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         Behold! The Big Easy in all its wicked splendor!

         
         Frank Guidry paused at the corner of Toulouse to bask in the neon furnace glow. He’d lived in New Orleans the better part
            of his thirty-seven years on earth, but the dirty glitter and sizzle of the French Quarter still hit his bloodstream like
            a drug. Yokels and locals, muggers and hustlers, fire-eaters and magicians. A go-go girl was draped over the wrought-iron
            rail of a second-floor balcony, one boob sprung free from her sequined negligee and swaying like a metronome to the beat of
            the jazz trio inside. Bass, drums, piano, tearing through “Night and Day.” But that was New Orleans for you. Even the worst
            band in the crummiest clip joint in the city could swing, man, swing.
         

         
         A guy came whipping up the street, screaming bloody murder. Hot on his heels—a woman waving a butcher knife, screaming, too.

         
         Guidry soft-shoed out of their way. The beat cop on the corner yawned. The juggler outside the 500 Club didn’t drop a ball.
            Just another Wednesday night on Bourbon Street.
         

         
         “Come on, fellas!” The go-go girl on the balcony wagged her boob at a pair of drunken sailors. They stood swaying on the curb,
            watching their pal puke into the gutter. “Be a gent and buy a lady a drink!”
         

         
         The sailors leered up at her. “How much?”

         
         “How much you got?”

         
         Guidry smiled. And so the world spins round. The go-go girl had black velvet kitten ears pinned to her bouffant and false
            eyelashes so long that Guidry didn’t know how she could see through them. Maybe that was the point.
         

         
         He turned onto Bienville, easing through the crowd. He wore a gray-on-gray nailhead suit the color of wet asphalt, cut from
            a lightweight wool-silk blend that his tailor ordered in special from Italy. White shirt, crimson tie. No hat. If the president
            of the United States didn’t need a hat, then neither did Guidry.
         

         
         A right on Royal. The bellhop at the Monteleone scrambled to open the door for him. “How’s tricks, Mr. Guidry?”

         
         “Well, Tommy, I’ll tell you,” Guidry said. “I’m too old to learn any new ones, but the old ones still work just fine.”

         
         The Carousel Bar was popping, as usual. Guidry said hello hello hello how’re you how’re you as he worked his way across the room. He shook hands and slapped backs and asked Fat Phil Lorenzo if he’d eaten dinner or
            just the waiter who brought it. That got a laugh. One of the boys who worked for Sam Saia hooked an arm around Guidry’s neck
            and whispered in his ear.
         

         
         “I need to talk to you.”

         
         “Then talk we shall,” Guidry said.

         
         The table in the back corner. Guidry liked the view. One of life’s enduring truths: If something was after you, you wanted
            to see it coming first.
         

         
         A waitress brought him a double Macallan, rocks on the side. Sam Saia’s boy started talking. Guidry sipped his drink and watched
            the action in the room. The men working the girls, the girls working the men. Smiles and lies and glances veiled by smoke.
            A hand sliding up under the hem of a dress, lips brushing against an ear. Guidry loved it. Everyone here looking for an angle
            to work, a tender spot.
         

         
         “We already have the place, Frank, it’s perfect. The guy owns the building, the bar downstairs, he’ll front for peanuts. He
            might as well be giving it to us for free.”
         

         
         “Table games,” Guidry said.

         
         “High class all the way. A real carpet joint. But the cops won’t talk to us. We need you to smooth the way with that asshole
            cop Dorsey. You know how he likes his coffee.”
         

         
         The art of the payoff. Guidry understood each man’s price, the right kicker to close the deal. A girl? A boy? A girl and a
            boy? Lieutenant Dorsey of the Eighth District, as Guidry recalled, had a wife who would appreciate a pair of diamond pendant
            earrings from Adler’s.
         

         
         “You understand that Carlos will have to go along with it,” Guidry said.

         
         “Carlos will go along with it if you tell him it’s a good play, Frank. We’ll give you five points for your piece.”

         
         A redhead at the bar had her eye on Guidry. She liked his dark hair and olive skin, his lean build and dimpled chin, the Cajun
            slant to his green eyes. The slant was how the guineas could tell that Guidry wasn’t one of them.
         

         
         “Five?” Guidry said.

         
         “C’mon, Frank. We’re doing all the work here.”

         
         “Then you don’t need me, do you?”

         
         “Be reasonable.”

         
         Guidry could see the redhead working up her nerve with every slow revolution of the merry-go-round. Her girlfriend egged her
            on. The padded silk back of each seat at the Carousel Bar featured a hand-painted jungle beast. Tiger, elephant, hyena.
         

         
         “Oh, ‘Nature, red in tooth and claw,’” Guidry said.

         
         “What?” Saia’s boy said.

         
         “That’s Lord Tennyson I’m quoting, you uncultured barbarian.”

         
         “Ten points, Frank. Best we can do.”

         
         “Fifteen. And a look at the books whenever the mood strikes. Now, skedaddle.”

         
         Saia’s boy glowered and seethed, but such were the rude realities of supply and demand. Lieutenant Dorsey was the hardest-headed
            cop in New Orleans. Only Guidry had the skill to soften him up.
         

         
         He ordered another scotch. The redhead crushed out her cigarette and strolled over. She had Cleopatra eyes—the latest look—and
            a golden tan. She was a stewardess, maybe, home from a layover in Miami or Vegas. She sat down without asking, impressed with
            her own boldness.
         

         
         “My girlfriend over there told me to stay away from you,” she said.

         
         Guidry wondered how many openers she’d rehearsed in her mind before she picked the winner. “But here you are.”

         
         “My girlfriend says you have some very interesting friends.”

         
         “Well, I’ve plenty of dull ones, too,” Guidry said.

         
         “She says you work for you-know-who,” she said.

         
         “The notorious Carlos Marcello?”

         
         “Is it true?”

         
         “Never heard of him.”

         
         She toyed with the cherry in her drink, making a show of it. She was nineteen, twenty years old. In a couple of years, she’d
            marry the biggest Uptown bank account she could find and settle down. Now, though, she wanted an adventure. Guidry was delighted
            to oblige.
         

         
         “So aren’t you curious?” the redhead said. “Why I didn’t listen to my girlfriend and stay away from you?”

         
         “Because you don’t like it when people tell you that you can’t have something you want,” he said.

         
         She narrowed her eyes, as if he’d snuck a peek in her purse while she wasn’t looking. “I don’t.”

         
         “Neither do I,” Guidry said. “We only get one ride in this life, one time around. If we don’t enjoy every minute of it, if
            we don’t embrace pleasure with open arms, who’s to blame for that?”
         

         
         “I like to enjoy life,” she said.

         
         “I like to hear that.”

         
         “My name is Eileen.”

         
         Guidry saw that Mackey Pagano had entered the bar. Gaunt and gray and unshaven, Mackey looked like he’d been living under
            a rock. He spotted Guidry and jerked his chin at him.
         

         
         Oh, Mackey. His timing was poor. But he had an eye for opportunity and never brought in a deal that didn’t pay.

         
         Guidry stood. “Wait here, Eileen.”

         
         “Where are you going?” she said, surprised.

         
         He crossed the room and gave Mackey a hug. Ye gods. Mackey smelled as bad he looked. He needed a shower and a fresh suit,
            without delay.
         

         
         “Must have been one helluva party, Mack,” Guidry said. “Regale me.”

         
         “I’ve got a proposition for you,” Mackey said.

         
         “I thought you might.”

         
         “Let’s take a walk.”

         
         He grabbed Guidry’s elbow and steered him back out into the lobby. Past the cigar stand, down a deserted corridor, down another
            one.
         

         
         “Are we going all the way to Cuba, Mack?” Guidry said. “I won’t look as good with a beard.”

         
         They finally stopped, in front of the doors to the back service entrance.

         
         “So what do you have for me?” Guidry said.

         
         “I don’t have anything,” Mackey said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “I just needed to talk to you.”

         
         “You’ve noted that I have better things to do at the moment,” Guidry said.

         
         “I’m sorry. I’m in a bind, Frankie. I might be in a real bind.”

         
         Guidry had a smile for every occasion. This occasion: to hide the uneasiness that began to creep over him. He gave Mackey’s
            shoulder a squeeze. You’ll be all right, old buddy, old pal. How bad can it be? But Guidry didn’t like the shake in Mackey’s voice, the way Mackey kept his grip tight on the sleeve of Guidry’s suit coat.
         

         
         Had anyone noticed the two of them leaving the Carousel together? What if someone happened to come round that corner right
            now and caught them skulking? Trouble in this business had a way of spreading, just like a cold or the clap. Guidry knew you
            could catch it from the wrong handshake, an unlucky glance.
         

         
         “I’ll come by your pad this weekend,” Guidry said. “I’ll help you sort it out.”

         
         “I need to get it sorted out now.”

         
         Guidry tried to ease away. “I’ve got to split. Tomorrow, Mack. Cross my heart.”

         
         “I haven’t been back to my place in a week,” Mackey said.

         
         “Name the spot. I’ll meet you wherever you want.”

         
         Mackey watched him. Those hooded eyes, they seemed almost gentle in a certain light. Mackey knew that Guidry was lying about
            meeting tomorrow. Of course he did. Guidry came by his talent for deception naturally, but Mackey had taught him the nuances,
            had helped him hone and perfect his craft.
         

         
         “How long have we known each other, Frankie?” Mackey said.

         
         “I see,” Guidry said. “The sentimental approach.”

         
         “You were sixteen years old.”

         
         Fifteen. Guidry just off the turnip truck from Ascension Parish, Louisiana, and tumbling around the Faubourg Marigny. Living
            hand to mouth, stealing cans of pork and beans off the shelves of the A&P. Mackey saw promise in him and gave Guidry his first
            real job. Every morning for a year, Guidry had picked up the cut from the girls on St. Peter and hurried it over to Snake
            Gonzalez, the legendary pimp. Five dollars a day and the quick end to any romantic notions Guidry might have still had about
            the human species.
         

         
         “Please, Frankie,” Mackey said.

         
         “What do you want?”

         
         “Talk to Seraphine. Get the lay of the land for me. Maybe I’m crazy.”

         
         “What happened? Never mind. I don’t care.” Guidry wasn’t interested in the details of Mackey’s predicament. He was only interested
            in the details of his predicament, the one that Mackey had just created for him.
         

         
         “You remember about a year ago,” Mackey said, “when I went out to ’Frisco to talk to a guy about that thing with the judge.
            Carlos called it all off, you remember, but—”
         

         
         “Stop,” Guidry said. “I don’t care. Damn it, Mack.”

         
         “I’m sorry, Frankie. You’re the only one I can trust. I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”

         
         Mackey waited. Guidry tugged the knot of his tie loose. What was life but this? A series of rapid calculations: the shifting
            of weights, the balancing of scales. The only poor decision was a decision you allowed someone else to make for you.
         

         
         “All right, all right,” Guidry said. “But I can’t put a word in for you, Mack. It’s my hide then, too. You understand that?”

         
         “I understand,” Mackey said. “Just find out if I need to blow town. I’ll blow tonight.”

         
         “Stay put till you hear from me.”

         
         “I’m over on Frenchmen Street, at Darlene Monette’s place. Come by afterward. Don’t leave a message.”

         
         “Darlene Monette?”

         
         “She owes me one,” Mackey said. He watched Guidry with those hooded eyes. Begging. Telling Guidry, You owe me one.

         
         “Stay put until you hear from me,” Guidry said.

         
         “Thank you, Frankie.”

         
         Guidry called Seraphine from a pay phone in the lobby. She didn’t answer at home, so he tried Carlos’s private office out
            on Airline Highway in Metairie. How many people had that number? It couldn’t have been more than a dozen. Look at me now,
            Ma!
         

         
         “Are we not still meeting Friday, mon cher?” Seraphine said.
         

         
         “We are,” Guidry said. “Can’t a fella just call to shoot the breeze?”

         
         “My favorite pastime.”

         
         “I caught a rumor that Uncle Carlos is looking for a penny he dropped. Our friend Mackey. Or do I have that wrong?”

         
         Guidry heard a silky rustle. When Seraphine stretched, she arched her back like a cat. He heard the tink of a single ice cube in a glass.
         

         
         “You don’t have that wrong,” she said.

         
         Goddamn it. So Mackey’s fears were not unfounded. Carlos wanted him dead.

         
         “Are you still there, mon cher?”
         

         
         Goddamn it. Mackey had cooked Guidry dinner a thousand times. He’d introduced Guidry to the Marcello brothers. He’d vouched
            for Guidry when no one else in the world knew that Guidry existed.
         

         
         But all that was yesterday. Guidry cared only about today, about tomorrow.

         
         “Tell Carlos to have a look on Frenchmen Street,” Guidry said. “There’s a house with green shutters on the corner of Rampart.
            Darlene Monette’s place. Top floor, the flat in back.”
         

         
         “Thank you, mon cher,” Seraphine said.
         

         
         Guidry strolled back to the Carousel. The redhead had waited for him. He watched her for a minute from the doorway. Yea or
            nay, ladies and gentlemen of the jury? He liked how she’d started to wilt a bit, her Cleopatra eyeliner blurring and the flip
            in her hair going flat. She shook off a mope who tried to make time with her and ran a finger along the rim of her empty highball
            glass. Deciding to give Guidry five more minutes, that was it, no more, and this time she meant it.
         

         
         He wished that it had played out differently with Mackey. He wished that Seraphine had said, You’ve heard wrong, mon cher, Carlos has no quarrel with Mackey. But now all Guidry could do was shrug. Weights and measures, simple arithmetic. Someone might have seen him with Mackey tonight.
            Guidry couldn’t risk it. Why would he want to?
         

         
         He took the redhead back to his place. He lived fifteen floors above Canal Street, in a modern high-rise that was a sleek
            spike of steel and concrete, sealed off and cooled from the inside out. In the summer, when the rest of the city sweltered,
            Guidry didn’t break a sweat.
         

         
         “Ooh,” the redhead said, “I dig it.”

         
         The floor-to-ceiling view, the black leather sofa, the glass-and-chromium bar cart, the expensive hi-fi. She positioned herself
            by the window, a hand on her hip, weight on one leg to show off her curves, glancing over her shoulder the way she’d seen
            the models in magazines do it.
         

         
         “I’m wild to live high up like this someday,” she said. “All the lights. All the stars. It’s like being in a rocket ship.”

         
         Guidry didn’t want her to get the wrong idea, that he intended to have a conversation, so he pushed her up against the window.
            The glass flexed and the stars shimmied. He kissed her. The neck, the tender joint between her jaw and ear. She smelled like
            a cigarette butt floating in a puddle of Lanvin perfume.
         

         
         Her fingers raked his hair. He grabbed her hand and pinned it behind her. With his other hand, he reached up under her skirt.

         
         “Oh,” she said.

         
         Satin panties. He left them on her for now and lightly, lightly traced the contours beneath, two fingers gliding over every
            subtle swell and crease. At the same time kissing her neck harder, letting her feel his teeth.
         

         
         “Oh.” She meant it this time.

         
         He pushed the elastic band out of the way and slid his fingers inside her. In and out, the pad of his thumb on her clit, searching
            for the rhythm she liked, the right amount of pressure. When he felt her breathing shift, her hips rotate, he eased off. The
            muscles in her neck tightened with surprise. He waited for a few seconds and then started again. Her relief was a shiver of
            electricity running through her body. When he eased off a second time, she gasped like she’d been kicked.
         

         
         “Don’t stop,” she said.

         
         He leaned back so he could look at her. Her eyes were glazed, her face a smear of bliss and need. “Say please.”

         
         “Please,” she said.

         
         “Say pretty please.”

         
         “Please.”

         
         He finished her. Every woman came in a different way. Eyes slitted or chin thrust out, lips parted or nostrils flared, a sigh
            or a snarl. Always, though, there was that one instant when the world around her ceased to exist, a white atomic flash.
         

         
         “Oh, my God.” The redhead’s world pieced itself back together. “My legs are shaking.”

         
         Weights and measures, simple arithmetic. Mackey would have made the same calculation if his and Guidry’s roles had been reversed.
            Mackey would have picked up the phone and made the same call that Guidry made, without question. And Guidry would have respected
            him for it. C’est la vie. Such was this particular life, at least.
         

         
         He flipped the redhead around, hiked up her skirt, yanked down her panties. The glass flexed again when he thrust into her.
            Guidry’s landlord claimed the windows in the building could withstand a hurricane, but that remained to be seen.
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         Charlotte imagined herself alone on the bridge of a ship, a storm raging and the sea flinging itself over the deck. Sailcloth
            ripped, lines snapped. And toss in a few splintering planks for good measure, why don’t we? The sun bled a cold, colorless
            light that made Charlotte feel as if she had already drowned.
         

         
         “Mommy,” Rosemary called from the living room, “Joan and I have a question.”

         
         “I told you to come eat breakfast, chickadees,” Charlotte said.

         
         “September is your favorite month of autumn, isn’t it, Mommy? And November is your least favorite?”

         
         “Come eat breakfast.”

         
         The bacon was burning. Charlotte tripped on the dog, sprawled in the middle of the floor, and lost her shoe. On the way back
            across the kitchen—the toaster had begun to smoke now, too—she tripped on the shoe. The dog twitched and grimaced, a seizure
            approaching. Charlotte prayed for a false alarm.
         

         
         Plates. Forks. Charlotte put on lipstick with one hand as she poured juice with the other. It was already half past seven.
            Where did the time go? Anywhere but here, apparently.
         

         
         “Girls!” she called.

         
         Dooley shuffled into the kitchen, still in his pajamas, with the greenish tint and martyred posture of an El Greco saint.

         
         “You’re going to be late for work again, honey,” Charlotte said.

         
         He sagged into a chair. “I feel awful puny this morning.”

         
         Charlotte supposed that he did. It had been after one in the morning when she heard the front door finally bang open, when
            she heard him come bumping and weaving down the hallway. He’d taken off his pants before he came to bed but had been too drunk
            to remember his sport coat. As drunk as usual, in other words.
         

         
         “Would you like some coffee?” Charlotte said. “I’ll make you some toast.”

         
         “Might be the flu, I’m thinking.”

         
         She admired her husband’s ability to keep a straight face. Or maybe he really believed his own lies? He was a trusting soul,
            after all.
         

         
         He took a sip of the coffee and then shuffled back out of the kitchen, into the bathroom. She heard him retch, then rinse.

         
         The girls climbed into their seats at the table. Rosemary, seven, and Joan, eight. To look at them, you’d never guess that
            they were sisters. Joan’s little blond head was always as sleek and shiny as the head of a pin. Meanwhile several tendrils
            of Rosemary’s unruly chestnut hair had already sprung free from the tortoiseshell band. An hour from now, she’d look as if
            she’d been raised by wolves.
         

         
         “But I like November,” Joan said.

         
         “No, Joan, see, September is best because that’s the one month every year when we’re the same age,” Rosemary said. “And October
            has Halloween. Halloween is better than Thanksgiving, of course. So November has to be your least favorite month of autumn.”
         

         
         “Okay,” Joan said. She was ever agreeable. A good thing, with a little sister like Rosemary.

         
         Charlotte searched for her purse. She’d had it in her hand a moment ago. Hadn’t she? She heard Dooley retch again, rinse again.
            The dog had flopped over and then settled. According to the veterinarian, the new medicine might reduce the frequency of the
            seizures or it might not. They would have to wait and see.
         

         
         She found her lost shoe beneath the dog. She had to pry it out from beneath the thick, heavy folds of him.

         
         “Poor Daddy,” Rosemary said. “Is he under the weather again?”

         
         “You could certainly say that,” Charlotte conceded. “Yes.”

         
         Dooley returned from the bathroom, looking less green but more martyred.

         
         “Daddy!” the girls said.

         
         He winced. “Shhh. My head.”

         
         “Daddy, Joan and I agree that September is our favorite month of autumn and November is our least favorite month. Do you want
            us to explain why?”
         

         
         “Unless it snows in November,” Joan said.

         
         “Oh, yes!” Rosemary said. “If it snows, then it’s the best month. Joan, let’s pretend it’s snowing now. Let’s pretend the
            wind is howling and the snow is melting down our necks.”
         

         
         “Okay,” Joan said.

         
         Charlotte set the toast in front of Dooley and gave each girl a kiss on the top of the head. Her love for her daughters defied
            understanding. Sometimes the sudden, unexpected detonation of it shook Charlotte from head to toe.
         

         
         “Charlie, I wouldn’t mind a fried egg,” Dooley said.

         
         “You don’t want to be late for work again, honey.”

         
         “Oh, hell. Pete doesn’t mind when I come in. I might call in sick today anyway.”

         
         Pete Winemiller owned the hardware store in town. A friend of Dooley’s father, Pete was the latest in a long line of friends
            and clients who’d done the old man a favor and hired his wayward son. And the latest in a long line of employers whose patience
            with Dooley had been quickly exhausted.
         

         
         But Charlotte had to proceed with caution. She’d learned early in the marriage that the wrong word or tone of voice or poorly
            timed frown could send Dooley into a wounded sulk that might last for hours.
         

         
         “Didn’t Pete say last week that he needed you bright and early every day?” she said.

         
         “Oh, don’t worry about Pete. He’s full of gas.”

