to look for something to eat. With my imaginary snack, I went back to the living room.

That was when I saw it. Something in the living room was off. I stood and looked at the room for a few minutes before I saw what it was.

It was the furniture. The furniture arrangement was off. In a traditional-swanky place like Vic's, the living room should have been symmetrical. But it wasn't.

The sofa was good and centered. One wing chair sat off to the side at a proportionate distance. But the other wing chair was off, a good two feet away from where it should have been.

"Did you move this chair?" I asked Leon.

"Uh, no," he said. "Was I supposed to?"

I picked up the chair and checked the rug underneath it. The dents were deep. This chair lived here.

I sat in the chair. If Leon looked straight ahead he saw the TV. But if I looked straight ahead I saw the bedroom.


 No. Not the bedroom. The bedroom window. I looked around, changed position. There was nothing to see from this chair except the bedroom window.

I got up and went to the bedroom window. It had a little terrace that faced Bourbon Street. It was just big enough for two or three people to stand on. Next to it, coming up from the street, was a live oak tree. In the corner of the tiny terrace was a dead, potted bottle palm.

I stepped through the window to the terrace. I stood still and quiet and closed my eyes. It was cold, and at first I shivered, but I breathed slowly until I wasn't shivering anymore and I was just there.

I heard cars far away. Sirens. Three blocks from here a Dalmatian-Lab mix barked, twice. I heard children crying. Bass-heavy rap shaking a car. The pop of a gun on North Rampart Street. The everyday sounds of the city.

There was a clue here. I could feel it, like vertigo or a sunspot.

Clues are the most misunderstood part of detection. Novice detectives think it's about finding clues. But detective work is about recognizing clues.

Clues are everywhere. But only some can see.

I took a deep breath through my nose. I smelled food from the restaurant next door, smoke from a fireplace nearby, death, dirt from the potted plant—and something else. I breathed in again. Something grainy and earthy and good but musty, musky.

I opened my eyes. I went to the corner of the terrace and pushed aside the dead palm. Behind it was a wooden bird feeder. Underneath was a little pile of black earth. I took a pinch of the earth and sniffed it.

This was what I'd smelled. Decomposed sunflower seeds. The feeder had fallen off of the live oak tree next to it.

"Erk."

I looked up. In the tree, two or three feet away from me, was a small green parrot. He was about eight inches tall and a brilliant jungle green, with a creamy white beak. Under his wings two blue feathers peeked out, one on each side. His little feet gripped the branch, and he swayed slightly, as if he were drunk. But his eyes were sharp and sober.

 The bird cocked his head and looked at me.

"Erk?" he said.

We looked at each other.

"Restaurant's closed, buddy," I said. "Time to get a job."

But the bird didn't move. He only looked at me with his funny little head moving from side to side. He looked like a clown with fat little clown pants on.

Each clue you find is like a new pair of eyes. Now I looked around the street, and in the trees nearby I saw more birds: finches, pigeons, a female cardinal, a grackle on the ground by the door to the building. I hadn't seen them before. But they were there.

I went back inside.

"He fed birds," I said to Leon. Leon was still on the sofa. Love Connection had morphed into Family Feud.

Leon made a little face of disgust. People in New Orleans have a thing about birds.

"Oh. I forgot about that," he said. "Those parrots. I think they've got some program going on to get rid of them. They're an inverted species or whatever you call it."

"Invasive," I said. "So are we."

"Yeah. They eat crops," Leon said.

"Unlike us," I said.

He frowned. "They're dirty," he said. "They spread disease."

I looked at him.

"They're from—" he began, then stopped. "They live in—"

"I heard some of 'em are communists," I said. "Watch out. Do you mind if I take fingerprints?"

"Fingerprints?" Leon said, confused. "They have fingers?"

"Uh, no," I said. "Well, maybe. But not from the parrots. From the house."

"Oh," he said. "I guess not. Knock yourself out."

From my bag I found a black leatherette case about the size of a composition book. I put the case on the coffee table and took out a small glass jar of black powder, a camelhair brush, and a little book of sticky plastic pages, each page backed with stiff white paper.

 First I needed a control print: Vic Willing's. I could probably find one online—in most states lawyers had to leave their prints on file with some regulating body or other—but there was no Internet service nearby and it would be a hassle in any case, so instead I found Vic's toothbrush and hairbrush. Carrying them with my fingernails, I brought them back to the coffee table and dusted them with the black powder. Prints bloomed under the powder like roses. I tore off a few sheets from the book of sticky paper. Carefully I peeled the clear sticky stuff from the white backing and pressed it to the handle of the hairbrush, and then spread it back across the white backing. There were a bunch of smudges and one perfect print. I did the same on the toothbrush. I got another perfect print.

Next I took prints from some spots around the house a visitor was likely to touch, labeling them as I went. The doorknobs. The refrigerator. The safe. The television—you'd be surprised how many murderers put the TV on before or after they kill someone. And the bird feeder. I put all my little papers in an envelope and stuck them in my purse.

I had a feeling there was more to the apartment than I'd seen. Vic had held secrets here. People bury things in their houses, things they can't get rid of but can't take with them. They aren't physical but they exist all the same. All houses are haunted. Some by the past or the future, some by the present.

I went to the bedroom and turned off the lights and lay down in Vic's bed. The sheets were crisp and possibly ironed and not very comfortable. I let my breathing slow down and my mind drain until I was almost asleep.

Almost immediately I sat up and got out of bed. What I'd felt wasn't rest or peace. It was struggle.

Vic was at war with himself. But so are most of us. It was ugly. But it wasn't much of a clue.

I asked Leon if I could hold on to the keys so I could come back and look for more clues if I needed to.

He said no.


 "It's just that I only have one set," he said, shuffling in place a little. "It's not that I don't trust you," he clarified.
 
"It's just that you don't trust me," I said.
 
He hemmed and hawed a little before I let him off the hook.
 
"It's okay," I lied. "You will."
 
"I'm sure," he said. "I will."
 
He was lying too.




End of sample
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