         
         “But I bet he’s counting on you. Maybe if you just—”

         
         “Lord Almighty, Charlie,” Dooley said. “I’m a sick man. Can’t you see that? You’re trying to wring blood from a stone.”

         
         If only dealing with Dooley were so simple or so easy as that. Charlotte hesitated and then turned away. “All right,” she
            said. “I’ll fry you an egg.”
         

         
         “I’m going to lie down on the couch for a minute. Holler at me when it’s ready.”

         
         She watched him exit. Where did the time go? Only a moment ago, Charlotte had been eleven years old, not twenty-eight. Only a moment ago, she’d been barefoot
            and baked brown by the long prairie summer, racing through swishing bluestem and switchgrass as tall as her waist, leaping
            from the high bank of the Redbud River, cannonballing into the water. Parents always warned their children to stay in the
            shallows, on the town side of the river, but Charlotte had been the strongest swimmer of any her friends, undaunted by the
            current, and she could make it to the far shore, to parts unknown, with hardly any trouble at all.
         

         
         Charlotte remembered lying sprawled in the sun afterward, daydreaming about skyscrapers in New York City and movie premieres
            in Hollywood and jeeps on the African savanna, wondering which of many delightful and exotic futures awaited her. Anything
            was possible. Everything was possible.
         

         
         She reached for Joan’s plate and knocked over her juice. The glass hit the floor and shattered. The dog began to jerk and
            grimace again, more forcefully this time.
         

         
         “Mommy?” Rosemary said. “Are you crying or laughing?”

         
         Charlotte knelt to stroke the dog’s head. With her other hand, she collected the sharp, sparkling shards of the juice glass.

         
         “Well, sweetie,” she said, “I think maybe both.”

         
          

         She finally made it downtown at a quarter past eight. “Downtown” was far too grand a designation. Three blocks square, a handful
            of redbrick buildings with Victorian cupolas and rough-faced limestone trim, not one of them more than three stories tall.
            A diner, a dress shop, a hardware store, a bakery. The First (and only) Bank of Woodrow, Oklahoma.
         

         
         The photography studio was on the corner of Main and Oklahoma, next to the bakery. Charlotte had worked there for almost five
            years now. Mr. Hotchkiss specialized in formal portraits. Beaming brides-to-be, toddlers in starched sailor suits, freshly
            delivered infants. Charlotte mixed the darkroom chemicals, processed the film, printed the contact sheets, and tinted the
            black-and-white portraits. For hour after tedious hour, she sat at her table, using linseed oil and paint to add a golden
            glow to hair, a blue gleam to irises.
         

         
         She lit a cigarette and started in on the Richardson toddlers, a pair of identical twins with matching Santa hats and stunned
            expressions.
         

         
         Mr. Hotchkiss puttered over and bent down to examine her work. A widower in his sixties, he smelled of apple-flavored pipe
            tobacco and photochemical fixative. He tended, as preface to any important pronouncement, to hitch up his pants.
         

         
         He hitched up his pants. “Well, all right.”

         
         “Thank you,” Charlotte said. “I couldn’t decide on the shade of red for the hats. The debate with myself grew heated.”

         
         Mr. Hotchkiss glanced at her transistor radio on the shelf. The AM station that she liked broadcast from Kansas City, so by
            the time the signal reached Woodrow, it had gone fuzzy and ragged. Even after Charlotte had done much fiddling with the dial
            and the antenna, Bob Dylan still sounded as if he was singing “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” from the bottom of a well.
         

         
         “I’ll tell you what, Charlie,” Mr. Hotchkiss said. “That old boy’s no Bobby Vinton.”

         
         “I fully agree,” Charlotte said.

         
         “Mumble, mumble, mumble. I don’t understand a thing he’s saying.”

         
         “The world is changing, Mr. Hotchkiss. It’s speaking a new language.”

         
         “Not here in Logan County it’s not,” he said, “thank goodness.”

         
         No, not here in Logan County. On that fact Charlotte stood corrected.

         
         “Mr. Hotchkiss,” she said, “have you had a chance yet to look at that new photo I gave you?”

         
         In addition to his duties at the studio, Mr. Hotchkiss served as photo editor for the local newspaper, the Woodrow Trumpet. Charlotte coveted one of the freelance assignments. Several months ago she’d persuaded Mr. Hotchkiss to loan her one of his
            lesser cameras.
         

         
         Her early attempts at photography had been woeful. She’d kept at it, though. She practiced on her lunch hour, if she had a
            few minutes between errands, and early in the morning before the girls woke. When she took the girls to the library on Saturday,
            she studied magazines and art books. Taking pictures, thinking about the world from a perspective she otherwise wouldn’t have
            considered, made her feel the way she did when she listened to Bob Dylan and Ruth Brown—bright and vital, as if her small
            life were, just for a moment, part of something larger.
         

         
         “Mr. Hotchkiss?” she said.

         
         He’d been distracted by the morning mail. “Hmm?” he said.

         
         “I asked if you’d had a chance yet to look at my new photo.”

         
         He hitched up his pants and cleared his throat. “Ah, yes. Well. Yes.”

         
         The photo she’d given him was of Alice Hibbard and Christine Kuriger, waiting to cross Oklahoma Avenue at the end of the day.
            The backlight, the contrast . . . what had caught Charlotte’s eye was how their shadows seemed more substantial, almost more
            real, than the two women themselves.
         

         
         “And what did you think?” Charlotte said.

         
         “Well. Have I explained the rule of thirds?”

         
         Only a few dozen times. “Yes, I understand,” she said. “But in this case I was trying to capture the—”

         
         “Charlotte,” he said. “Dear. You’re a lovely, smart girl, and I’m lucky to have you. The girl I had before you . . . well.
            All thumbs and not a brain in her head, bless her heart. I don’t know what I’d do without you, Charlie.”
         

         
         He patted her shoulder. She was tempted to present an ultimatum. Either he gave her a chance with the Trumpet—she’d take any assignment, no matter how lowly—or he’d find out exactly what he would do without her.
         

         
         Did she have any talent as a photographer? Charlotte wasn’t sure but thought she might. She knew the difference between an
            interesting picture and a dull one at least. She knew the difference between the photos in Life and National Geographic that seemed to leap off the page and the ones in the Trumpet that sprawled like corpses on a slab.
         

         
         “Mr. Hotchkiss,” she said.

         
         He’d turned and started to putter away. “Hmm?”

         
         But of course she couldn’t afford to quit the studio. The money she brought home every week kept the ship afloat. And perhaps
            Mr. Hotchkiss was right and Charlotte was all thumbs when it came to photography. He was a professional, after all, with a
            framed certificate of merit from the Oklahoma Society of Professional Journalists. He might be doing Charlotte a favor. Thank goodness, she might say years from now, looking back. Thank goodness I didn’t waste any more time on that.

         
         “Nothing,” she told Mr. Hotchkiss. “Never mind.”

         
         She returned to work on the Richardson toddlers. Their parents were Harold and Virginia. Harold’s sister Beanie had been Charlotte’s
            best friend in grade school. His father had been Charlotte’s choir director in junior high. His mother loved pineapple upside-down
            cake, and every year Charlotte made sure to bake one for her birthday.
         

         
         Virginia Richardson (née Norton) had worked with Charlotte on the high-school yearbook. She’d insisted that Charlotte double-check
            the spelling of every caption she wrote. Bob, Virginia’s older brother, had been a dashingly handsome varsity star in track,
            baseball, and football. He was married now to Hope Kirby, who a year after graduation had blossomed from ugly duckling to
            beautiful swan. Hope Kirby’s mother, Irene, had been Charlotte’s mother’s maid of honor.
         

         
         Charlotte had known them all her life, the Richardsons and the Nortons and the Kirbys. She’d known everyone in town all her life, she realized. And everyone in town had known her. Always would.
         

         
         Was it selfish of her, she wondered, to want more from her life? To want more for Rosemary and Joan? Woodrow was idyllic in
            many ways. Quaint, safe, friendly. But it was also interminably dull, as locked in its stubborn, small-minded ways, as resistant
            to new things and ideas, as Mr. Hotchkiss. Charlotte longed to live in a place where it wasn’t so hard to tell the past from
            the future.
         

         
         A few months ago, she’d suggested to Dooley that they consider moving away—to Kansas City, maybe, or to Chicago. Dooley had
            stared at her dumbfounded, as if she’d suggested that they strip off their clothes and run screaming through the streets.
         

         
         Today, on her lunch hour, Charlotte had no time for photography. She wolfed her sandwich, picked up the dog’s medicine at
            the vet, and then hurried down the street to the bank. Dooley had promised to talk to Jim Feeney this time, but no one was
            more adept at evading unpleasant tasks than her husband. Charlotte, unfortunately, couldn’t afford the luxury.
         

         
         “Oh, darn, did I forget?” Dooley would say, his smile bashful without being apologetic, a little boy who’d gotten away with
            much in his life and become accustomed to it.
         

         
         At the bank Charlotte had to sit and wait until Jim Feeney finished a phone call.

         
         Little Jimmy Feeney. He and Charlotte had been in the same class since kindergarten. In grade school he’d been held back a
            year because arithmetic eluded him. In high school he’d broken his arm while attempting to tip a cow. Yet there he sat, behind
            the assistant manager’s desk, because he was a man. And here she sat, on the other side of the desk, because she was not.
         

         
         “Hello, Charlie,” he said. “What may I help you with today?”

         
         What indeed? Charlotte wondered if Jim relished her mortification or was just oblivious to it.

         
         “Hello, Jim,” she said. “I’m afraid I have to ask for an extension on our mortgage payment this month.”

         
         “I see.”

         
         Bonnie Bublitz observed them from the teller cage. So did Vernon Phipps, cashing a check. Hope Norton (née Kirby) fluttered
            past and then fluttered back to hand Jim a folder.
         

         
         I won’t beg, Charlotte thought, as she prepared to do just that.

         
         “We just need a short extension, Jim,” she said. “A week or two.”

         
         “This puts me in a spot, Charlie,” he said.

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “It’d be the third extension this year, you know.”

         
         “I do know. Things have been a bit tight lately. But they’re looking up.”

         
         Jim drummed his fountain pen against the edge of his ledger. Thinking, or coming as near to it as he was able.

         
         “You have to pinch every penny, Charlie,” he said, even though he knew Dooley, even though he knew full well the real source
            of their financial difficulties. “A detailed budget can be very useful. Household expenses and such.”
         

         
         “Just an extra two weeks,” Charlotte said. “Please, Jim.”

         
         His drumming trailed away. Da-da-da, da-da, da. Like a fading heartbeat. “Well, I suppose I can give you one more. . . .”
         

         
         Earl Grindle stepped out of the manager’s office. He looked wildly around, as if he couldn’t fathom why everyone else in the
            bank continued to sit or stand calmly.
         

         
         He took off his glasses and then put them back on. “Someone shot him. Someone shot President Kennedy.”

         
          

         Charlotte walked back to the photography studio. Mr. Hotchkiss had not learned the news about the president yet. She peeked
            into the darkroom and saw him tinkering, blissfully ignorant, with the lamphouse of the Beseler enlarger.
         

         
         She sat down at her table and started tinting a new portrait. The Moore baby, three months old. He was propped on a carnation-shaped
            swirl of satin that, Charlotte decided, required a subtle shade of ivory.
         

         
         The president had been shot. Charlotte wasn’t sure if she’d truly grasped that yet. At the bank she’d watched as Hope Norton
            dropped her armful of folders. As Bonnie Bublitz in the teller cage burst into tears. As Vernon Phipps had walked out of the
            bank in a trance, leaving behind on the counter a stack of five-dollar bills. Jimmy Feeney kept asking, “Is this a joke? Earl,
            is this some kind of a joke?”
         

         
         The smell of linseed oil and apple-flavored pipe tobacco. The hum and chuckle of the radiator. Charlotte worked. She continued
            to remain curiously unmoved, curiously removed, by the news from Dallas. For a moment she couldn’t remember what day of the
            week it was, or what year. It could have been any day, any year.
         

         
         The phone rang. She heard Mr. Hotchkiss walk to his office and answer it.

         
         “What’s that?” he said. “What? Oh, no! Oh, no!”

         
         The parents of the Moore baby, their third, were Tim and Ann Moore. Charlotte’s first babysitting job had been for Tim’s pack
            of younger brothers. Ann’s sister was none other than Hope Norton, who was married to Virginia Richardson’s older brother,
            Bob. And yes, yet another link in the chain: Ann’s cousin on her mother’s side was Dooley’s boss at the hardware store, Pete
            Winemiller.
         

         
         “Oh, no,” she heard Mr. Hotchkiss say. “I don’t believe it.”

         
         The president had been shot. Charlotte could understand why people were shocked and upset. They feared an uncertain future.
            They worried that their lives would never be the same.
         

         
         And maybe their lives wouldn’t be the same. But Charlotte knew that her life would remain undisturbed, her future—and the future of her daughters—certain. A bullet fired hundreds of miles away didn’t
            change that.
         

         
         She dipped her brush and stroked rosy pink life into the Moore baby’s black-and-white cheek. Her favorite movie, as a child,
            had been The Wizard of Oz, her favorite moment when Dorothy opened the door of her black-and-white farmhouse and stepped into a strange and wonderful
            land.
         

         
         Lucky Dorothy. Charlotte dipped her brush again and not for the first time imagined a tornado dropping from the sky and blowing
            her far away, into a world full of color.
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         Sunlight slid over Guidry, and the dream he’d been having jerked and blurred like film jumping off the sprockets of a movie
            projector. Five seconds later he couldn’t remember much about the dream. A bridge. A house in the middle of the bridge, where
            no house should be. Guidry had been standing at a window of the house, or maybe he was on a balcony, peering down at the water
            and trying to spot a ripple.
         

         
         He flopped out of bed, his head as huge and tender as a rotten pumpkin. Aspirin. Two glasses of water. He was prepared, now,
            to pull on his pants and negotiate the hallway. Art Pepper. That was Guidry’s favorite cure for a hangover. He slid Smack Up from the cardboard sleeve and placed it on the turntable. “How Can You Lose” was his favorite tune on the album. He felt
            better already.
         

         
         It was two o’clock in the afternoon, or what residents of the French Quarter called the crack of dawn. Guidry made a pot of
            scalding-hot coffee and filled two mugs, topping off his with a healthy shot of Macallan. Scotch was his other favorite cure
            for a hangover. He took a swallow and listened to Pepper’s saxophone weaving in and out of the melody like a dog dodging traffic.
         

         
         The redhead was still knocked out, the sheet on her side of the bed kicked away and one arm flung over her head. But wait
            a second. She was a brunette now, no longer a redhead. Fuller lips, no freckles. How had that happened? He remained perplexed—was
            he still dreaming?—until he remembered that today was Friday, not Thursday, and the redhead had been the night before last.
         

         
         Too bad. He could’ve dined out on that story for weeks, how he was so good in the sack that he’d banged the freckles right
            off a girl.
         

         
         Jane? Jennifer? Guidry had forgotten the brunette’s name. She worked for TWA. Or maybe that had been the redhead before her.
            Julia?
         

         
         “Rise and shine, sunshine,” he said.

         
         She turned to him with a sleepy smile, her lipstick flaking off. “What time is it?”

         
         He handed her a mug. “Time for you to beat it.”

         
         In the shower he lathered up and planned his day. Seraphine first, find out what she had for him. After that he’d get started
            on the deal that Sam Saia’s boy had brought him at the Carousel the other night. Was Saia’s boy steady? Everything Guidry
            had heard about him said so, but better to ask around and make sure before he committed himself.
         

         
         What else? Pop into the bar across from the courthouse to buy a few rounds and soak up the scuttlebutt. Dinner with Al LaBruzzo,
            God help us all. LaBruzzo had his heart set on buying a go-go joint. Guidry would have to handle him delicately—he was Sam’s
            brother, and Sam was Carlos’s driver. By the end of dinner, Guidry would have to convince Al to convince himself that no,
            no, he didn’t want Guidry’s money after all, would refuse even if Guidry got down on his knees and begged him to take it.
         

         
         Guidry shaved, trimmed his nails, browsed the closet. He picked a brown windowpane suit with slim notched lapels and a Continental
            cut. Cream-colored shirt, green tie. Green tie? No. Thanksgiving was less than a week away, and he wanted to get into the
            spirit of the season. He swapped the green tie for one the deep, dusty orange of an autumn sunset.
         

         
         When he stepped into the living room, he saw that the brunette was still there. She was curled up on the sofa—not even dressed
            yet, ye gods—watching the television.
         

         
         He went over to the window and found her skirt and her blouse on the floor where they’d fallen the night before, her bra hanging
            on the bar cart. He tossed the clothes at her.
         

         
         “One Mississippi,” he said. “Two Mississippi. I’ll give you till five.”

         
         “He’s gone.” She didn’t even look at Guidry. “I can’t believe it.”

         
         Guidry realized that she was crying. “Who?”

         
         “They shot him,” she said.

         
         “Shot who?”

         
         He looked over at the TV. On the screen a newscaster sat behind a desk, taking a deep drag off his cigarette. He looked limp
            and dazed, as if someone had just dumped a bucket of cold water on him.
         

         
         “The motorcade had just passed the Texas School Book Depository in downtown Dallas,” the newscaster said. “Senator Ralph Yarborough
            told our reporter that he was riding three cars behind the president’s car when he heard the three distinct rifle shots.”
         

         
         The president of what? That was Guidry’s first thought. The president of some oil company? Of some jungle republic that no
            one had ever heard of? He didn’t understand why the brunette was so broken up about it.
         

         
         And then it clicked. He lowered himself next to her and watched the newscaster read from a sheet of paper. A sniper had fired
            from the sixth floor of a building in Dealey Plaza. Kennedy, riding in the backseat of a Lincoln Continental convertible,
            had been hit. They’d taken him to Parkland Hospital. A priest had administered last rites. At 1:30 p.m., an hour and a half ago, the doctors had pronounced the president dead.
         

         
         The sniper, the newscaster said, was in custody. Some mope who worked at the School Book Depository.

         
         “I can’t believe it,” the brunette said. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

         
         For a second, Guidry didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. The brunette reached for his hand and squeezed. She thought he couldn’t
            believe it either, that a bullet had blown the top off Jack Kennedy’s head.
         

         
         “Get dressed.” Guidry stood, pulled her to her feet. “Get dressed and get out.”

         
         She just stared at him, so he wrestled her arm into the sleeve of the blouse. Forget the bra. He would have tossed her naked
            out the front door if he weren’t worried she’d make a scene or go bawling to the cops.
         

         
         Her other arm now, dead and rubbery. She’d begun to sob. He told himself to cool it, cool it. Guidry had a reputation around
            town: the man who never rattled, no matter how hard you shook him. So don’t start now, brother.
         

         
         “Sunshine.” He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “I’m sorry. I can’t believe it either. I can’t believe he’s gone.”

         
         “I know,” she said. “I know.”

         
         She didn’t know anything. The newscaster on TV was explaining that Dealey Plaza in Dallas was between Houston, Elm, and Commerce
            Streets. Guidry knew where the fuck it was. He’d been there a week ago, dropping a sky-blue ’59 Cadillac Eldorado in a parking
            garage two blocks away on Commerce.
         

         
         Seraphine didn’t usually ask him to do that sort of work. It was below his current exalted station, as it were. But since
            Guidry was already in town, to wine and dine and soothe the nerves of a jittery deputy chief who Carlos needed to keep on
            the pad . . . why not? Sure, I don’t mind, all for one and one for all.
         

         
         Oh, by the way, mon cher, I have a small errand for you when you’re in Dallas. . . .

         
         Oh, shit, oh, shit. A getaway switch car was standard procedure for a lot of Carlos’s high-profile hits. After the gunman
            finished the job, he would beeline it to the car stashed nearby and hit the road in a clean set of wheels.
         

         
         When Guidry parked the sky-blue Eldorado two blocks from Dealey Plaza, he’d assumed a dark future for some unlucky soul—a
            lay-off bookie whose numbers didn’t tally or the jittery deputy chief if Guidry’s soothing didn’t work.
         

         
         But the president of the United States . . .

         
         “Go home,” he told the brunette. “All right? Freshen up, and then let’s . . . What do you want to do? Neither of us, we shouldn’t
            be alone right now.”
         

         
         “No,” she agreed. “I want to . . . I don’t know. We could just . . .”

         
         “Go home and freshen up, and then we’ll have a nice lunch,” he said. “All right? What’s your address? I’ll pick you up in
            an hour. After lunch we’ll find a church and light a candle for his soul.”
         

         
         Guidry nodding at her until she nodded back. Helping her step into her skirt, looking around for her shoes.

         
         Maybe it was just a coincidence, he told himself, that he’d stashed a getaway car two blocks from Dealey Plaza. Maybe it was
            just a coincidence that Carlos despised the Kennedy brothers more than any other two human beings on earth. Jack and Bobby
            had dragged Carlos in front of the Senate and pissed on his leg in front of the whole country. A couple of years after that,
            they’d tried to deport him to Guatemala.
         

         
         Maybe Carlos had forgiven and forgotten. Sure. And maybe some mope who lugged boxes of books around a warehouse for a living
            could make a rifle shot like that—six floors up, a moving target, a breeze, trees in the way.
         

         
         Guidry eased the brunette onto the elevator, off the elevator, through the lobby of his building, into the back of a cab.
            He had to snap his fingers at the hack, who was bent over his radio listening to the news and hadn’t even noticed them.
         

         
         “Go home and freshen up.” Guidry gave the brunette a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll pick you up in an hour.”

         
         In the Quarter, grown men stood on the sidewalk and wept. Women wandered down the street as if they’d been struck blind. A
            Lucky Dog vendor shared his radio with a shoeshine boy. When in the history of civilization had that happened before? They
            shall beat their swords into plowshares. The leopard will lie down with the goat.
         

         
         Guidry had fifteen minutes to spare, so he ducked into Gaspar’s. He’d never been inside during the day. With the house lights
            on, it was a gloomy joint. You could see the stains on the floor, the stains on the ceiling, the velvet stage curtain patched
            with electrical tape.
         

         
         A group was huddled by the bar, people like Guidry who’d been drawn inside by the blue throb of the TV. A newscaster—a different
            one than before, just as dazed—read a statement from Johnson. President Johnson now.
         

         
         “I know that the world shares the sorrow that Mrs. Kennedy and her family bear,” Johnson said. “I will do my best. That is
            all I can do. I ask for your help—and God’s.”
         

         
         The bartender poured shots of whiskey, on the house. The lady next to Guidry, a proper little Garden District widow, ancient
            as time and frail as a snowflake, picked up a drink and knocked it back.
         

         
         On TV they cut to the Dallas police station. Cops in suits and white cowboy hats, reporters, gawkers, everybody pushing and
            shoving. There was the mope, in the middle of it all, getting bounced around. A little guy, rat-faced, one of his eyes swollen
            shut. Lee Harvey Oswald, the announcer said his name was. He looked groggy and bewildered, like a kid who’d been dragged out
            of bed in the dead of night and hoped that all this might be just a nightmare.
         

         
         A reporter shouted a question that Guidry couldn’t make out as the cops shoved Oswald into a room. Another reporter moved
            into the frame, speaking to the camera.
         

         
         “He says he has nothing against anybody,” the reporter said, “and has not committed any act of violence.”

         
         The Garden District widow downed a second shot of whiskey. She looked furious enough to spit. “How could this happen?” she
            kept muttering to herself. “How could this happen?”
         

         
         Guidry couldn’t say for sure, but he had an educated opinion. A professional sharpshooter, an independent contractor brought
            in by Carlos. Positioned on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository, or on the floor below to put a frame on Oswald,
            or maybe set up on the other side of the plaza, an elevated spot away from the crowds. After the real sniper made his shot,
            he wrapped up his rifle and strolled down Commerce Street to the sky-blue Eldorado waiting for him.
         

         
         Guidry left Gaspar’s and headed to Jackson Square. A priest comforted his flock on the steps of the cathedral. A time to plant,
            a time to pluck up what has been planted. The usual jive.
         

         
         Guidry was walking too fast. Cool it, brother.

         
         If the cops hooked Carlos’s sharpshooter and connected him to the Eldorado, they’d be able to connect the Eldorado to Guidry.
            Guidry had picked up the car from a supermarket parking lot in the colored part of Dallas. Door left unlocked for him, keys
            under the visor. Guidry’s prints weren’t on the car—he wasn’t stupid, he’d worn his driving gloves—but someone might remember
            him. A sky-blue Cadillac Eldorado, a white man in the colored part of town. Someone would remember him.
         

         
         Because this wasn’t just another ho-hum murder, some shoe-leather wiseguy popped in a back alley, the detectives and the prosecutor
            already snug in Carlos’s pocket. This was the president of the United States. Bobby Kennedy and the FBI wouldn’t stop until
            they’d turned over every goddamn rock.
         

         
         A sticky drizzle blew away, and the sun poked through the clouds. Seraphine stood next to the statue of Old Hickory. The horse
            rearing, Andrew Jackson tipping his hat. The shadow from the statue split Seraphine in half. She smiled at Guidry, one eye
            bright and liquid and playful, the other a dark green stone.
         

         
         He wanted to grab her and shove her up against the base of the statue and demand to know why she’d stuck him right in the
            middle of this, the crime of the century. Instead, wisely, he smiled back. With Seraphine you had to proceed with caution,
            or else you didn’t proceed for long.
         

         
         “Hello, little boy,” she said. “The forest is dark and the wolves howl. Hold my hand and I’ll help you find your way home.”

         
         “I’ll take my chances with the wolves, thanks,” Guidry said.

         
         She pouted. Is that what you think of me? And then she laughed. Of course it was what he thought of her. Guidry would be a fool if he didn’t.
         

         
         “I adore autumn,” she said. “Don’t you? The air so crisp. The scent of melancholy. Autumn tells us the truth about the world.”

         
         You wouldn’t call Seraphine pretty. Regal. With a high, broad forehead and a dramatic arch to her nose, dark hair marcelled
            and parted on the side. Skin just a shade darker than Guidry’s own. Anywhere but New Orleans, she might have passed for white.
         

         
         She dressed as primly as a schoolteacher. Today she wore a mohair sweater set and a slim-fitting skirt, pristine white gloves.
            Her own private joke, maybe. She always seemed to be smiling at one.
         

         
         “Cut the bullshit,” Guidry said. With the right smile, he could say things like that to her. To Carlos, even.

         
         She smiled and smoked. One of the skeletal carriage horses on Decatur Street whinnied, shrill and disconsolate, almost a scream.
            A sound you wanted to forget the minute you heard it.
         

         
         “So you’ve seen the news about the president,” she said.

         
         “Imagine my alarm,” he said.

         
         “Don’t worry, mon cher. Come, I’ll buy you a drink.”
         

         
         “Just one?”

         
         “Come.”

         
         They walked over to Chartres. The Napoleon House didn’t open for another hour. The bartender let them in, poured their drinks,
            disappeared.
         

         
         “Goddamn it, Seraphine,” Guidry said.

         
         “I understand your concern,” she said.

         
         “I hope you’re planning to visit me in prison.”

         
         “Don’t worry.”

         
         “Say it again and maybe I’ll start to believe you.”

         
         She flicked the ash from her cigarette with a languid sweep of a gloved hand.

         
         “My father used to work here,” she said. “Did you know? Mopping the floors, cleaning the toilets. When I was a little girl,
            he brought me with him occasionally. Do you see those?”
         

         
         The walls of the Napoleon House hadn’t been replastered in a century, and every one of the antique oil portraits hung just
            a little bit crooked. Mean, haughty faces, glaring down from the shadows.
         

         
         “When I was a little girl,” she said, “I was convinced that the people in the paintings were watching me. Waiting until I
            blinked so that they could pounce.”
         

         
         “Maybe they were,” Guidry said. “Maybe they worked for J. Edgar Hoover.”

         
         “I’ll say it once more, because we’re such old friends. Don’t worry. The authorities have their man, don’t they?”

         
         “It’s just the cops in Dallas, and they only think they have their man.”

         
         Guidry knew that the FBI would never buy Oswald, not for a minute. C’mon. They’d start digging, and he’d start gabbing. No.
            Check that. The feds were already digging, and Oswald was already gabbing.
         

         
         “He won’t be a problem,” Seraphine said.

         
         Oswald. That little rat face, vaguely familiar. Guidry thought he might have seen him around town at some point. “So you can
            tell the future now?” he said.
         

         
         “His.”

         
         “Where’s the Eldorado?” Guidry said. Seraphine could reassure him till she was blue in the face, but he wouldn’t be safe from
            the feds until that car disappeared forever. The Eldorado was the one piece of physical evidence that linked him to the assassination.
         

         
         “On its way to Houston,” she said, “as we speak.”

         
         “If your fella with the eagle eye gets pulled over by the cops . . .”

         
         “He won’t.” Her smile a bit less serene this time. The Eldorado was also the one piece of physical evidence that linked Carlos to the assassination.
         

         
         “And once the car’s in Houston?” Guidry said.

         
         “Someone trustworthy will send it to the bottom of the sea.”

         
         Guidry reached over the bar for the bottle of scotch. He felt better, a little. “Is that true?” he said. “About your father
            working here?”
         

         
         She shrugged. The shrug meant, Yes, of course. Or it meant, No, don’t be absurd.

         
         “Who’s dumping the car in Houston?” Guidry said. “Your fella who’s driving it down?”

         
         “No. He’s needed elsewhere.”

         
         “So who, then?” Guidry, from his elevated perch in the organization, just a branch or two below Seraphine, knew most of Carlos’s
            guys. Some were more reliable than others. “Whoever dumps it, you better be damn sure you can count on him.”
         

         
         “But of course,” she said. “Uncle Carlos has complete faith in this man. Never once has he failed us.”

         
         Who? Guidry started to ask again. Instead he turned to stare at her. “Me?” he said. “No. I’m not going near that fucking car.”
         

         
         “No?”

         
         “I’m not going near that fucking car, Seraphine.” Guidry remembered to smile this time. “Not now, not a hundred years from
            now.”
         

         
         She shrugged again. “But, mon cher,” she said, “in this matter who can we trust more than you? Who can you trust more?”
         

         
         Only now did Guidry complete the arduous climb to the summit and, panting with exertion, realize just where Seraphine had
            led him. It had been her plan all along, he realized. Have Guidry stash the getaway Eldorado before the hit so that he’d be
            thoroughly motivated—his own ass on the line now—to get rid of the car afterward.
         

         
         “Goddamn it,” he said. But you had to admire the dazzling footwork, the elegance of the maneuver. Who needed to tell the future
            when you could create it yourself?
         

         
         Out on the street, Seraphine handed him a plane ticket.

         
         “Your flight to Houston leaves tomorrow,” she said. “You’ll have to miss your Saturday-morning cartoons, I’m afraid. The car
            will be left for you downtown, in a pay lot across the street from the Rice Hotel.”
         

         
         “What then?” he said.

         
         “There’s a decommissioned-tank terminal on the ship channel. Take La Porte Road east. Keep going after you pass the Humble
            Oil refinery. You’ll see an unmarked road about a mile on.”
         

         
         What if the feds had already found the Eldorado? They’d sit on it, of course. They’d wait for some poor idiot to show up and
            claim it.
         

         
         “In the evening you’ll have all the privacy you need,” she said. “The ship channel is forty feet deep. Afterward walk half
            a mile up La Porte. There’s a filling station with a phone. You can call a cab from there. And me.”
         

         
         She kissed him on the cheek. Her expensive scent, over the years, had never changed: fresh jasmine and what smelled like the
            scorched spices at the bottom of a cast-iron pan. She and Guidry had been lovers once, but so briefly and so long ago that
            he remembered that period only occasionally, and without much feeling about it one way or another. He doubted that Seraphine
            remembered it at all.
         

         
         “You and Carlos never miss a button, do you?” Guidry said.

         
         “So you see now, mon cher? Don’t worry.”
         

         
         As Guidry walked back through the Quarter, Seraphine’s scent faded and his mind worked. It was true that Seraphine and Carlos
            never missed a button. But what if Guidry was one of those buttons? What if he was worried about the feds when in fact the real danger—Carlos, Seraphine—stood smiling
            right behind him?
         

         
         Get rid of the Eldorado.

         
         And then get rid of the man who got rid of the Eldorado. Get rid of the man who knows about Dallas.

         
         The priest on the steps of St. Louis was still going strong. He was just a kid, barely out of the seminary, pudgy and apple-cheeked.
            He clasped his hands in front of him, like he was about to blow on the dice in hopes of a lucky roll.
         

         
         “When we pass through the waters, God will be with us,” the priest was assuring his congregation. “When we walk through the
            fire, we shall not be burned.”
         

         
         That wasn’t Guidry’s experience. He listened to the priest for another minute and then turned away.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4

         
         Barone got the call at nine. He was ready for it. Seraphine told him to meet her at Kolb’s for dinner in half an hour, don’t
            be late.
         

         
         Bitch. “When have I ever been late?” Barone said.

         
         “I’m teasing, mon cher,” Seraphine said.
         

         
         “Tell me. When have I ever been late?”

         
         Kolb’s was the German restaurant on St. Charles Avenue, just off Canal Street. Dark-paneled walls and beer steins and platters
            of schnitzel with pickled beets. Carlos was Italian, but he loved German food. He loved every kind of food. Barone had never
            seen anyone in New Orleans pack it away like Carlos.
         

         
         “Sit down,” Carlos said. “You want something to eat?”

         
         The place was almost deserted, everyone at home watching the big news. “No,” Barone said.

         
         “Have something to eat,” Carlos said.

         
         The ceiling at Kolb’s was fitted with a system of fans connected by squeaking, creaking leather belts. A little wooden man
            in lederhosen turned a crank to keep the belts and the fans moving.
         

         
         “His name is Ludwig,” Seraphine said. “Tireless and reliable, just like you.”

         
         She smiled at Barone. She liked to make you think that she could read your mind, that she could predict your every move. Maybe
            she could.
         

         
         “It’s a compliment, mon cher,” she said. “Don’t look so grumpy.”
         

         
         “Try a bite of this,” Carlos said.

         
         “No.”

         
         “C’mon. You don’t like German food? Let bygones be bygones.”

         
         “I’m not hungry.” Barone didn’t have anything against the Germans. The war had happened a long time ago.

         
         Seraphine wasn’t eating either. She lit a cigarette and then set the matchbook on the table in front of her. She positioned
            it this way and that, observing it from various angles.
         

         
         “It’s time for you to proceed,” she told Barone. As if he were too dumb to figure it out by himself. “The matters we discussed.”

         
         “Houston?” he said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “What about Mackey Pagano? I don’t have time for that, too.”

         
         “Don’t worry,” Seraphine said. “That’s already been taken care of.”

         
         “Did I say I was worried?” Barone said.

         
         “Your appointment in Houston is tomorrow evening,” she said. “As we discussed. You’ll need to go see Armand first, though.
            Tonight.”
         

         
         Carlos still eating, not saying a word, letting Seraphine handle everything. Most people thought that Carlos kept her around—the
            well-dressed, well-spoken colored girl—for blow jobs and dictation. Barone knew better. For every problem that Carlos could
            think up, Seraphine had a solution.
         

         
         “All right,” Barone said.

         
         His Impala was parked on Dumaine, a block off Bourbon. Friday night and hardly a handful of people around. Down on the corner,
            an old colored man was blowing “’Round Midnight” on the alto sax for a few tourists. Barone walked over to listen. He had
            a minute.
         

         
         The old colored man knew how to play. He hit a D-sharp and held it, the note rising and spreading like water over a levee.

         
         The guy next to Barone jostled him a little. Barone felt a hand brush against his pocket. He reached down and grabbed the
            hand. It belonged to a scrawny punk with pitted cheeks. Needle marks up and down the pale belly of his arm.
         

         
         “What’s the big idea, pal?” the dope fiend said, playing innocent. “You wanna hold hands with somebody, go find a—”

         
         Barone bent his hand backward. The human wrist was fragile, a bird’s nest of twigs and tendons. He watched the dope fiend’s
            face change.
         

         
         “Oh,” the dope fiend said.

         
         “Shhh,” Barone said. “Let the man finish his tune.”

         
         Barone couldn’t remember the first time he’d heard “’Round Midnight.” On the piano, probably. Over the years he’d listened
            to fifty, maybe a hundred different versions. Piano, sax, guitar, even trombone a time or two. The old colored man tonight
            made the song feel brand-new.
         

         
         The music ended. The dope fiend’s knees sagged, and Barone turned him loose. The dope fiend stumbled away, not looking back,
            hunched over his hand like it was a flame he worried might flicker out.
         

         
         Barone dropped a dollar bill in the sax case. The old man might have been fifty years old or he might have been eighty. The
            whites of his eyes were as yellow as an old cue ball, and there were needle marks running the length of his arms, too. Maybe
            the old man and the dope fiend were partners, one drawing the crowd so the other could rob it. Probably.
         

         
         The old man looked down at the dollar bill and then looked back up. He adjusted the mouthpiece of his alto. He didn’t have
            anything to say to Barone.
         

         
         Barone didn’t have anything to say to him. He walked over to his Impala and slid behind the wheel.

         
          

         The west bank of the Mississippi, just across the river from New Orleans, was a dirty strip of scrapyards, body shops, and
            lopsided tenement buildings, the wood rotting off them. The Wank, people called it. Barone understood why. The smell was something
            else. A couple of refineries fired night and day, a burning funk that stuck to your clothes and skin. Ships dumped their garbage
            on the New Orleans side, and it washed up here. Dead fish, too, the ones even the gulls wouldn’t touch.
         

         
         He pulled off the main road and guided the Impala down a narrow track of oyster-shell gravel that ran parallel to the train
            tracks. Tires crunching, headlights bouncing over rows of busted windshields and caved-in grills. A stack of chrome bumpers
            ten feet high.
         

         
         It was after midnight, but the lights in the office were still on. Barone knew they would be. A man gets in a certain habit,
            he stays there.
         

         
         Armand’s office was just a shack, four walls and a corrugated tin roof. The front room had a desk, a sofa with one arm sawed
            off so it would fit, and a camp stove that Armand used to boil coffee. The back room was behind a door that looked like any
            other door. Solid steel. Try to kick that in and walk with a limp for the rest of your life.
         

         
         Armand gave Barone a big smile. He was happy to see Barone. Why not? Barone shopped the top-shelf merchandise and never dickered
            too much.
         

         
         “What’s doing, baby?” Armand said. “Where you been at? How long since the last time you come round to see me? Three months?”

         
         “Two,” Barone said.

         
         “You want something to drink? Look at you. Nice and trim. That ain’t me, baby. Man, I just peek round the corner at a plate
            of beans and rice, I get fatter.” He grabbed his belly with both hands and jiggled it for Barone. “See that? So where you
            staying at these days? Still over there by Burgundy Street?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “What you think ’bout all that business up there in Dallas? Awful shame, ain’t it? You ask me, it was the Russians behind
            it. One hundred percent. You just wait and see. The Russians.”
         

         
         “I’ve got a new piece of work,” Barone said.

         
         Armand laughed. “Down to business. Every time.”

         
         “I need something tonight.”

         
         “What you looking for?”

         
         “Tell me what you have.”

         
         Armand took out his ring of keys. “Well, snubbies, take your pick, two-inch or four-inch. Clean, guaranteed. Or you want something
            with a little more gris-gris, I got another .22 Magnum, cut down to the stock.”
         

         
         “How much for the .22?” Barone said.

         
         “Cost me a nickel more than the last one did.”

         
         Barone doubted it. “Clean?”

         
         “Guaranteed.”

         
         “I’m not paying an extra nickel.”

         
         “Oh, baby, you gonna put me outta business.”

         
         “Let’s see it,” Barone said.

         
         Armand unlocked the door to the back room. It was half the size of the front room, just enough space for a few boxes and a
            steamer trunk. He squatted down to unlock the steamer trunk. The effort made him groan.
         

         
         “How’s LaBruzzo and them?” Armand said. “You know who I run across the other day? That big ugly rumpkin from Curley’s Gym.
            You remember him, muscles all over. I know you remember him. Guess who he works for now. I’ll tell you who. He . . .”
         

         
         Armand glanced over and saw the gun in Barone’s hand. A .357 Blackhawk.

         
         It took a beat for the gun to register. Then Armand’s face went flat, like a mask coming off. He stood back up.

         
         “I sold you that,” Armand said. “Didn’t I? Threw in a box of .38 Short Colts.”

         
         “A couple of years ago,” Barone said.

         
         There were no cars on the road this time of night, and the shack was a long way from the next yard over. But Barone never
            took chances, not if he could help it. He decided to wait for a barge to pass and blow its horn.
         

         
         “Just listen to me now, baby,” Armand said. “You barking up the wrong tree. Carlos is. I ain’t have no idea what this all
            about.”
         

         
         He had one hand at his side and the other one on his belly, making slow circles. Barone wasn’t worried. Armand never carried
            a gun. The guns in the trunk were never loaded.
         

         
         “Please,” Armand said. “I ain’t sold nothing to nobody. Whatever happened up there in Dallas, I ain’t got the first idea.
            Put me in front of Jesus Christ himself and I’ll swear it.”
         

         
         So Armand did have an idea what this was about after all. Barone wasn’t surprised.

         
         “Please, baby, you know I know how to keep my mouth shut,” Armand said. “Always have, always will. Let me talk to Carlos.
            Let me straighten him out.”
         

         
         “You remember that big Christmas party at Mandina’s?” Barone said. “A couple of years after the war.”

         
         “Yeah, sure,” Armand said. He couldn’t figure out why Barone was asking about a long-ago Christmas party. He couldn’t figure
            out why Barone hadn’t shot him yet. He was starting to think that he might have a chance. “Sure. Sure, I remember that party.”
         

         
         Winter of ’46 or ’47. Barone had just gone to work for Carlos. He was living in a cold-water flat down the street from the
            Roosevelt Hotel.
         

         
         “There was a piano player,” Barone said. He wondered if that Christmas party at Mandina’s was when he heard “’Round Midnight”
            the first time. “A piano player with a top hat.”
         

         
         “And there was a Christmas tree,” Armand said. Nodding and grinning and finally giving in to hope, the sweet embrace of it.
            “That’s right. A big old Christmas tree with an angel on top.”
         

         
         Barone thought about the old colored man playing “’Round Midnight” on his alto sax earlier, his fingers flying over the keys.
            Some people were born with a gift.
         

         
         Finally a barge blew its horn, so loud and low that Barone felt the throb in his back teeth. He pulled the trigger.

         
         A quarter of a mile east of Armand’s scrapyard, driving back to the bridge, Barone saw a car coming on, headed in the opposite
            direction. An old Hudson Commodore with a sunshade like the brim of a baseball cap.
         

         
         Behind the wheel a woman. Barone’s headlights lit up her face as they passed. Her headlights lit up his.

         
         He tapped the brakes and swung around. When he caught the Commodore, he flashed his headlights. The Commodore pulled onto
            the shoulder. Barone parked behind it. On his way to the driver’s window, he popped his switchblade and gave the back tire
            a quick jab.
         

         
         “Damn it to hell, you scared me to death.” The woman had her hair up in curlers. Who was she? Why was she out here this time
            of night? Barone supposed it didn’t matter, the who or the why. “I thought you was the damn cops.”
         

         
         “No,” he said.

         
         She was missing a piece of a front tooth. Her smile was friendly. “The cops is the last thing in the damn world I need right
            now.”
         

         
         “You’ve got a flat,” Barone said.

         
         “Damn it. That’s the next-to-the-last thing in the world I need.”

         
         “Come look.”

         
         She climbed out of the car and came around to the back. She wore an old housecoat the color of dirty dishwater. When she heard
            the back tire hissing, she laughed.
         

         
         “Well, if that ain’t the cherry on top of my sundae.” She laughed again. She had a nice laugh, like the cheerful jingle of
            coins in a pocket. “After the day I had, it’s the damn cat’s pajamas.”
         

         
         “Open the trunk,” Barone said. “I’ll change it out for you.”

         
         “My hero,” she said.

         
         He checked to make sure the road was empty and then cut her throat, turning her a little so that she didn’t spill blood on
            his suit. After a minute she relaxed, like a silk dress slipping off a hanger. Barone just had to let her slide into the trunk
            of the car, no effort at all.
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         While everyone else gathered around the television in the living room, Charlotte inspected the dining table to see what she
            might have forgotten. She’d been awake since five-thirty that morning, baking and basting and grating and mincing. And last
            night she’d stayed up until almost midnight, polishing the silverware and ironing the Irish-lace tablecloth that Dooley’s
            parents had given them for their wedding.
         

         
         Had she slept at all? She wasn’t entirely sure. At one point, lying on her back in the darkest hollow of the night, she’d
            felt the dog’s whiskery muzzle twitching close to her mouth, making sure she was still breathing.
         

         
         Dooley’s mother, Martha, popped into the kitchen. “Need any help, Charlie?” she said.

         
         “No thank you,” Charlotte said. “I’m just about ready.”

         
         “You’re sure?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Both Martha and Dooley’s father, Arthur, were lovely people, gracious and unfailingly kind. If Charlotte had left the silver
            unpolished, the tablecloth unironed, if she’d forgotten the rolls or the cranberry sauce, they would have made a point not
            to notice.
         

         
         Which made it worse somehow. Charlotte wished that her in-laws were less gracious, less lovely. Better a pair of cruel snippers,
            icy snubbers, implacable adversaries she could never hope to appease. The searchingly earnest way Dooley’s father studied
            Charlotte, the way his mother would reach out, unprompted, to pat Charlotte’s hand—their pity, at times, was agonizing.
         

         
         In the living room, the mood was hushed and grim. The television report showed a horse-drawn caisson bearing the president’s
            casket from the White House to the Capitol. A reporter broke in to confirm that Lee Harvey Oswald, who had been shot earlier
            that morning, was dead.
         

         
         Charlotte saw that Joan and Rosemary had snuck back inside to watch the TV.

         
         “Rosemary,” she said. “Joan.”

         
         Rosemary prepared to deliver arguments for the defense. “But, Mommy—”

         
         “But nothing,” Charlotte said. “I told you to go play outside with your cousins.”

         
         The girls had already been exposed to far too many hours of disturbing television news for which they were far too young.
            They understood that a bad man had killed the president of the United States. They didn’t need to know all the gruesome details.
         

         
         “But they’re playing fort,” Rosemary said.

         
         “So?” Charlotte said.

         
         “They said we can’t play fort with them because we’re just girls.”

         
         Before Charlotte could answer, Dooley’s brother, Bill, handed Charlotte his empty beer bottle. “I sure could use another one
            of these, Charlie,” he said.
         

         
         During grace, her eyes closed and head bowed, Charlotte’s thoughts returned to that eleven-year-old girl knifing her way fearlessly
            across the river seventeen years ago. The following winter Charlotte’s father—just turned thirty-two, the very picture of
            ruddy health—had suffered a heart attack and died. His death devastated her. For the first time, Charlotte learned that life’s
            currents were more treacherous than she’d thought, that she was not as strong a swimmer.
         

         
         After that . . . what happened? Charlotte’s mother, a distant and timid woman, grew even more so. She discouraged Charlotte
            from taking risks, from standing out, from expecting too much. Before too long Charlotte proved quite adept at discouraging
            herself. She’d enrolled at the University of Oklahoma instead of at one of the smaller colleges closer to home (though her
            mother discouraged it), but the moment Charlotte stepped foot on campus, she was overwhelmed. She’d just turned seventeen,
            she’d never been away from Woodrow before, she knew not a soul. In October, only six weeks into the semester, she packed her
            things and fled back home.
         

         
         She found a job at the bakery, which is where one afternoon she struck up a conversation with a handsome customer. Dooley
            was three years older than Charlotte, so she hadn’t known him well in school. But he was friendly, fun, and he didn’t take
            himself as seriously as the other boys in town. He asked her out, and soon after that they started going together. Soon after
            that she married him and they moved into a house three blocks from the one she’d grown up in. Soon after that she was pregnant
            with Joan. Soon after that she was pregnant with Rosemary. Soon after that was right now.
         

         
         “Mommy,” Rosemary whispered. “It’s your turn.”

         
         “My turn?” Charlotte said.

         
         Her turn. If only life were like that, Charlotte thought, a game where every round you were allowed to spin the wheel again,
            to pluck a fresh card from the pile. Though who was to say that a new spin or a fresh card would improve your position on
            the board?
         

         
         There’s always a bumpier road than the one you’re driving on, Charlotte’s mother had always cautioned her. Be content with what you have, in other words, because the alternative is probably
            even worse. Her mother shared this philosophy when, for example, Charlotte complained that the math teacher in eighth grade
            refused to let any of the girls in class ask questions. When her boss at the bakery followed Charlotte into the back room
            and pressed her up against the wall. When Charlotte began to worry that Dooley, her fiancé at the time, was drinking too much.
         

         
         “It’s your turn to say what you’re thankful for, Mommy,” Rosemary said.

         
         “Well, let me see,” Charlotte said. “I’m thankful for my two beautiful daughters. I’m thankful for the family that could be
            with us today. I’m thankful for this wonderful Sunday dinner.”
         

         
         Dooley carved the roast. The knife in his hand was steady. Each slice of the meat flopped onto the platter perfect and glistening.
            Whenever his parents came over for dinner, Dooley limited himself to a single beer or glass of wine. Even though his parents
            knew, everyone knew, that five minutes after the last guest was gone, Dooley would be out the door, too. Claiming that he
            had to pick up cigarettes or mail a letter or put gas in the car, back in a jiffy.
         

         
         Early afternoon, the light from the dining-room window stern and wintry and uncompromising. Interesting light. Rosemary reached
            for the salt, and Dooley’s father reached for the rolls, and Dooley passed the gravy boat across to his mother. The arms overlapped
            and interlocked, creating frames within the frame, each a perfect miniature still life. An eye, a pearl in a necklace, the
            stripe of a tie. Charlotte wished that she had her camera handy. She’d get down low, shoot up from the surface of the table.
         

         
         “The world is going to hell,” Dooley’s brother was saying. “Pardon my language, ladies, but it’s the truth. Kennedy, Oswald,
            Ruby, civil rights. Women thinking that they can do anything a man can do.”
         

         
         “But shouldn’t they be allowed to try at least?” Charlotte said. “What’s the harm?”

         
         Bill didn’t hear her and charged ahead, lifting his fork higher and higher with each point he made.

         
         “It’s a battle for civilization, just like in the movies,” Bill said. “Fort Apache. That’s what a place like Woodrow is like.
            We’re the only ones left to fight off the Indians. We’ve got to circle the wagons, protect what this country stands for before
            it gets turned upside down by people who are all turned inside out. The Negro, for example. What most people don’t realize,
            the Negro prefers a separation of the races just as much as you or I do!”
         

         
         Dooley and his father nodded along. Charlotte was curious to know when exactly the Negro had confided this preference to Bill,
            but she lacked the energy—or was it the courage?—to ask him. Bill was the second-most successful lawyer in Logan County and
            had never lost a case. Dooley’s father was the most successful lawyer in Logan County. If Charlotte dared dip a toe in a discussion
            about politics, the men would genially and implacably expose the various flaws in her logic, the way one might pick every
            last bone from a fish.
         

         
         Charlotte’s sister-in-law touched her arm and gushed about a new pattern—a free-line overblouse on a pleated stem—that she’d
            discovered.
         

         
         “It’s a terrible tragedy, what happened,” Dooley’s father said, “but the silver lining is that Johnson is an improvement on
            Kennedy. Johnson isn’t nearly so liberal. He’s from the South and understands the importance of moderation.”
         

         
         “I can’t decide between a thin plaid wool or a whisper-check cotton,” Charlotte’s sister-in-law told her. “What’s your vote?”

         
         Charlotte glanced over and noticed that Joan was watching her. Seeing what? Charlotte wondered. Learning what?

         
         After dinner the men retired to the living room, the children went outside to play, and Charlotte started on the dishes. Dooley’s
            mother followed her into the kitchen. Charlotte tried to shoo her away from the dirty plates, but Martha ignored her and began
            to scrape.
         

         
         “How have you been, dear?” Which meant, Charlotte knew, How has he been?

         
         “Just fine,” Charlotte said.

         
         “Those girls are little angels.”

         
         “Well. Accounts vary.”

         
         Martha placed a plate on top of the stack. “We spoiled him terribly,” she said after a moment. “The youngest, you know.”

         
         Charlotte shook her head. “No, Martha,” she said. If anyone was to blame for the man Dooley had become, it was Charlotte.
            As his girlfriend she’d been stupidly blind to his flaws. As his wife she’d indulged him because the alternative was too difficult
            to contemplate.
         

         
         “We’d like to pitch in, Arthur and I,” Martha said.

         
         Charlotte shook her head again, the familiar ritual. “You’ve done too much already, Martha.”

         
         “We know how hard it can be for a young couple.”

         
         Charlotte’s eyes welled without warning, a hot, stinging shame. She turned to wipe down the stove so that Martha wouldn’t
            see. So that Martha could slip the folded bills into the pocket of her apron.
         

         
         “Really,” Charlotte said. “It’s not necessary.”

         
         “We insist,” Martha said. “We just wish it was more.”

         
         Thirty minutes later they were gone, Dooley’s parents and his brother and sister-in-law, their three boys, all of them headed
            home. Five minutes after that, Charlotte was filling the roasting pan with hot water and dish soap when Dooley strolled into
            the kitchen, his coat and hat and gloves already on.
         

         
         “We’ll need some milk for tomorrow morning, won’t we?” He gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I better run up there before the
            store closes.”
         

         
         “Your mother gave us another three hundred dollars,” Charlotte said.

         
         He rubbed the back of his neck. Dooley preferred to enjoy the fruits of charity without having to acknowledge the tree or
            the picking.
         

         
         “Well, dang it, Charlie,” he said. “I don’t want their money. We don’t need it.”

         
         She wanted to laugh. Instead she turned off the hot water and stepped away from the cloud of steam. “She insisted.”

         
         “Well, next time you tell her no, Charlie. You understand?” He started edging toward the door. “Anyway, I better run up and
            get that milk.”
         

         
         “And you’ll be back in a jiffy,” she said, “right after you have just one drink.”

         
         That stopped him in his tracks. His expression reminded her of the picture that had been on TV all afternoon: Lee Harvey Oswald
            bent double, his mouth a startled O as Jack Ruby fired a bullet into his stomach.
         

         
         Charlotte had surprised herself, too. But in for a penny, in for a pound. “We can’t keep on like this,” she said.

         
         “Keep on like what?” he said.

         
         “Let’s sit down and talk about it, honey. Really talk, for once.”

         
         “Talk about what?”

         
         “You know what.”

         
         His face darkened, a gathering storm of righteous indignation. When he was drunk, he swore that he would never in his life
            touch another drop of liquor. When he was sober, he swore that he had never in his life touched a drop.
         

         
         “What I know,” he said, “I know the girls are going to need some milk for their cereal in the morning.”

         
         “Dooley . . .”

         
         “What’s the matter with you, Charlie? Why do you want to ruin Sunday for everybody?”

         
         She felt her energy drain away. He would keep at this, keep at her, for as long as it took. When you stood between Dooley
            and a bottle, he was the surf pounding the cliffs to sand. Surrender was the only sensible course of action.
         

         
         “Go ahead,” she said.

         
         “Don’t you want the girls to have milk for their cereal in the morning?”

         
         “Go ahead. I’m sorry.”

         
         He left, and she folded the tablecloth. She swept up the crumbs under the dining-room table and checked on the girls in their
            room. Rosemary had no fewer than three different Disney True-Life Adventures books open before her. Prowlers of the Everglades, The Vanishing Prairie, and Nature’s Half Acre. Joan was carefully clipping squares from sheets of colored construction paper. The dog lay curled between them on the bottom
            bunk, his usual spot.
         

         
         “What are you doing, sweetie?” Charlotte asked Joan.

         
         “She invented a game,” Rosemary said. “She’s going to teach me how to play when she’s finished inventing it. Where’s Daddy?”

         
         “He ran up to the store,” Charlotte said.

         
         Joan lifted her head. A look flashed between her and Rosemary. Or did Charlotte just imagine it? They were still too young,
            surely, to understand.
         

         
         “What are the rules of the game, Joan?” Charlotte said.

         
         “They’re very complicated,” Rosemary said. “Aren’t they, Joan?”

         
         “Yes,” Joan said.

         
         “Mommy?” Rosemary said. “Is Mrs. Kennedy very, very sad because the president died?”

         
         “I would think so, yes,” Charlotte said.

         
         “What will she do now?”

         
         “What will she do? I’m not sure. Do you mean—”

         
         “Who will she live with?” Rosemary said. “Who will take care of her?”

         
         The question surprised Charlotte. “Why, I imagine that she’ll take care of herself.”

         
         Rosemary looked doubtful. Another look flashed between her and Joan. “Mommy?” Rosemary said.

         
         “One more question,” Charlotte said. “And then I have to get the clothes off the line before it’s dark.”

         
         “You’d be very, very sad if Daddy died,” Rosemary said, “wouldn’t you?”

         
         “Daddy’s not going to die. I promise.”

         
         “But you’d be very, very sad.”

         
         “Of course I would,” Charlotte said, and she meant it. Dooley wasn’t a bad person—far from it. He loved Charlotte and loved
            the girls, and he’d never once lifted a hand to any of them in anger. And the drinking . . . Deep down, she knew, he genuinely
            wanted to quit. One day, perhaps, he’d manage to do it.
         

         
         But suppose he did quit drinking. What then? Charlotte’s life would be easier, certainly, but would it be happier? The seconds
            and minutes and hours would continue to tick past. The weeks, the months, the years. The futures she might have had, the women
            she might have become, those ghosts would grow fainter and fainter in the distance until they disappeared altogether. If Charlotte
            was lucky, she’d forget that they’d ever haunted her.
         

         
         And the girls. It pained Charlotte that one day Rosemary and Joan might ask the same questions of themselves: What will we do? Who will take care of us?

         
         Rosemary had turned back to her books, Joan to her squares of construction paper. Charlotte lingered in the doorway. She thought
            about her initial reaction to the assassination, how permanently fixed in her life the news had made her feel. But maybe that idea needed amendment. No, her world would never change—not unless
            she did something to change it.
         

         
         The tornado might have blown Dorothy from Kansas to Oz, but Dorothy was the one who’d had to open the front door of the farmhouse
            and step outside.
         

         
         Charlotte’s fingers touched the money in the pocket of her apron. Three hundred dollars. She had perhaps twice as much in
            the girls’ college savings account, money that Dooley didn’t know about and couldn’t squander.
         

         
         Nine hundred dollars. It wasn’t nearly enough. But Charlotte didn’t let herself stop and think.

         
         “Girls,” she said. “Go pack your suitcases.”

         
         “Are we going somewhere?” Rosemary said, excited. “When are we leaving?”

         
         Every now and then, Charlotte dreamed that she could fly. She’d be skipping to school, a child again, and then suddenly she’d
            find herself gliding weightlessly over cars, over trees, over entire houses. The secret was to not think about what was happening
            to you, what you were doing. Pretend it was just an ordinary day or the spell would be broken and down you’d come crashing.
         

         
         “Mommy,” Rosemary said, “when are we leaving?”

         
         “Now. In five minutes.”

         
         “Is Daddy coming?” Joan said.

         
         “No. It’s just us girls.”

         
         “What about Lucky?” Rosemary said.

         
         The dog. Oh, good Lord. But Charlotte couldn’t just leave the poor thing here. Dooley might forget to feed him or to give
            him his medicine. He might forget that the dog even existed.
         

         
         “Lucky can come with us,” Charlotte said. “Now, hurry, go pack your suitcases.”

         
         “Can I bring one doll or two dolls?” Rosemary said.

         
         “One.”

         
         “Are two small dolls the same as one big doll?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “But Joan can bring one doll, too. And we can each bring one book.”

         
         “Yes. Now, go.”

         
         Rosemary bounded away. Joan considered Charlotte solemnly.

         
         “Where are we going, Mommy?” Joan said.

         
         Charlotte reached out to smooth the golden hair that never needed it. “Let’s find out.”
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         Guidry’s Friday-night dinner with Al LaBruzzo dragged on. Guidry was his usual sparkling self, thank you very much, but it
            took some effort. He couldn’t chase the idea from his head that maybe, just maybe, Seraphine and Carlos planned to kill him.
         

         
         No, don’t be ridiculous.

         
         Yes, the math made sense. Guidry knew about the getaway Eldorado and its connection to the assassination. That made him a
            risk.
         

         
         But he was one of Carlos’s most trusted associates, Seraphine’s friend and confidant. He’d proved his loyalty time and time
            again. Just count the times! Al LaBruzzo didn’t have enough fingers.
         

         
         And look at it, too, from a more practical perspective. Guidry did important work for the organization. He opened doors through
            which flowed cash and influence. Carlos—a penny-pincher, so tight he squeaked when he walked—wouldn’t throw away as valuable
            an asset as Guidry. Waste not, want not, Carlos always said.
         

         
         After dinner Guidry took a cab up Canal to the Orpheum and slipped into the middle of the picture, a comedy western with John
            Wayne and Maureen O’Hara horsing around on a ranch. The theater was almost empty.
         

         
         Get rid of the Eldorado.

         
         And then get rid of the man who got rid of the Eldorado. Get rid of the man who knows about Dallas.

         
         The projector clattered. Cigarette smoke rose and bloomed in the beam of light from the booth. Three scattered couples in
            the theater, plus two other solo acts like Guidry. No one had come in since he’d plopped down. He was pretty sure no one had
            followed his cab up Canal.
         

         
         Guidry was letting his imagination get the best of him. Could be. He’d seen it happen to guys who’d been around too long.
            The stress of the life worked away at them like salt spray on soft wood, and they started to fall apart.
         

         
         Maybe I’m crazy. That was what Mackey Pagano had said to Guidry when he begged Guidry to find out if Carlos wanted him dead. Maybe I’m crazy.

         
         But Mackey hadn’t been crazy, had he? Carlos had wanted Mackey dead, and now, almost certainly, dead Mackey was.
         

         
         What else had Mackey said Wednesday night at the Monteleone? Guidry tried to remember. Something about a guy from San Francisco,
            the hit on the judge a year ago that Carlos had eventually decided against.
         

         
         That was the kind of work Mackey had been doing the last few years, arranging for out-of-town specialists when Carlos didn’t
            have someone at hand, local, to do the work he needed.
         

         
         Specialists, independent contractors. Such as, perhaps, a sniper who could pick off the president of the United States and
            then afterward drive away in a sky-blue Eldorado.
         

         
         Guidry could no longer stomach the high jinks on the screen. He left the theater before the movie ended and walked back to
            his apartment building. Nobody following him, he was ninety-nine percent sure.
         

         
         The canceled hit on the judge last year. Maybe it had been one of Seraphine’s elaborate smoke screens. Guidry knew how she
            operated. She’d used the cover of darkness to line up the sniper that Carlos had sent to Dealey Plaza today.
         

         
         Mackey must have figured out some corner of the puzzle a few days ago. He must have recognized that he possessed dangerous
            information.
         

         
         And now Guidry had figured out the same corner of the puzzle. Now he possessed that same dangerous information. Throw another
            log on the fire, shall we? Ye gods. Guidry’s day was just getting shittier and shittier.
         

         
         But there was still hope. It was still possible that what had happened to Mackey was a coincidence, that Carlos had bumped
            him for reasons entirely unrelated to the assassination.
         

         
         Guidry knew a source who might be able to shed light. When he reached his apartment building, he bypassed the lobby and went
            straight to the garage. Chick was sitting crumpled in the booth and staring at the radio like it was his own sweet mother
            who’d been shot in Dallas. The Negroes thought that Jack Kennedy loved them. Hate to break the news, Chick, but Jack Kennedy
            was like every smart cat: He loved himself and himself only.
         

         
         “Bring my car around for me, Chick, will you?” Guidry said.

         
         “Yes, sir, Mr. Guidry,” Chick said. “You been listening to the news? Good Lord, Good Lord.”

         
         “You know what the Good Book says, Chick. ‘When thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned.’”

         
         “Yeah you right.” Chick blew his nose into a handkerchief. “Yeah you right.”

         
         Guidry drove over the bridge to the west bank. He tried the scrapyard first. Armand wasn’t in his little shack of an office,
            a surprise. Guidry knocked and knocked till his knuckles were numb. It was fine. He knew where Armand lived. Not too far up
            the road, a tidy little neighborhood of shotguns in Algiers Point.
         

         
         Armand’s wife answered the door. Esmeralda, faded Cajun beauty, the crumbling ruins of a once-glorious civilization. Guidry
            wished he’d known her when. How a tubby motormouth gun peddler like Armand had landed such a prize, it was an enigma to unravel.
         

         
         But another enigma had priority right now. Guidry crossed his fingers that Armand could help with the unraveling. Armand had
            known Mackey for almost half a century. The two of them had grown up together. Armand would know what Mackey had been up to.
         

         
         “Sorry to trouble you, Esme, I know it’s late,” Guidry said. Late, but the lights in the house blazed and the smell of fresh-brewed
            coffee drifted out from the kitchen. Strange.
         

         
         “Hello, Frank,” Esme said.

         
         “I’m looking for Armand. He’s not at the office.”

         
         “He’s not home.”

         
         “I wish I could steal you away from him, Esme,” Guidry said. “I know you’ve been married a while, but give me the blueprints
            and I’ll do what it takes.”
         

         
         “He’s not home,” she said again.

         
         “No? Do you know where he is?”

         
         Strange, too, that Esme hadn’t invited Guidry in yet, hadn’t offered him a cup of coffee. Every other time that Guidry had
            come round, now and then over the years, she’d dragged him through the door and pinned him to the sofa and flirted like she
            was seventeen years old. Usually Guidry had to make like Houdini just to wriggle free.
         

         
         And why, if she was still up this late, wasn’t the television or the radio playing? Esme would throw herself in front of the
            St. Charles streetcar for Jackie Kennedy.
         

         
         “He’s gone fishing,” Esme said. “Out to the Atchafalaya for a few days. You know how he loves it out there.”

         
         In the spring, sure, when the bass were biting. But in November? “When’s he coming home?” Guidry said.

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         She smiled, no strain showing. But Guidry could feel it. Something. Fear? He looked past her, into the house, and saw a suitcase by the kitchen door.
         

         
         “My sister in Shreveport.” Esme answered the question before Guidry could ask it. “I’m taking the bus up to visit her this
            weekend.”
         

         
         “How can I get hold of Armand?” Guidry said.

         
         “I don’t know. Good-bye, Frank.”

         
         She shut the front door. Guidry walked slowly back to his car. Armand was dead. Guidry resisted the conclusion, but it was
            the only one he could draw. Armand had been bumped, like Mackey, and Esme knew it. She was scared out of her wits that Carlos
            would come after her if she breathed a word. Smart lady.
         

         
         Mackey had been bumped because he’d arranged for the sniper.

         
         Armand had been bumped because . . . That was easy. Because he was Carlos’s most discreet and reliable source of weapons.
            You wouldn’t know to look at Armand, at the scrapyard shack, but he could get any kind of gun and move it anywhere.
         

         
         The evidence mounted. Carlos was clipping the threads that connected him to the assassination. Who next but Guidry?

         
         No, don’t be ridiculous. Guidry was a valuable asset, et cetera, his perch in the organization only a branch or two beneath
            Seraphine’s, et cetera. Though that wasn’t as encouraging a notion, Guidry realized, as he’d first assumed. From up here he
            could see it all, he could see too much, he could put all the pieces together.
         

         
         And what about that jittery deputy chief in Dallas, the reason Seraphine had sent Guidry to Dallas in the first place? Did
            that count as another strike against Guidry?
         

         
         As he crossed the bridge back over the Mississippi, the black water below reminded him of the dream he’d had last night. Omens
            and portents.
         

         
         Carlos and Seraphine could have used anyone in the organization to stash the getaway Eldorado in Dallas, someone disposable.
            Why did they use Guidry? Because, maybe, they’d already decided that his time was up.
         

         
         He rented a room at a cheap motel out in Kenner. He didn’t think that Seraphine would make a move before he dumped the Eldorado
            in Houston, but just to be safe. Guidry always kept a suitcase in the car. A toothbrush, a change of clothes, a couple grand
            in cash. Saturday morning he stood in the terminal at Moisant and studied the departure board. The flight to Houston that
            Seraphine had booked for him left at ten. A flight to Miami left at half past.
         

         
         Guidry could take the flight to Miami and try to disappear. Suppose, though, he wasn’t on Carlos’s list after all. If Guidry
            ran now, he’d shoot straight to the top of the charts, congratulations.
         

         
         If he ran, he would have to leave behind everything. His life. The smiles and the nods and the bellboys at the Monteleone
            scrambling to open the door for him, the beautiful redheads and brunettes eyeing him from across the room.
         

         
         His nest egg was back in the nest. How the fuck was he supposed to disappear forever with only a couple thousand bucks in
            his wallet?
         

         
         Seraphine might have someone at the airport watching him. Guidry didn’t overlook the possibility. So he moseyed over to the
            bar and ordered a Bloody Mary and chatted up the cocktail waitress. Not a care in the world, had Frank Guidry.
         

         
         After the last call from the gate, he boarded the plane to Houston. Carlos wouldn’t bump him. Seraphine wouldn’t let him.
            Armand and Mackey—they were beasts of burden, spare parts. Guidry was the right hand of the right hand of the king himself,
            untouchable. Or so he hoped.
         

         
          

         The Rice, at the corner of Main and Texas, was the swankiest hotel in Houston, with a pool in the basement and a dance pavilion
            on the roof. The Thanksgiving decorations were out—a papier-mâché turkey in a Pilgrim hat, a horn of plenty overflowing with
            wax apples and squash. But the lobby felt like a funeral, every step soft, every voice hushed. Kennedy had spent the night
            before his assassination in a suite here. Probably an enjoyable night, given the stories Guidry had heard about him.
         

         
         Guidry’s room on the ninth floor of the Rice looked down on the pay lot across the street. The sky-blue Cadillac Eldorado
            sat in the back corner, the sun winking off the chrome. Guidry watched the Eldorado for a while. Watched the lot. He counted
            his money again. Two thousand one hundred and seventy-four bucks. He called down and had room service bring up a club sandwich,
            a bottle of Macallan, a bucket of ice. Don’t think of it as a last supper. Don’t. He hung his suit coat on the back of the
            bathroom door and ran the shower, hot, to steam the creases from the wool.
         

         
         At four-thirty he walked across the street and tugged on his Italian calfskin driving gloves and slid behind the wheel of
            the Eldorado. South toward La Porte, window rolled down to flush out the lingering ghost of sweat and Camels and hair oil.
            Where was he now? The specialist from San Francisco who took the shot and then drove the Eldorado down from Dallas? Long gone,
            Guidry supposed, one way or another.
         

         
         He stuck to the speed limit, watched for a tail. A few blocks before he reached La Porte, he pulled in to the crowded parking
            lot of a Mexican restaurant.
         

         
         The backseat was clean. He popped the lid of the trunk. Why? Guidry couldn’t say for sure. He just wanted to know everything
            he could know. He’d been that way since he was running around in diapers.
         

         
         An old army barracks bag, olive-drab canvas with a drawstring neck. Guidry opened it. Inside, wrapped in a denim work shirt,
            was a bolt-action rifle with a four-power scope. A box of 6.5 millimeter shells, a couple of brass casings. Binoculars. The
            embroidered patch on the work shirt said dallas municipal transit authority.

         
         Guidry cinched the duffel back up and shut the trunk. East on La Porte, past a few miles of new prefab tract houses that would
            collapse if you sneezed on them. The houses gave way to the refineries and chemical plants and shipyards. After the Humble
            Oil refinery, last on the row, a long stretch of virgin swamp and pine. There is a pleasure in the pathless woods. Which doped-up English dandy had written that? Guidry couldn’t remember. Coleridge or Keats, Byron or Shelley. One of them.
            I love not Man the less, but Nature more.

         
         The sun sank behind him. It wasn’t much of a sun to start with, just a patch of shiny gray in the darker gray of the sky,
            like the worn elbow of a cheap blazer.
         

         
         No other cars, coming or going, not since he’d passed the Humble refinery. The unmarked road was a single narrow lane of broken
            asphalt and black mud gouged through the trees.
         

         
         Guidry turned onto it and then stopped. Go on? Or back up? He idled, thinking. His father used to play a game when he was
            a little drunk or a lot drunk or not drunk and just bored. He’d hold his hands in front of him and order Guidry or his little
            sister to pick a hand, right or left. You didn’t win the game. One hand was a punch, the other hand was a slap. Lose your
            nerve and fail to pick in time, you’d get one of each, good old Pop busting a gut he laughed so hard.
         

         
         The road led to a sagging chain-link fence. Gate open. The bottom half of the wooden sign clipped to the gate had splintered
            off. All that remained was a big red no.
         

         
         Omens and portents. Guidry drove on, between the two rows of corroded metal drums, each one as big as a house. When he reached
            the dock, he put the Eldorado in park and climbed out. Something, the weedy muck at the base of the tanks, made his eyes burn—a
            rich, earthy shit-rot, a poisonous chemical tang.
         

         
         Guidry, once he turned seven or eight years, had refused to play his father’s game—he’d refused to pick left hand or right.
            A small act of rebellion that he paid dearly for, but Guidry didn’t like surprises. He’d rather take the punch and the slap than not know which one was coming.
         

         
         He looked around. He didn’t see a glint of metal, didn’t hear a rustle of movement. But he wouldn’t, would he?

         
         A heavy chain was looped between a pair of iron cleats, but the key was in the padlock. Seraphine had made this simple for
            Guidry. Or she’d made it simple for the man sent to kill him. Put Guidry in the trunk when you’re done. Put the car in the
            channel.
         

         
         He dragged the chain to the side and rolled the Eldorado to the end of the dock. The big car hung on the edge for a second—nose
            down, like it was sniffing the water—and then slid in and under, barely a ripple.
         

         
         Walking through the trees back to La Porte. Breathing deeply, in and out. With each step he took, Guidry’s heart thudded a
            little slower, a little slower, a little slower. He needed a drink and a steak and a girl. And he needed to move his bowels
            all of a sudden, to beat the goddamn band.
         

         
         He was alive. He was all right.

         
         At the filling station on La Porte, the pump jockey squinted at Guidry. “Where’s your car at, mister?”

         
         “About a mile up the road, headed due west at forty miles an hour, my wife behind the wheel,” Guidry said. “I hope you’re
            not married, friend. It’s a carnival ride.”
         

         
         “I ain’t married,” the pump jockey said. “Wouldn’t mind to be, though.”

         
         “Stand up straight.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “If you want to have luck with the ladies,” Guidry said. He was in a generous mood. “Head up, shoulders back. Carry yourself
            with confidence. Give the lady your full attention. You have a phone I can use?”
         

         
         A pay phone on the side of the building. Guidry used his first dime to call a cab. He used his second dime to call Seraphine.

         
         “No problems,” he said.

         
         “But of course not, mon cher.”
         

         
         “All right, then.”

         
         “You’ll spend the night at the Rice?” she said.

         
         “Uncle Carlos better cover my tab.”

         
         “He will. Enjoy.”

         
         Back inside, Guidry caught the pump jockey practicing his posture in the reflection off the front glass. Head up, shoulders
            back. Maybe he’d get the hang of it. Guidry asked about the men’s room, and the pump jockey sent him outside again, to the
            back of the building this time.
         

         
         whites only. Guidry entered the single stall and sat down and with great relief released the acid churn he’d been carrying around in
            his belly for the past twenty-four hours. On the cinder-block wall next to the toilet, someone had used the tip of a knife
            to scratch a few words.
         

         
         here i sit all broken hearted

         
         tried to

         
         That was it. Inspiration had flagged or the poet had finished his business.

         
         When Guidry came out of the men’s room, his cab had arrived. It dropped him at the Rice, and he headed straight to the Capital
            Club. A few promising Texas bluebonnets were scattered about, but first things first. Guidry sat at the bar and ordered a
            double Macallan neat, another double Macallan neat, a rib eye with creamed spinach.
         

         
         One of the bartenders, blond hair so pale it was almost white, sidled over and asked out of the corner of his mouth if Guidry
            wanted to buy some grass. Don’t mind if I do. Seraphine had instructed him to enjoy his evening, had she not? The bartender
            told Guidry to meet him in ten minutes, the alley behind the hotel.
         

         
         Guidry had lifted the last sip of Macallan to his lips. You’ll spend the night at the Rice? That’s what Seraphine had asked him on the phone. Why would she need to ask that? She’d booked his hotel room and knew that
            his return flight departed tomorrow morning. Why would she need to ask that, and why had Guidry not wondered about it until
            now?
         

         
         “I’m a dumb-ass,” he said.

         
         The bartender watched him. “What?”

         
         “I left my wallet upstairs.” Guidry gave him a wink. “See you in five minutes.”

         
         He left the bar and crossed the hotel lobby, past the elevators and out through the revolving door. The bellhop in the porte
            cochere said he’d whistle up a cab for Guidry, it’d only take a minute. Guidry didn’t have a minute. He walked to the end
            of the block, turned the corner, and started running.
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         Saturday afternoon Barone caught his flight to Houston. On the plane he flipped through last month’s Life. NASA had picked fourteen new astronauts. Buzz cuts, bright eyes, square jaws. Barone couldn’t tell them apart. God and Mom
            and country. If they wanted to strap themselves to a bomb and go flying through space, Barone wasn’t going to stop them.
         

         
         The guy sitting next to him was from Dallas. He told Barone that everyone in his office cheered when they heard the news about
            Kennedy. Good riddance. The guy said he didn’t know what was worse about Kennedy, that he was a Catholic or a liberal or loved
            the Negroes so much. Dollars to doughnuts, Kennedy probably had some Jew blood, too. The guy had it on good authority that
            the Oval Office had a special phone line direct to the Vatican. Jack and Bobby took their orders straight from the pope. The
            newspapers covered it up because they were owned by Jews. How did Barone like that?
         

         
         “I’m Catholic,” Barone said. It wasn’t true, or not any longer, but he wanted to see the guy’s face.

         
         “Well . . .” the guy said. “Well . . .”

         
         “And I’m married to a colored girl. She’s meeting me at the airport if you want to say hello.”

         
         The guy stiffened. His lips disappeared. “There’s no need to get smart with me, friend,” he said. “I’m not trying to start
            any trouble.”
         

         
         “It’s all right with me,” Barone said. “I don’t mind trouble.”

         
         The guy looked around for a stewardess to witness Barone’s poor manners. When one didn’t appear, he harrumphed and flapped
            open his newspaper. He ignored Barone the rest of the way to Houston.
         

         
         A quarter to six, the plane landed at Municipal. Barone stepped out of the terminal in time to catch the last light of day
            burning on the horizon. Or maybe just a refinery flaring off gas. The air in Houston was even wetter and heavier than it was
            in New Orleans.
         

         
         One of Carlos’s elves had left a car for him in the airport parking lot. Barone tossed the briefcase in back. Under the seat
            was a .22 Browning Challenger. Barone didn’t think he’d need a piece, but no one ever ended up in a morgue drawer by being
            too careful. He removed the screw-on can and checked the barrel for crud. He checked the magazine, the slide. The Browning
            was accurate up close and fairly quiet.
         

         
         The guy from the plane walked across the lot. Barone put the front sight on him and followed along until the guy found his
            car, got in, drove off. Maybe some other time, friend.
         

         
         Traffic. Barone inched along. It took him twenty minutes to get to Old Spanish Trail. The Bali Hai Motor Court was an L-shaped
            cinder-block building, two stories high, canted around a pool. Every few seconds the glow in the pool shifted from green to
            purple, from purple to yellow, from yellow to green again.
         

         
         Barone parked across the street, in front of a bulldozed barbecue joint. Most of this side of Highway 90 was already a construction
            site, the roadhouses and filling stations and motor courts torn down to make room for a new stadium and parking lot. When
            it was finished, the stadium would have a roof, a giant dome you’d be able to see from miles away. Astronauts and an Astrodome,
            the future. So far only a few curved steel girders had been raised. They looked like the fingers of a hand trying to claw
            up through the crust of the earth.
         

         
         The Bali Hai had two separate sets of stairs that led up to the breezeway on the second floor. Barone had been out last week
            to look the place over. One set of stairs at the far north end of the building. One set in the middle, crook of the L, in
            back. Only the maid used those stairs. You couldn’t see them from the pool or the highway or the office.
         

         
         The mark had the room on the second floor that was closest to the middle stairs. Number 207. Seraphine said that the mark
            would check in around five. Barone couldn’t tell for sure if he was in the room yet or not. A light in the room was on, but
            the curtains were drawn.
         

         
         Barone settled in. If he was lucky, the mark would step outside for a breath of fresh air. Some guys didn’t mind doing a hit
            on the cuff. Barone, no. He liked to be as prepared as possible. Seraphine said the mark was a big boy. Barone wanted to see
            how big, with his own two eyes.
         

         
         The mark was an independent contractor from San Francisco, going by the name of Fisk. That was all Barone knew about him.
            That, and he was good with a scope. Long-range shooters tended to be oddballs. Barone had known one guy, years ago, who could
            barely tie his shoelaces by himself. But point out a German in the bushes three hundred yards away and pow.
         

         
         Thirty minutes passed. An hour. Barone yawned, still thinking about the war. In Belgium once he fell asleep in his foxhole
            while his company waited for the Germans to come out of the woods at them. The sergeant shook Barone awake and asked if he
            had a screw loose, how calm he was all the time.
         

         
         Maybe Barone did have a screw loose. He’d considered the possibility. But what if he did? There was nothing he could do about
            it. You’re born a certain way. You stay that way. Everyone got what they deserved.
         

         
         It started to rain. The sign for the Bali Hai featured a hula girl with a neon grass skirt that shimmied back and forth. The
            rain and the light from the sign and the headlights from the cars driving past formed strange shapes on Barone’s windshield,
            slow, sinuous dancers. He hummed along, Coltrane’s solo from “Cherokee.”
         

         
         At a quarter till nine, the rain stopped. A minute later the door to 207 opened and the mark, Fisk, stepped out onto the breezeway.
            A big boy, all right. Seraphine hadn’t exaggerated. Six foot two or three, with a barrel chest and a thick slab of gut that
            made his arms and legs look spindly. Around fifty years old. He was playing tourist, dressed in a short-sleeved Ban-Lon shirt
            the color of brown mustard, a pair of checkered slacks.
         

         
         He lit a cigarette and leaned against the wooden balcony rail. The deep end of the pool was right beneath his room. The reflection
            rippled over him, the glow shifting. Purple, yellow, green. When he finished the cigarette, he flicked it away and took out
            a comb. He ran the comb through his thinning hair. A lefty. See? Seraphine hadn’t mentioned that. That was why Barone liked
            to take his time, gather his own information.
         

         
         He couldn’t read the mark’s expression from this distance. Fisk didn’t seem jumpy. A strong gust rattled the fronds of the
            palm tree by the pool, and Fisk barely glanced over. He had a good forty pounds on Barone. Or look at it a different way:
            Barone had a good forty pounds on him.
         

         
         Fisk finished combing his hair, inspected the teeth of the comb, and then went back inside.

         
         The pool deserted, the breezeway empty. The hula girl on the sign shimmied. Room 207 had the only second-floor light on down
            the long leg of the L. No lights on down the short leg. A couple of lights were on below, on the first floor, but those rooms
            had the curtains pulled.
         

         
         The motel office faced Old Spanish Trail. From behind the reception desk, the night clerk could see the street, the pool,
            the short leg of the L, the parking lot. Most of the parking lot. His blind spot was the turn-in from Old Spanish Trail and the northeast corner of the lot.
         

         
         The dashboard clock ticked. Let Fisk start to worry. Let him get steamed. At a quarter past nine, fifteen minutes late, Barone
            pulled onto Old Spanish Trail, looped back around, and parked in the northeast corner of the Bali Hai lot. He grabbed the
            briefcase from the backseat, put the burned-out bulb in the pocket of his suit coat, and climbed the middle stairs. Knock-knock.
         

         
         The door cracked open. The thinning hair on Fisk’s scalp like the whorls of a thumbprint. He took a long look at Barone. “You
            have it?”
         

         
         “What do you think?” Barone said.

         
         Fisk let Barone inside and shut the door behind him. He motioned to the bed with the Police Positive .38 in his hand. “Sit
            down while I make sure,” Fisk said.
         

         
         “You have anything to drink?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Nothing?” Barone said. “Or nothing you want to share with me?”

         
         Fisk popped open the briefcase. He took out the first envelope, ripped it open. Passport. He went over the passport inch by
            inch, using his thumbnail to pick at the corners.
         

         
         “How long is this going to take?” Barone said. “I was just supposed to drop the case and fly.”

         
         “Shut the fuck up,” Fisk said.

         
         He set the passport on the nightstand and ripped open the second envelope. Plane ticket. He went over that inch by inch, too,
            and then reached for the cash. Two fat stacks.
         

         
         “That was some nice shooting yesterday in Dallas,” Barone said. “How far away were you? Couple hundred yards?”

         
         Fisk stopped counting. He looked up at Barone, a dead, empty stare. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         
         “Sure,” Barone said. “My mistake.”

         
         Fisk held the stare for a while. He had to start the count over again.

         
         Barone waited until Fisk was almost done with the second stack of cash and then stood. “All right, then.”

         
         “Hang on,” Fisk said.

         
         “Happy trails, pardner.”

         
         “You’re light a grand.”

         
         “I don’t know anything about that,” Barone said.

         
         “Ten up front, fifteen when the job was done,” Fisk said. “That was the deal.”

         
         “I’m just the delivery boy.” Barone, out the door and onto the breezeway. “Take it up with management.”

         
         “I said hang on, asshole.”

         
         Barone kept walking. He felt Fisk coming after him, light on his feet for such a big boy. At the top of the stairs, Fisk grabbed
            for Barone’s shoulder. Barone, ready for the first touch, slipped away and under, two steps to the left, and hit Fisk beneath
            the chin with the heel of his hand. If Fisk had been a smaller guy, the shot would have knocked his block off. Barone didn’t
            need to knock his block off. Fisk’s head snapped back and smacked against the wall of the breezeway.
         

         
         The impact dazed Fisk, his hands floating in front of him. Barone cinched his belt around Fisk’s wrists and kicked his feet
            out from under him. Down the stairs Fisk tumbled. All that beef, nothing to slow it. Barone had played through every move
            in his head a hundred times. It was like watching something from the grandstand. Like watching a replay of something that
            had already happened.
         

         
         Fisk hit bottom hard. Barone moved down the stairs and retrieved his belt. Fisk lay sprawled on his back. The top half of
            him looked like he was running left, the bottom half like he was running right. Breathing, just barely. One eye open, the
            other filled with blood. Barone crouched over him. Careful now. Make sure it looks right, one good pop. Lift the head and
            crack it like an egg on the edge of a skillet. Barone grabbed Fisk’s ears.
         

         
         He sensed the knife. Luck, or maybe his guardian angel. Barone just managed to get a hand up, between the knife and his ribs.
            The blade slid through his palm and out the other side.
         

         
         No pain yet, just surprise. Barone fought the impulse to jerk his hand away. Jerk your hand away and you give your pal his
            knife back, you give him a mulligan, another shot. Fisk tried to pull the switchblade free. Barone held on. Now the pain came,
            building and building, like a band warming up before a show, one instrument at first and then the others joining in. Barone
            held on. With his good hand, he grabbed Fisk by the hair. Fisk watched him with his blood-filled eye. Barone lifted Fisk’s
            head and drove it back down. The lights went out.
         

         
         Barone’s concern now was blood. Yank the blade out of his hand, he’d bleed everywhere. So he left the knife in his hand and
            went back upstairs. Over the sink in Fisk’s bathroom, he inched the knife out. He rinsed his hand with cold water and wrapped
            it up in a towel, best he could. He didn’t have time to get too cute.
         

         
         Everything went into the briefcase. The passport, the plane ticket, the cash, Fisk’s .38, his switchblade. Take your time.
            You always have more time than your body thinks you do.
         

         
         Barone locked the door behind him. He checked the spot in the breezeway where Fisk had smacked his head against the wall.
            No blood. Good.
         

         
         He swapped his burned-out bulb for the one in the socket overhead, at the top of the stairs. Whoever found Fisk’s body would
            think the poor unlucky bastard had tripped in the dark. No one would ever guess how he’d really died, or why.
         

         
         No blood from Barone’s hand at the bottom of the stairs. Good. He tossed the briefcase in the backseat of the car. He pulled
            onto Old Spanish Trail. He had to drive with only his left hand, reaching across the steering wheel to work the gearshift
            and the turn signal. He kept his right hand, wrapped in the towel, pressed between his thighs.
         

         
         The pain played on, the whole band. Barone ignored it. Carlos had a guy here in Houston, a hophead doctor in the Mexican part
            of town. A shot, a pill, a proper bandage. That was all Barone needed, and then he’d be ready for the next job.
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         For almost an hour, Charlotte soared. Light-headed, almost giddy. I’m leaving. I have left. The girls picked up on her mood. The three of them sang songs—“On Top of Spaghetti (All Covered with Cheese),” “The Ballad
            of Davy Crockett”—and counted pumpjacks, horses, cars with out-of-state license plates. The dog, his head in Rosemary’s lap,
            sighed contentedly and smacked his lips in his sleep.
         

         
         But then, as they neared Oklahoma City, the full weight of what Charlotte had done dragged her back to earth. I have left. Wax wings melted, Icarus plunged.
         

         
         Divorce. Until today she’d never really even imagined the possibility of it. Who, in a place like Woodrow, did? You met a
            man, you married the man, you stayed by his side until one of you died. The kind of women who abandoned their husbands and
            ran off to Reno or Mexico—those woman lived in seedy big cities, in the pages of a scandal magazine.
         

         
         When Charlotte’s friends found out what she’d done, they would be appalled. Every single person Charlotte knew would be appalled.
            Every single person in Woodrow, in other words.
         

         
         And the sheer number of questions overwhelmed her. Did she need to go to Reno or Mexico to file for divorce? Would she need
            a lawyer? How much would a lawyer cost? Where would she and the girls live? What would she do to support them?
         

         
         They’d reached the intersection with Highway 66. It wasn’t too late to turn around. If she turned around now, here, she’d
            be home well before Dooley stumbled in for the night. She’d be tucked back into her bed, into her life, as if none of this
            had ever happened.
         

         
         “Mommy?” Rosemary said. “The light’s green.”

         
         “I know,” Charlotte said. “I just need a minute to think.”

         
         The car behind her honked. The man driving flapped an arm at her, annoyed. Charlotte turned right on 66 and headed west.

         
         “We’re going to visit Aunt Marguerite,” she said, the name popping out of her mouth almost before it had popped into her head.
            “In California.”
         

         
         “Who?” said both Rosemary and Joan.

         
         “My aunt,” Charlotte said. “Your great-aunt. My mother’s sister.”

         
         In the rearview mirror, she saw the girls look at each other. The dog lifted his big head, to measure the sudden silence,
            and then thudded back to sleep.
         

         
         “You have an aunt,” Rosemary said.
         

         
         “Yes, of course,” Charlotte said. “I’m sure I’ve mentioned her. Aunt Marguerite. She lives in Los Angeles. In Santa Monica,
            right by the ocean.”
         

         
         Or Marguerite had lived there at one point. She’d moved away to California when Charlotte was only six or seven years old and never returned
            to Oklahoma, not even for a visit. Whenever Charlotte asked her mother why not, her mother would scowl. “I don’t know and
            I don’t care,” Charlotte’s mother would say. And refuse to discuss the matter further.
         

         
         Every year Marguerite had sent Charlotte a perfunctory birthday card—no salutation, no message, just Marguerite’s full formal
            name in a rushed scribble, as if she had a stack of such cards to get through as quickly as possible.
         

         
         When Charlotte’s mother passed away, five years ago, Marguerite didn’t attend the funeral. The birthday cards had trickled
            to a stop long before then. The last time Charlotte heard from Marguerite had been . . . she couldn’t recall exactly. Before
            she’d married Dooley.
         

         
         She couldn’t recall Marguerite exactly either. It had been so long ago that Charlotte’s memories were shards of shards that
            didn’t fit together into any sort of whole. Marguerite wore black. She had very cold hands and never smiled. She was thin
            as a blade and frighteningly tall, a head taller than Charlotte’s mother. She wore eyeglasses with black cat-eye frames. She
            said once, to Charlotte’s mother, “Oh, for God’s sake, Dolores.”
         

         
         Was Marguerite still at the same address? Was she still in California? Was she even still alive? If so, how would she feel
            when a niece she’d long ago forgotten showed up on her doorstep with two little girls and an epileptic dog?
         

         
         More questions. Too many questions.

         
         “Let’s sing another song, shall we?” Charlotte said.

         
         “Mommy?” Rosemary said. “How long does it take to get to California?”

         
         “I’m not sure, chickadee.”

         
         “One day?”

         
         “It’s like The Wizard of Oz,” Charlotte said. “We just have to follow the Yellow Brick Road.”
         

         
         Charlotte didn’t dwell on the irony. The moral of The Wizard of Oz, of course, the lesson that Dorothy finally learned, was that there’s no place like home.
         

         
         “I want to be the Scarecrow,” Rosemary said. “Joan can be the Tin Man or the Cowardly Lion.”

         
         “Maybe Joan wants to be the Scarecrow,” Charlotte said.

         
         “Joan. Do you want to be the Scarecrow? Or wouldn’t you much rather be the Tin Man or the Cowardly Lion?”

         
         “I can be the Tin Man or the Cowardly Lion,” Joan said.

         
         “See, Mommy?” Rosemary said.

         
         At nine o’clock they stopped for the night in McLean, Texas. Charlotte didn’t want to be out on the road any later than that,
            and the girls were exhausted. By now Charlotte had begun to fear that she’d made the most rash and disastrous decision of
            her life. I have left. She needed a kind face, an encouraging word.
         

         
         Instead she found a sour Baptist pickle behind the motel reception desk. The woman eyed Charlotte. She eyed the girls. She
            eyed the dog. Charlotte could not be sure which among them the woman found most unwelcome.
         

         
         “We do not allow dogs,” the woman said. “Under any circumstances.”

         
         “I understand,” Charlotte said.

         
         “You’ll have to leave the dog in the car or find somewhere else to stay.”

         
         “He can sleep in the car,” Charlotte said. “That’s fine.”

         
         “Or find somewhere else to stay,” the woman said. “It’s all the same to me. And we do not allow male visitors. Under any circumstances.”

         
         Really, Charlotte thought. She’d been up since five-thirty that morning and had just driven three and a half hours. Did she
            look as if she were expecting a male visitor?
         

         
         “I understand,” Charlotte said.

         
         The woman handed over the room key but kept her grip on the fob. She eyed Charlotte even more sourly than before. “If you
            lie down with dogs,” she said, “you get up with fleas.”
         

         
         Their room was cramped and dreary and smelled as if someone had boiled cabbage in the bathroom. Rosemary and Joan had never
            stayed in a motel before, though, and found every detail of the experience—the tiny bars of soap, the promotional brochure
            for Indian war dances in Tucumcari—fascinating.
         

         
         Charlotte showered and then unwrapped the leftover roast-beef sandwiches she’d brought from home. They ate sitting cross-legged
            on one of the beds.
         

         
         “Mommy?” Rosemary said. “Lucky doesn’t have fleas.”

         
         “It’s just an expression,” Charlotte said.

         
         “What does it mean?”

         
         “It means . . . well, I suppose it means that you should choose your friends wisely.”

         
         “Because they might have fleas?” Rosemary said. “And the fleas might jump on you and now you have fleas?”

         
         “Something like that,” Charlotte said. “Yes.”

         
         While the girls took their baths, Charlotte buttoned her coat back up, tucked her damp hair down under the collar, and carried
            the bedspread outside to shake off the crumbs. She fed the dog the other half of her sandwich and walked him in the rutted
            field behind the motel. She hated the thought of leaving him in the car all night, in the dark and cold and lonely.
         

         
         The light was off in the motel office, the sour Baptist pickle nowhere to be seen. Charlotte wasn’t in the habit of breaking
            the rules, but neither was she in the habit of leaving her husband, taking the children, and driving to California. In for
            a penny, she decided, in for a pound.
         

         
         “Come on,” she told the dog. “Hurry.”

         
         The dog regarded her dubiously.

         
         “Last chance,” Charlotte warned him.

         
         The girls said their prayers, and Charlotte tucked them in and kissed their foreheads, their noses, their chins. The dog claimed
            the center of the other bed. Charlotte had to shove him over before she could climb in.
         

         
         She gave the Esso road map one more quick look, measuring the distances with her thumb. It was more than a thousand miles
            from McLean to Los Angeles. If they got an early start tomorrow morning and didn’t stop too often along the way, they should
            reach Gallup, New Mexico, by nightfall. Spend the night there, call Aunt Marguerite. Tuesday would be another long day, another
            long drive. If all went smoothly, though, they might make it to Santa Monica in time to see the sun sink into the Pacific
            Ocean.
         

         
         Charlotte turned off the bedside lamp. Rosemary had begun to snore, but in the darkness Charlotte could hear Joan thinking.

         
         “What is it, sweetie?” Charlotte whispered.

         
         “Are we going to call Daddy?” Joan whispered back.

         
         “I told him we’d call him tomorrow. I left him a note.”

         
         Joan considered. “What if he doesn’t see it?”

         
         “I put it right where he’ll see it,” Charlotte said.

         
         On the bathroom counter, next to the big box of Alka-Seltzer. Dooley might overlook the note when he came home tonight, too
            drunk to brush his teeth, but Charlotte was confident that he’d head straight for the Alka-Seltzer tomorrow morning.
         

         
         That seemed to satisfy Joan. Her breathing slowed. Charlotte tried to imagine Dooley’s reaction when he read the note, when
            he grasped that she and the girls were gone. She tried to imagine what her reaction would be if she came home one day and the girls were gone. She would be . . . obliterated. With nothing left of
            her for the crows to peck at, as the Bible said, not even the palms of her hands or the soles of her feet.
         

         
         Dooley wasn’t the most attentive father, but he was the girls’ father. What right did Charlotte have to take Rosemary and Joan from him? What right did she have to snatch them
            away from everybody and everything they knew, home and school, father and friends? She wanted to give them opportunities they’d
            never have in Woodrow. But was she destroying their lives instead of saving them?
         

         
         Charlotte heard the thunk of a car door in the parking lot, the hiss of whispers. She remembered, again, her mother’s warning:
            There’s always a bumpier road than the one you’re riding on. She got out of bed and made sure the chain on the door was latched.
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         Guidry knew that Seraphine would expect him to scramble. She’d have someone waiting for him to step off every plane that landed
            in Miami or L.A., every train that steamed into Chicago and Kansas City, every Greyhound that pulled in to Little Rock, Louisville,
            and Albuquerque.
         

         
         He had to get out of the country. Mexico. Central America, maybe. But he needed cash and he needed a passport. It was a big,
            big world. How hard could it be to disappear off the face of it? Oh, so hard if Carlos Marcello was the man searching for
            you.
         

         
         Dolly Carmichael lived here in Houston. She’d have plenty of local contacts. A friend with a boat, perhaps? Seraphine might
            overlook Dolly, since she’d been out of the business for a few years. Dolly might be in the dark.
         

         
         Was Guidry willing to bet his life on it? On Dolly? He pondered as he stood in the shadows across the street from her house.

         
         No, he decided finally. He couldn’t risk it. At some point Seraphine would remember Dolly. And Dolly would sell him out. Every
            human heart was rotten meat, but Dolly’s was more rotten than most.
         

         
         So he turned away. The last Scott Street bus of the night dropped him on Old Spanish Trail. A dozen motels to choose from.
            He picked one with an astronaut theme. The clerk gave him a room key attached to a miniature balsa-wood rocket. A rocket to
            the moon! Guidry supposed you had to keep your sense of humor at a time like this.
         

         
         He slept like a baby, if the baby jerked awake every time the wind rattled the window or a fly buzzed past. In the morning
            he walked over to the greasy spoon next door. He ordered a plate of corned-beef hash, two fried eggs on top. Hot black coffee,
            please, and keep it coming. The man at the next table offered him a piece of his Sunday paper. No thanks. Guidry didn’t need
            any more bad news right now.
         

         
         Guidry knew how to make friends. That was his gift, his greatest asset. Over the years, working for Carlos, he’d bought thousands
            of drinks and greased thousands of palms, laughed at thousands of bad jokes and listened with convincing sympathy to thousands
            of sob stories. He had a girl in every port. A girl and a busboy and a bookie and an assistant district attorney. But who
            among them, now that Guidry was on the wrong side of Carlos, could he ask for help? Who among them would even bat an eyelash
            before they sold Guidry down the river?
         

         
         Picture Tantalus in hell, dying of thirst as he stood in the pool of cool water up to his neck.

         
         No planes, no trains, no buses. Well, that made Guidry’s next step a simple one.

         
         “Is there a car lot around here?” he asked the waitress. “Used cars, not new.”

         
         “Why don’t you go see for yourself?” the waitress said. “I’ll keep your plate warm for you.”

         
         “You’re just a golden ray of sunshine, aren’t you?”

         
         “Two stoplights up, on the left. You ain’t gonna eat that?”

         
         “I’ll have some white toast. Dry.” Guidry pushed the plate of hash away. His stomach hadn’t recovered from yesterday. Maybe
            it never would.
         

         
         Big Ed Zingel in Las Vegas. Guidry couldn’t think of another option. Try as he might. Big Ed Zingel. Ye gods, Guidry’s life
            had come to this. Ed liked Guidry. He could be generous if you caught him in the right mood. And—this was the salient fact—Ed
            hated the Marcello brothers the same way Carlos hated the Kennedys. So give him an opportunity to screw over Carlos by helping
            Guidry and he’d jump at it.
         

         
         Or he wouldn’t.

         
         Guidry had always taken a simple approach to life: live it loose and easy, let it roll off and over you. Well, easier said
            than done these days. But he couldn’t let himself brood about it, just how badly fucked he was.
         

         
         The man at the other table put down his newspaper. Guidry could see one of the headlines, a story about the surgeon who’d
            worked on Kennedy at Parkland in Dallas. “he never knew what hit him,” says dallas doc.

         
         The used-car lot was open on Sunday. A lanky salesman came loping over. Guidry was probably the first customer he’d had all
            weekend.
         

         
         “How’re you?” the salesman said. “Name’s Bobby Joe Hunt.”

         
         “Like Bobby Joe Hunt who pitches for the Pittsburgh Pirates?” Guidry said.

         
         “Even better,” the salesman said.

         
         “No.”

         
         “In the flesh.”

         
         Guidry had watched Bobby Joe Hunt get shellacked in the World Series a few years ago. “Did you retire?”

         
         “No,” Bobby Joe Hunt said. “I work here during the off-season.”

         
         “They don’t pay you fellas enough, do they?” Guidry said.

         
         “Not nearly. What can I help you with?”

         
         Guidry looked around and settled on a 1957 Dodge Coronet with four bald tires and a hamster on a wheel where the engine should
            have been. Maybe it wasn’t quite that bad. Guidry got the price down a couple hundred after some parry-and-thrust. Bobby Hunt
            negotiated better than he’d pitched against the Yanks. He agreed to put a set of nearly new tires on the Coronet and swap
            out the old belts for fresh ones.
         

         
         Guidry drove back to the motel and packed his suitcase. He pictured Seraphine in her office out on Airline Highway. Curtains
            drawn to block the light, just the desk lamp on. She’d have been up all night, would’ve made all the calls she needed to make
            by now. She’d be smoking, thinking, picturing him. Wondering, Where are you, mon cher? Where do you think you’re going?

         
         Two possible routes led to Big Ed Zingel in Las Vegas, the northern and the southern. Head up 75 to Dallas and then 287 to
            Amarillo and 66. Or follow 90 and the new interstate due west to San Antonio and El Paso. Flip a coin—Carlos owned every inch
            of Texas. The coin came up tails. Go north, young man. Why not?
         

         
          

         Downtown Dallas on Sunday afternoon was a graveyard. The cops still had Dealey Plaza blocked off, so Guidry looped the long
            way around. Forty miles east of Amarillo, he stopped to gas up the Dodge and get something for dinner. A town called Goodnight.
            He didn’t like that name. Omens and portents.
         

         
         There was a diner next to the filling station. Guidry took a seat at the counter and ordered the chicken-fried steak. It arrived
            as advertised, chopped steak fried like a chicken and then covered with cream gravy to hide the crime. Guidry tried not to
            think how he’d probably never taste a real roux again, or red beans that had been simmering in a pot all day. Funny what mattered
            to you, the little things.
         

         
         “I just cain’t get over it,” the waitress said when she topped his coffee. She was younger and friendlier and prettier than
            the waitress back in Houston.
         

         
         “Kennedy?” Guidry said. “Oh, it’s just awful.”

         
         The waitress eyed him. “You didn’t hear?”

         
         “Hear what?”

         
         “This morning in Dallas,” she said, “about Jack Ruby.”

         
         Jack Ruby? Who ran one of the sleaziest strip clubs in Dallas? Who, every chance he got, sidled up and tried to weasel himself
            into Guidry’s good graces? What did Jack Ruby have to do with anything about anything?
         

         
         “He shot Oswald,” the waitress said.

         
         “Jack Ruby did?” Guidry said.

         
         “Right in the stomach,” she said. “When they was bringing Oswald downstairs, at the police station. He walked right up and
            shot him dead.”
         

         
         Guidry made the appropriate noises of shock and distress to hide his genuine shock and distress. Seraphine had hinted that
            Oswald’s days were numbered. But this . . . At the police station? With Oswald surrounded, presumably, by a mob of cops and
            reporters? It was just another ominous reminder Guidry didn’t need: that Carlos could get to anyone, anywhere, at any time.
         

         
         The door opened. A cop entered and took a seat at the counter, two stools down. He touched the brim of a cowboy hat that was
            the same dirty white as the cream gravy.
         

         
         Guidry nodded back. “Sheriff.”

         
         The cop’s big ears pinked up. He was just a lad, raw-boned and weak-chinned. “Deputy,” he said.

         
         “What’s that?” Guidry said.

         
         “I’m a deputy, not the sheriff.”

         
         “Beg your pardon. But one of these days you’ll get there, just you wait.”

         
         The cop didn’t know if he was allowed to smile or not. He concentrated on his knife and fork and napkin. Guidry had taken
            only two bites of his chicken-fried steak. First the news about Ruby, now a goddamn deputy sitting six feet away.
         

         
         Guidry couldn’t get up and walk out, not yet. Wait a minute, take your time, create the impression of a relaxed and happy
            man. The deputy had no reason to be suspicious of Guidry, none at all. He was just your typical cop, giving the stranger from
            out of town—the city slicker in the fancy suit—the typical cop once-over.
         

         
         “Passing through?” the deputy said.

         
         “That’s right.” Guidry showed him the business card. “Bobby Joe Hunt, Greenleaf Used Automobiles in Houston. I’m on my way
            to a car auction in Amarillo.”
         

         
         The waitress scowled. “On a Sunday? That don’t seem right, does it? That they’d have a car auction on Sunday?”

         
         Why, thanks for chiming in, sweetheart, Guidry thought. What would we ever do without you?

         
         “Well, the auction’s not till tomorrow,” he said. “I’m spending the night in Amarillo because I heard some advice about early
            birds and worms.”
         

         
         “It don’t seem right to me, that folks should have to work on Sunday,” the waitress said. “They should be at church or home
            with their loved ones.”
         

         
         “Hear, hear,” Guidry said.

         
         The deputy squinted at the business card. “Bobby Joe Hunt. He’s that pitcher for the Pirates. He’s from Houston too, ain’t
            he?”
         

         
         Guidry ate steadily. Not too slowly, not too quickly. He noticed he was about to strangle the handle of his coffee mug to
            death and loosened his grip.
         

         
         “You know your baseball, Deputy,” Guidry said. “Yes he is, matter of fact. No relation to me, I’m afraid.”

         
         “I got his baseball card,” the deputy said. “I got every baseball card from 1957 through to 1963. Topps cards. I don’t have
            no interest in the Fleer. All Fleer’s got is Ted Williams, and I wouldn’t walk across the street for a Ted Williams card.”
         

         
         “Eat your supper, Fred, and stop boring the poor man to death.” The waitress saw that Guidry was almost finished with his
            steak and brought over the tin pie stand. “Pecan pie, fresh as the day it was baked.”
         

         
         “Why, thank you,” Guidry said.

         
         The deputy shifted on his stool to study Guidry. “Passing through, you say?”

         
         “He already said so, Fred.” The waitress gave Guidry a clean fork for the pie. “Don’t mind him, mister. Usually takes him
            a minute to get out of first gear.”
         

         
         Guidry turned to face the deputy. “You played some ball yourself, I bet.”

         
         “Yessir, I did,” the deputy said.

         
         “Any good at it?”

         
         The deputy’s ears pinked again. “All-County third base, two years in a row.”

         
         “Ask him how many high schools we got here in the county,” the waitress said.

         
         “Lord Almighty, Annabelle,” the deputy said. “You wear a soul out.”

         
         Guidry had finished the slice of pie in four big bites. He put his money on the counter and stood. In no hurry at all. He’d
            heard a story about Art Pepper, how once he’d strolled out of a police station with a bag of dope in the pocket of his sport
            coat. Guidry’s hero.
         

         
         “Well, I better hit the road,” Guidry said. “Happy Thanksgiving in advance. God bless us everyone.”

         
         The deputy studied Guidry for another few seconds and then touched the brim of his hat. “See you,” he said.

         
         The prairie, weathered and leathery and endless. Like God meant to get around to it during Creation but had run out of steam.
            Twenty miles outside Goodnight, the sun puddling golden and red on the horizon, Guidry started to loosen up about the deputy.
            He shouldn’t have been worried in the first place.
         

         
         Half a mile later, he saw the patrol car coming up fast in his rearview mirror, the siren wailing and the lights flashing.
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         Barone didn’t get finished with Carlos’s hophead Mexican doctor until almost midnight, so he had to stay and spend Saturday
            night in Houston. He didn’t sleep much. The hand that the knife had gone through kept waking him up, throbbing, reminding
            him that it still hurt. Don’t worry, I remember. The hophead doctor had given him some pills for the pain, but they didn’t
            have much punch. Barone took double what the doctor instructed and could barely feel a difference. He thought that the pills
            might be sugar and the doctor had kept the good ones for himself.
         

         
         The doctor had informed Barone that he was lucky. It didn’t look as if the blade had severed tendons or sliced through anything
            too important. The doctor took a snort of dope before he started stitching the hand up. He explained that the dope steadied
            his nerves. He said his father had been a doctor, too, and one time in Chihuahua had removed a bullet from the leg of the
            bandit Pancho Villa. Barone told the doctor to shut up and pay attention to what he was doing. The doctor said that Villa’s
            notorious compadre Rodolfo Fierro stood by during the entire procedure with a gun pointed at the father’s head. Rodolfo Fierro,
            who later would become known as “El Carnicero,” the butcher.
         

         
         Barone asked the doctor if he should point a gun at his head—would that help him pay attention? The doctor giggled. No, no, my friend, he said, and took another snort.
         

         
         Sunday morning Barone drove back to the airport. His flight didn’t leave until one o’clock. Barone couldn’t wait to get home.
            In New Orleans he could go to a real doctor who wasn’t just bat wings and chicken blood. Carlos’s doctor in New Orleans had
            a fancy office on Canal Street. He lived in a Garden District mansion and rode a float on Fat Tuesday. He’d give Barone the
            good pills.
         

         
         Barone went into the men’s room and checked under the bandage. The stitches in his hand looked okay. Two sets of them, the
            back of the hand and the palm.
         

         
         In the terminal he found a seat not far from the one television set and watched Ruby shoot Oswald. The cops tackled Ruby afterward.
            Ruby never stood a chance of getting away, the middle of police headquarters.
         

         
         Ruby must have known, going in, that he didn’t stand a chance of getting away. So why’d he do it? What made a guy agree to
            go to the electric chair for you? Carlos must have scared him with something even worse than the electric chair.
         

         
         A few minutes before the plane was supposed to board, a guy sat down next to Barone. The guy didn’t look over at him.

         
         “Call her,” the guy said. “Right now.”

         
         He stood and walked away. Barone stood and walked over to the pay phone.

         
         “I asked you to call last night,” Seraphine said.

         
         “I don’t call unless there’s a problem,” Barone said. “There wasn’t a problem.”

         
         “You were supposed to stay at the Shamrock.”

         
         “Why do you need to know where I’m staying?”

         
         He heard a match scratch and blaze. “There’s been a change of plans,” Seraphine said.

         
         “Not for me. I’m coming home.”

         
         “We need you to stay in Houston.”

         
         Barone watched the stewardess for his flight come out and adjust her pillbox hat and smile at the people waiting by the gate.
            Tickets, please. Barone set his bum hand on top of the pay phone. The throbbing eased for a second.
         

         
         “I know you’ve been a busy bee, mon cher,” she said. “I know you must be weary, but duty calls.”
         

         
         “I’m about to get on the plane,” Barone said.

         
         “I said I was sorry.”

         
         “No you didn’t. Carlos needs me to stay in Houston? Or do you?”

         
         “He’s taking a nap,” Seraphine said. “Shall I wake him so that you can discuss?”

         
         Bitch. “Who is it?”

         
         “Frank Guidry. Do you know him?”

         
         “I’ve seen him around,” Barone said. “I didn’t know he was on the list.”

         
         “Remy was supposed to take care of it,” she said, “since you were otherwise disposed. He was supposed to collect him at the
            Rice last night, but our friend failed to appear. So says Remy.”
         

         
         It sounded like Seraphine was thinking the same thing Barone was thinking. Remy was trying to cover his ass. He was dumb as
            a brick and had probably spooked his mark. At least this gave Barone a place to start.
         

         
         “I want to make it absolutely clear,” Seraphine said. “This is now a matter of the highest priority.”

         
         Because you fucked up and used Remy instead of me. But Barone didn’t say it. Seraphine already knew it. She knew that Carlos
            already knew it, too. Good. Let her sweat.
         

         
         “Do you understand, mon cher?” she said.
         

         
         “Does Guidry have a wife?” Barone said.

         
         If Guidry had a wife, Barone’s job would be easy. Find the wife, wait for Guidry to call her. Guidry would call at some point—the
            husband always did. And then Barone would hold the phone close to the wife’s mouth. He’d let Guidry imagine what had happened
            to her so far. Let him imagine what would happen to her if he didn’t come in fast.
         

         
         “He doesn’t have a wife,” Seraphine said.

         
         “Ex-wife?” Barone said. “Girlfriend? Brother or sister?”

         
         “Nobody.”

         
         “How many people do you have watching for him here at the airport?”

         
         “Two, since last night. Plus two at the train station and two more at the bus depot downtown. And I’ve notified everyone in
            the organization.”
         

         
         “I’ll need a new car,” Barone said.

         
         “The black Pontiac at the back of the lot.”

         
         Barone drove back downtown. The room clerk at the Rice told him that the night shift came on at four. Barone waited in the
            bar. He chased his last two pills with a glass of cold beer.
         

         
         The night-shift bell captain with his epaulets and double row of brass buttons said yeah, he knew the man Barone was talking
            about. A handsome Dan, sharp dresser, dark hair and light eyes. Yeah, he’d seen him last night. Around eight o’clock or so,
            hotfooting it out of the lobby like the devil himself was on his tail.
         

         
         Barone had been right. Remy had blown his shot at Guidry. So long, Remy, it was good to know you.

         
         “You put him in a cab?” Barone asked the bell captain.

         
         “He didn’t want to wait for one.”

         
         “Which direction did he hotfoot it?”

         
         Barone walked up to the corner of Fannin Street. He looked left and then right. Two blocks south down Fannin was the Texas
            State Hotel. That’s where Barone would go if the devil was on his tail and he needed to catch a cab in a hurry.
         

         
         The first hack he talked to outside the Texas State Hotel didn’t know anything. The second hack sent him to a third hack.

         
         “Yeah,” the third hack said. “I rode him out to the airport last night.”

         
         “You’re sure it was him?” Barone said.

         
         “Sure I’m sure. I remember because he tipped me five bucks on a dollar fare. I figured he must’ve had a well come in.”

         
         So Guidry had taken a cab to the airport and jumped on the first flight out of Houston. Seraphine’s people at the airport
            must have just missed him. But she’d be able to figure out which flight Guidry took, where it was headed.
         

         
         “What time did you drop him at the airport?” Barone said. “What time exactly?”

         
         “Hell, I don’t know. Let me think. Eight-thirty or so.”

         
         But slow down, Barone told himself. Go back. Guidry left a five-dollar tip on a dollar fare. That was a helluva tip. Either
            Guidry was dumb or he was smart. Of course the hack would remember a tip that big. Maybe Guidry wanted the hack to remember
            it, remember him.
         

         
         “Did you see him go inside?” Barone said.

         
         The hack was confused. “Did I what?”

         
         “See him walk through the door and go inside the terminal.”

         
         “Why wouldn’t he go inside?” the hack said. “I don’t know. I didn’t stick around. They don’t let you stick around after you
            drop a passenger. You gotta have a permit to wait in the pickup line.”
         

         
         Barone used the pay phone in the lobby of the Texas State Hotel to call Seraphine.

         
         “Have one of your boys at the airport ask around on the taxi line and see if he took a cab back into town last night,” Barone
            said.
         

         
         “A cab back from the airport?” Seraphine said.
         

         
         “That’s what I said.”

         
         She didn’t ask any more questions. Twenty minutes later she called back.

         
         “One driver says maybe,” she said. “He’s not sure.”

         
         “Where did he drop the fare?” Barone said.

         
         “The corner of Lockwood and Sherman.”

         
         A neighborhood of crummy old Victorians southeast of downtown. Barone was getting somewhere now.

         
         “Are you certain about this, mon cher?” Seraphine said. “A flight to Miami left at nine o’clock, so . . .”
         

         
         “Is he smart?” Barone said. “Guidry?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Then he’s still in Houston. Who here owes him a favor?”

         
         She thought about it. “Ah.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Dolly Carmichael lives in the Second Ward. She used to manage Vincent Grilli’s clubs, up until a year or two ago.”

         
         Seraphine had an address for her, on Edgewood, a ten-minute stroll from where? From the corner of Lockwood and Sherman, where
            the driver at the airport had dropped his fare. Barone wrote down the address and hung up. He went outside and looked around.
            A skinny colored kid was loitering at the bus stop across the street. Barone walked over.
         

         
         “Do you know how to drive?” Barone said.

         
         “Shoot,” the colored kid said. “Do I know how to drive.”

         
         If Barone kept trying to steer and shift and flip the turn signal with just his left hand, his one good hand, sooner or later
            he’d end up ramming the Pontiac into a wall.
         

         
         “I’ll give you a dollar if you drive me out to the Second Ward,” Barone said. “I’ve got a car.”

         
         “Shoot. You’ll give me a dollar.”

         
         “Two dollars. Take it or leave it.”

         
         The colored kid drew himself up to his full height and glared. He weighed all of a buck twenty and couldn’t have been more
            than sixteen years old.
         

         
         “I don’t do none of that,” the kid said. “I’ll tell you right now. If that’s what you after.”

         
         “I want you to drive me to the Second Ward,” Barone said. “That’s what I’m after. How old are you?”

         
         “Eighteen.”

         
         A lie. “Let’s go.”

         
         “What happened to your hand?” the colored kid said.

         
         “I cut it shaving my palms. Let’s go.”

         
         The colored kid knew how to drive, more or less. Barone made sure he stuck to the speed limit, signaled every turn, stopped
            for the yellow lights. They parked down the street from the address on Edgewood.
         

         
         A two-story Victorian painted blue with white gingerbread trim. Flowers in the boxes and the yard not too weedy. Next door,
            yellow with white trim, a Mexican woman sat on her porch and rocked a baby in her arms.
         

         
         “Mexicans,” the colored kid said.

         
         “What do you have against Mexicans?” Barone said.

         
         “Shoot. What do I have against Mexicans.”

         
         “Tell me. What did a Mexican ever do to you?”

         
         “Nothing,” the kid said. “You Mexican? You don’t look Mexican.”

         
         “No, I’m not Mexican,” Barone said. “What’s that got to do with it?”

         
         A few minutes later, the baby on the porch fell asleep and the Mexican woman went back inside. Dolly Carmichael’s house was
            dark except for one light on upstairs. Barone told the kid to wait for him.
         

         
         A big elm screened Dolly’s side door from the street. Barone picked the lock. The chain was latched, but he carried a rubber
            band in his wallet. He reached inside and looped one end of the rubber band over the door handle, the other end over the button
            at the end of the chain. Turn the handle. That easy. The chain slid down the notch and dropped free.
         

         
         Dolly was in the front bedroom, taking off her earrings. She turned and saw him and didn’t scream. Barone put a finger to
            his lips anyway and closed the door softly behind him.
         

         
         “Sit,” he said.

         
         She sat down on the edge of the bed. “May I put on a robe, please?”

         
         “No,” Barone said. She was older than he’d expected. Pushing seventy, at least. A scrappy old broad with glittering eyes.
            “Where is he?”
         

         
         “Pardon me?” she said.

         
         “Where is he?” Barone said.

         
         “Who?”

         
         He walked over and sat down next to her. “Which bedroom? Left or right side of the hall?”

         
         “There’s nobody in the house but me,” she said. “Go see for yourself.”

         
         “Tell me.”

         
         “I’m not scared of you.”

         
         Barone had heard that before. Only at the beginning, though, never at the end. He touched her earlobe, the spot where she’d
            had it pierced. She tried not to flinch. The old-timer who’d taught Barone the ropes had said, one time, “The fear of pain
            is more powerful than any pain itself.” And then he’d winked. “Unless you know what you’re doing.”
         

         
         On a table in the corner sat a portable phonograph and a stack of albums. The album on the top of the stack was ’Round About Midnight. “’Round Midnight” was the first track on the album.
         

         
         “You like Miles Davis?” Barone said.

         
         “Just get it over with or get out of my house,” she said.

         
         Barone started to ask her if she believed in God. Probably she’d say no. Or ha! Barone might believe, though. Not God with
            a white beard. But if life was color and noise and pain, there had to be a backing for it, canvas for the paint. Friday night
            he’d listened to the old man in New Orleans play “’Round Midnight.” Which got him onto that Christmas party at Mandina’s,
            which now that he thought about it was when and where he saw Frank Guidry the first time. And now here was the song again,
            the Miles Davis version, in the old broad’s bedroom.
         

         
         “He was here,” Barone said. “Where did he go?”

         
         “Who was here, for Chrissakes?”
         

         
         “Guidry.”

         
         Her confusion was genuine. He could tell. Watch the forehead, the crease between the eyebrows, the pull of the lip. That was
            another thing the old-timer had taught Barone.
         

         
         “Frank Guidry? You mean Frank Guidry?” she said.

         
         Barone stood. “You can put your robe on.”

         
         “Good Lord,” she said. “I haven’t seen Frank Guidry since I don’t know when. It’s been three years at least.”

         
         He checked the bedrooms, just to make sure. When he came back, she was pouring rye into a glass. Her hand shaking, the rye
            spilling over.
         

         
         “Do you have any aspirin?” he said.

         
         “In the bathroom. The medicine cabinet.”

         
         He chewed up four aspirin and helped himself to some of the rye. “Any guess where he might be headed? Carlos would appreciate
            your help.”
         

         
         “He’ll try to get out of the country, I suppose,” she said.

         
         Barone supposed so, too. “Who owes him a favor?”

         
         She laughed, like a rock breaking another rock. “Who’s Frank Guidry ever done a favor for in his entire goddamn life?”

         
         Barone started to leave.

         
         “Wait,” she said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “You ought to go see Doc Ortega about that hand. He’s just over there off Navigation Boulevard.”

         
         “I’ve already been there,” Barone said.

         
         He called Seraphine from a phone box on Scott Street.

         
         “Guidry didn’t go for Dolly Carmichael,” Barone said. “He’s smart.”

         
         “That’s all right, mon cher,” Seraphine said. “I’ve got good news. You have a long drive ahead of you.”
         

         
         “Where am I going?” Barone said.

         
         “Goodnight, Texas.”

         
         “What’s the good news?”

         
         “What once was lost,” she said, “has now been found.”
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         The patrol car parked behind Guidry. Out climbed an older cop in a cowboy hat. Sheriff of Godforsaken, Texas. He moved stiffly,
            like he’d just swung down off a horse. Fred, the deputy from the diner, took the other side of Guidry’s car, a shotgun cradled
            in his arms.
         

         
         Guidry rolled down his window. “Good evening, Sheriff.”

         
         The sheriff bent and peered in. He had a graying handlebar mustache that hid most of his mouth and some of his chin. He looked
            over at the deputy. “I believe you might be right on the money about this, Fred.”
         

         
         “Hello there, Fred.” Guidry waved to the deputy, who lifted a hand off the stock of the shotgun to wave back but then decided
            to scratch his nose instead. “How can I help you, Sheriff? Was I driving too fast?”
         

         
         Guidry prayed for a routine shakedown. City slicker comes through town—hook him, empty his wallet, send him on his way. But
            if the sheriff worked for a man who worked for a man who worked for Carlos, if the word had gone out to keep an eye out for
            this particular city slicker . . .
         

         
         “Are you it?” the sheriff asked Guidry.

         
         “Am I what?”

         
         “The thorn in the flesh from Proverbs. The fly in the ointment. The fella causing all the fuss.”

         
         Exactly the words Guidry didn’t want to hear. But he kept smiling. Desperately, one might say.

         
         “My name’s Bobby Joe Hunt,” he said. “I sell used cars in Houston. I wish you’d tell me what this is about, Sheriff.”

         
         “Get out of the car, son,” the sheriff said. “Hands where I can see ’em.”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         “Billfold. Toss it here.” The sheriff flipped through Guidry’s wallet. “Where’s your driving license?”

         
         Torn to bits and buried under a pile of garbage in a metal can behind the motel in Houston.

         
         “It’s not in there?” Guidry said. “Should be. And a business card. My name’s Bobby Joe Hunt. Like I said, I’m from Houston,
            and I’m on the way to Amarillo for a car auction. Just ask Fred over there.”
         

         
         The sheriff flicked the business card away and drew the pistol from his holster. “Turn around,” he told Guidry. “Hands behind
            your back.”
         

         
         Guidry was livid that his end had come this quickly. Less than twenty-four hours of freedom, the best he’d been able to do.
            And livid that his end would come this way, in this place—at the hands of a crooked hick-town sheriff, on the bare brown plains
            of the Texas panhandle, a place so ugly that not even a glorious sunset could redeem it.
         

         
         The sheriff cuffed him and patted him down. “Fred,” he said to the deputy. “Take his car and follow us back to the station.”

         
         The sheriff whistled as he drove. Guidry didn’t recognize the tune. He could try kicking the seat in front of him. Kick and
            hope that the sheriff swerved off the road. But then what? Even if the sheriff split his head open and Guidry didn’t split
            his, Guidry would still be cuffed and trapped. The deputy was right behind them, a hundred feet back, with the shotgun.
         

         
         “I believe it’s Corinthians, Sheriff, not Proverbs,” Guidry said. “The thorn in Paul’s side you’ve referred to.”

         
         “I believe you’re correct,” the sheriff said.

         
         “If memory serves, the thorn was a messenger of Satan, sent to torment Paul when he became too conceited.”

         
         The sheriff whistled and drove.

         
         “You’ve got the wrong man, Sheriff,” Guidry said.

         
         “If that turns out to be the case,” the sheriff said, “you’ll have my sincere apology and a hearty handshake.”

         
         The police station in Goodnight was just one room. Fake wood paneling and a linoleum floor the color of speckled green seasick.
            On the wall behind the desk hung a dozen framed paint-by-number paintings. Through the bars of the jail cell, Guidry could
            see them all. A lighthouse, a covered bridge in autumn, mallards on a pond. Two different versions of the Last Supper, one
            with the Holy Ghost hovering behind Jesus and one without.
         

         
         “I have to go across the street and make a telephone call, Deputy,” the sheriff said. “Keep the Comanches at bay.”

         
         “Yessir,” the deputy said.

         
         How long did Guidry have left? The sheriff would call whoever he reported to in Dallas. The news about Guidry would hop from
            lily pad to lily pad, all the way back to Seraphine in New Orleans. As soon as she found out that he was in Goodnight, she’d
            send someone tout de suite.
         

         
         “Fred,” Guidry said.

         
         Nothing.

         
         Seraphine might have someone in Dallas. But probably her cleanup hitter was in Houston right now. Eight hours away. What time
            was it? Seven-thirty. Suppose Seraphine got the word about Guidry at 10:00 p.m.

         
         Six o’clock tomorrow morning. The deadline that Guidry was looking at. Tick, tock.

         
         “Annabelle over at the diner,” he told the deputy, “I think she’s sweet on you. Why else would she badger you like that?”

         
         Nothing.

         
         “Who were you supposed to be on the lookout for, Fred? A big bad Mafia gangster from the city? I’m not even Italian, my hand
            to God. I’m French Cajun with a little Irish, a country boy like you, from Ascension Parish, Louisiana. Speck of a town called
            St. Amant. I bet you’ve never heard of it. I played shortstop for my high-school team.”
         

         
         Stretch the truth a little. Guidry had been friends with the shortstop on the high-school team.

         
         “What else did the sheriff tell you, Fred?” Guidry said. “That I’m a wanted fugitive? That some boys from the FBI are going
            to come out here and haul me in?”
         

         
         The deputy stood and walked over to the cooler and filled a tiny pleated paper cup with water. He drank the water, crumpled
            the cup in his fist, and then sat back down.
         

         
         “Ask yourself a question, Fred. Why did the sheriff go across the street to make a call when there’s a telephone right there
            on the desk in front of you? Why didn’t he want you to hear what he had to say?”
         

         
         The deputy put his feet up on the desk and yawned.

         
         “I’m a federal witness, Fred,” Guidry said. “It’s the mob that wants me dead. The boys who show up here in a few hours won’t
            be from the FBI. You don’t have to take my word for it. Just wait and see.”
         

         
         “You know what?” the deputy said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “I don’t care she’s sweet on me or not,” the deputy said. “I wouldn’t walk across the street to stick my dick in Annabelle
            Ferguson.”
         

         
         A few minutes later, the sheriff returned from making the call. He sent the deputy home for the weekend, put a pot of coffee
            on to brew, and settled in behind the desk. Guidry surveyed his cell. A window, high up and not much more than a slot. He
            wouldn’t be able to squeeze through it, even if somehow he managed to pry off the rusty wire mesh bolted to the plaster.
         

         
         “I won’t insult your intelligence, Sheriff,” he said.

         
         “Appreciate it.”

         
         The sheriff had lined up a dozen miniature screw-top paint pots in front of him. He unscrewed a pot and dipped his brush.

         
         “I don’t envy you,” Guidry said. “You’re in a fix, aren’t you?”

         
         The sheriff’s gray handlebar mustache twitched with amusement, but he didn’t look up from his painting. “Am I.”

         
         “You know this is about what happened to Kennedy.”

         
         Still the sheriff didn’t look up, but for a moment his hand with the brush in it stopped moving. “I don’t know anything of
            the sort.”
         

         
         “You know that Oswald couldn’t make a shot like that,” Guidry said. “Not one regular Joe in a thousand could make a shot like
            that. Six floors up, a moving target, trees in the way. Pow-pow, bull’s-eye two times? You’d need a professional for the job.”
         

         
         “I advise you to get some sleep if you can,” the sheriff said. “You want an extra blanket, I’ll fetch you one.”

         
         “That professional,” Guidry said, “right after he pulled the trigger, he stopped being a solution, though. He became a problem.
            Didn’t he? For the people who hired him. You can understand why.”
         

         
         The sheriff said nothing. He balanced his brush on the lip of a paint pot so that he could massage his fingers.

         
         “The people who hired him needed to fix the problem,” Guidry said. “You’re the solution. Until you hand me over at least,
            and guess what you are then?”
         

         
         Guidry measured each breath and let the minutes crawl past. Know when to yank your line, know when to play it out. Every boy
            in Ascension Parish grew up fishing.
         

         
         The sheriff was a smart man. Guidry hoped so anyway. Smart but not too smart. That was Guidry’s only chance. The shot he had to make was one in a thousand, too.
         

         
         An hour passed. Two. Guidry was running out of them.

         
         “Well, doggone, I done it again.” The sheriff, still painting away, dipped the corner of a napkin in his coffee mug and dabbed
            at his canvas. “Seems like the more careful you are, the more mistakes you make.”
         

         
         “They’ll kill you,” Guidry said. “Just tell me you understand that and I’ll be quiet. You know too much, Sheriff. You’re a
            liability, just like me.”
         

         
         “That’s your opinion,” the sheriff said.

         
         “How long have you been in Carlos’s pocket?”

         
         “I don’t see it that way.”

         
         “Of course you don’t,” Guidry said. “Just a little extra work on the side. Skim the cream from the jukebox take and nobody
            gets hurt. What’s the harm?”
         

         
         “You ever decide about that extra blanket?” the sheriff said. “It’ll get chilly here in a bit.”

         
         “They’ll kill you, and then they’ll go find Fred and kill him,” Guidry said. “If you have a wife, they’ll kill her, too, just
            in case you mentioned anything to her. You can’t blame them for being thorough, so much at stake. They’ll probably go kill
            that girl who works at the diner. Annabelle? After they find out what she knows. Is your wife pretty? I hope not. Who do you
            think these people are, you dumb, crooked hick? What made you think you could sell them one part of your soul and not all
            of it?”
         

         
         The sheriff’s hand had stopped moving again. After a minute he set the brush down and started to screw the lids back on all
            the paint pots, one by one.
         

         
         “There’s a way out, Sheriff,” Guidry said. “I can show it to you.”

         
         “Get some sleep, son,” the sheriff said.

         
         “Who do you work for in Dallas? Howie Fleck? Call Howie Fleck and tell him you made a mistake, turns out your deputy picked
            up the wrong man. His wife from Amarillo showed up and took him home, false alarm.”
         

         
         The sheriff put his boots up on the desk. He leaned back in his creaking chair and tilted his hat down over his face.

         
         “Hold on, I’ve a better idea,” Guidry said. “Do you know anybody around here who looks like me? Height, coloring. It doesn’t
            have to be perfect, just in the ballpark. Let your visitors see for themselves that you landed the wrong fish. Say, ‘Sorry
            for the bother, boys.’ Say, ‘Better safe than sorry.’”
         

         
         The sheriff didn’t stir. Guidry stretched out on the cot. Now wait and see. That was all he could do. He’d made his play,
            the speech of a lifetime. The dice rolled off his fingertips and tumbled across the felt.
         

         
         He tried to empty his mind. Socrates, the night before they brought the hemlock. In India, Guidry had read somewhere, certain
            shamans and sadhus could slow their breathing, could slow the beating of their hearts down to just a dribble. Maybe he could
            pull that off himself. When Seraphine’s men arrived, they’d think he was already dead.
         

         
         Socrates or Sophocles? Guidry could never keep their deaths straight. One was forced to drink poison, the other died when
            he tried to recite an impossibly long line of poetry without taking a breath. One of his buddies had dared him.
         

         
         Guidry thought about what he’d do when the sheriff handed him over in the morning. He would go for the gun on the sheriff’s
            hip. Hopeless, but he wasn’t going to let Seraphine’s men take him alive, not if he could help it.
         

         
         The linoleum squeaked. Guidry opened his eyes. He must have fallen asleep. He wondered how long he’d been lying there. The
            sheriff stood on the other side of the bars.
         

         
         “When do you expect they’ll get here?” the sheriff said.

         
         Guidry sat up. He looked at his watch. Five o’clock in the morning, Monday. “An hour or so.”

         
         The sheriff unlocked the cell. He handed Guidry back his wallet and car keys. “Go.”

         
         “Good luck, Sheriff,” Guidry said.

         
         “Go to hell,” the sheriff said.

         
          

         Guidry drove all morning. West of Tucumcari, New Mexico, the sleet hissed sideways. He passed a broken-down car by the side
            of the road, a woman standing drenched next to it and two children staring out the back window.
         

         
         He didn’t slow up. Sorry, sister. Guidry had trouble all his own and didn’t need to borrow any.
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         Monday morning Charlotte and the girls left McLean just after dawn. Near Amarillo it began to rain softly and then harder
            and then so hard that the headlights of approaching cars fluttered like candle flames. The rain seemed to be coming from every
            direction at once, front and back and below, the spray off the road pounding the floor beneath her feet.
         

         
         When they stopped for gas, the station attendant leered at Charlotte as he checked the oil. He unsheathed the metal wand and
            pretended to run his tongue along the length of it. Charlotte stared down at her hands in her lap. Thank God the girls were
            busy charting their journey on the map.
         

         
         She handed the station attendant a five-dollar bill for the gas. He handed back her change and continued to leer. She didn’t
            know what to say.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said.

         
         She was shaking as they drove off. It’s fine, she told herself. It will be fine.
         

         
         Soon after they crossed from Texas into New Mexico, the rain turned to sleet and the asphalt shimmered like glass, and when
            the road curved unexpectedly, they slid into a ditch.
         

         
         It happened so quickly. Charlotte felt the car floating beneath her, and then the steering wheel jerked out of her hands.
            Joan tumbled against Rosemary, who tumbled against the dog, who woke up and barked once, uncertainly.
         

         
         The ditch was shallow, only a foot or two deep, but the nose of the car seemed to point straight up. All Charlotte could see
            out the windshield was the long, putty-colored hood of the car and an empty sky almost the exact same shade. The engine had
            died, and the silence buzzed.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” Charlotte asked the girls.

         
         “What happened?” Rosemary said.

         
         “Girls! Are you all right?”

         
         “Yes,” Rosemary said.

         
         “Joan?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         The girls climbed onto the seat so that they could look out. They were flushed and thrilled. “We’ve had an automobile accident!”
            Rosemary said.
         

         
         Charlotte pushed her door open. She climbed the bank of the ditch to inspect their situation. Bad. The car appeared to be
            hopelessly wedged, the back tires buried in the mud and the front tires suspended a foot off the ground, rotating lazily.
         

         
         Take a deep breath. It was fine. It will be fine.

         
         “Are we stuck, Mommy?” Rosemary said.

         
         “Wait here,” Charlotte said. “Put on your coats and curl up next to Lucky. Pretend he’s a friendly bear in the woods.”

         
         Cars splashed past, one after another, not even slowing. Charlotte stood by the side of the road until she was soaked to the
            bone and shivering. Take another deep breath. It was one o’clock in the afternoon on a main highway. Someone, eventually,
            would stop. According to the map, the next town, Santa Maria, New Mexico, was only a few miles away.
         

         
         Finally a tow truck rumbled past, braked, and pulled onto the shoulder. Santa Maria Wreck and Repair. A stone-faced mechanic
            climbed out of the truck. He examined the car from various angles, grunted a few times, shook his head. He fished the chewing
            tobacco from his cheek and flung the dark, bristling lump onto the sleet-slick road.
         

         
         “Ain’t your lucky day,” he said.

         
         Charlotte was so cold that her teeth had begun to chatter. She’d always thought that was just a figure of speech, the chattering
            of teeth. “Can you get us out?” she said.
         

         
         “Folks always take that curve too fast,” he said. “Keeps me in business.”

         
         “Can you get us out?”

         
         “Fifteen dollars.”

         
         He couldn’t be serious. “Fifteen dollars?” she said.

         
         “Let me know if you find a better price.” He turned and started walking to his truck.

         
         “Wait.”

         
         The mechanic backed up his truck and chained their car to it. He gunned his engine, and their car began to rock. Finally it
            came loose from the mud with a wet, sucking sound.
         

         
         Charlotte saw that the rear fender had been badly dented in the crash, one taillight smashed, the exhaust pipe mangled.

         
         The mechanic’s lump of chewing tobacco sat leaking on the road like some organ torn from a body and discarded, like a heart
            beating one last time. The mechanic walked a slow circle around the car. He shook his head.
         

         
         “Still ain’t your lucky day, is it?” he said.

         
         They crammed into the cab of the truck with him, Charlotte and the girls and the dog, too. In town he dropped them off at
            a motel with whitewashed adobe bungalows arranged around an empty swimming pool. He told her that he wouldn’t be able to get
            to the car until Wednesday.
         

         
         “Wednesday?” Charlotte said. “But that’s two days from now. Isn’t there any way . . . ?”

         
         “Wednesday maybe,” he said. “Come by in the afternoon and I’ll let you know. Otherwise it’ll be the Monday after, ’cause of
            Thanksgiving.”
         

         
         He drove away. It was almost two by now. The girls were starving. Charlotte bought two cartons of chocolate milk from a vending
            machine, and they ate the last of the roast-beef sandwiches. The clouds paled a bit, and the rain stopped. Their room was
            no nicer than the one in McLean, but at least it didn’t smell like boiled cabbage. She waited until the girls were absorbed
            with their Disney True-Life Adventures books, warned them not to unlock the door for anyone but her (“Anyone. Do you understand, Rosemary?”), and followed the stone path back to the main building.
         

         
         There was a pay phone on the porch in front of the motel office. Charlotte paged through her address book until she found
            what she hoped was still Aunt Marguerite’s number in Los Angeles. She lifted the handset and told the operator she wanted
            to make a long-distance call. The operator instructed her to insert fifty cents.
         

         
         Charlotte dialed the number and waited. She counted the rings. One, two, three. Charlotte didn’t worry. Four, five, six. Marguerite
            might be out shopping, or at lunch with friends, or outside tending to her rosebushes. It was likely. It was possible. Seven,
            eight, nine.
         

         
         Midway through the twelfth ring, Charlotte hung up. She searched her purse for cigarettes. New Mexico, or at least this part
            of it, was flat and brown and empty. Apart from the whitewashed adobe bungalows, the ornamental stump-shaped cactus next to
            the motel drive, a faint smudge of what could be mountains on the horizon, Charlotte might as well have still been in Oklahoma.
         

         
         She lifted the receiver and told the operator that she’d like to make a collect call.

         
         “Charlie?” Dooley said.

         
         “Hello, honey,” Charlotte said.

         
         “What in the world, Charlie! I came home last night and you were gone and the girls were gone, and I about had a heart attack.”

         
         “I know, I’m sorry. Did you see the note I left for you?”

         
         “I went in their bedroom and their little beds were empty, and you can’t even imagine how that made me feel, Charlie.”

         
         The guilt she’d managed to keep at a low simmer, deep in the pit of her stomach, began to churn and bubble and spill hissing
            over the lip of the cauldron. “I know, I’m sorry,” she said. “Did you see the note?”
         

         
         “This morning I did,” he said. “Last night I could barely sleep, I was so worried sick.”

         
         “We’re fine, the girls are fine,” Charlotte said. “We’re in New Mexico. We had a little accident, with the car, but—”

         
         “New Mexico!” Dooley said. “What’s gotten into you, Charlie?”

         
         “I think this is for the best, honey, I do. For all of us. I think—”

         
         “What happened to the car? Charlie, you don’t want a divorce. I know you don’t.”

         
         “I can’t keep on this way, Dooley. This isn’t what . . .” Charlotte couldn’t explain it to herself. How could she ever hope
            to explain it to him? “I’m not . . . I’m not the person I want to be. Maybe I’ll never be, but I need the chance. I need the
            girls to have the chance, too, to be the people they want to be. If I don’t go away, I’m afraid that—”
         

         
         “Go away? You mean you need a vacation?”

         
         “No. I—”

         
         “You can’t do this to me, Charlie,” Dooley said. “A divorce, just like that, out of the blue. Without even talking to me about
            it?”
         

         
         “Dooley . . .”

         
         “It’s not right, Charlie, making a decision like that all by yourself and I don’t even have a say in it. It’s like you snuck
            up behind me out of nowhere and hit me over the head with a two-by-four. What married people do, they discuss their problems.”
         

         
         Over the years she’d tried to get him to discuss their problems hundreds of times. Still, though, she asked herself if his
            point might be a fair one. She’d been a coward, fleeing the house when he wasn’t there, when he couldn’t try to talk her into
            staying. She should at least have waited for him to come home. Or she could have proposed a trial separation. She could propose
            one now.
         

         
         Divorce was the edge of a cliff. Once you flung yourself into the great blue yonder, there was no going back. . . .

         
         It infuriated Charlotte, how doubt crept into her every thought, her every decision. This was it, exactly what Charlotte had
            meant a moment ago: I’m not the person I want to be.

         
         “Dooley, I think—”

         
         “You think. You think, Charlie. That’s what I mean. You don’t know. Tell me you know for sure. Say it out loud. Say, ‘I want a divorce. I’m one hundred percent sure.’ Can you say that?”
         

         
         “I . . . I don’t know if anything in life is one hundred percent sure,” she said. “Is it?”

         
         “Marriage is,” Dooley said. “That’s what we told the priest, wasn’t it? Till death do us part. We made a vow to each other
            that . . .” She heard him opening cabinet doors. “Where’s the sugar for the coffee, Charlie?”
         

         
         “On the shelf next to the refrigerator,” she said.

         
         He started to cry. “Oh, God, Charlie, what would I do without you? You and the girls, you’re the best thing that ever happened
            to me.”
         

         
         “You’ll still get to see the girls,” she said. “I’ll make sure of it, I promise. I—”

         
         “I’m just a sorry son of a bitch. I know I am.”

         
         “You’re not, Dooley. You’re not listening to me.”

         
         The sky had darkened again, giant stacked slabs of slate-gray clouds. Charlotte thought of collapsed fortress walls, the lids
            of ancient tombs. She was exhausted suddenly, too tired to think.
         

         
         A few drops of rain plinked against the tin roof of the overhang, and then without further preamble a great pounding deluge
            swept down. A man in a suit, another guest at the hotel, made it to shelter just in time.
         

         
         “I’m a sorry son of a bitch,” Dooley said, “but I love you. Nobody will ever love you like I do. Why do you want to throw
            that away?”
         

         
         “I have to go, honey,” Charlotte said. “Someone else needs to use the phone.”

         
         “You don’t want a divorce, Charlie, not really. You don’t want to throw everything away. Just come on home. We’ll discuss
            it. That’s all I want to do.”
         

         
         “I’ll call you soon.”

         
         “So just come on home, Charlie,” Dooley said. “You know you’ll come home. You know you will. I’m not mad. Just—”

         
         Charlotte hung up before he—or she—could say anything else. The man in the suit gave her a friendly smile as they passed.

         
         “When it rains, it pours, doesn’t it?” the man said.

         
         She nodded and managed to smile back. “Yes, it certainly does.”
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         They left Houston just around eleven o’clock and drove all night. Well, the colored kid drove all night. Barone stayed awake
            to make sure the kid stayed awake. Theodore. That was the kid’s name. Theodore, don’t call me Ted, don’t call me Teddy. He
            griped about the way the Pontiac handled and about the weather and about the road and about his high school back in Houston
            and about his four older sisters who still treated him like a baby even though he was a growed-up man, sixteen years old.
            He griped that he was hungry and he griped that he was tired. They listened to a radio station out of Dallas that played colored
            soul singers. Barone didn’t mind Sam Cooke. He couldn’t find a station that played jazz.
         

         
         “Who you after anyways?” the kid said.

         
         “A man,” Barone said.

         
         “Why you after him? He steal your woman?”

         
         “He owes me money.”

         
         “How much?” the kid said.

         
         “Enough,” Barone said.

         
         “I want to be a lawyer.”

         
         “A lawyer.”

         
         “There’s colored lawyers,” the kid said.

         
         “I never said there weren’t.”

         
         “What kind of work you do?”

         
         “I’m a colored lawyer,” Barone said.

         
         “Shoot,” the kid said. “You a salesman. What I think. Or work in a company.”

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “You like it? The kind of work you do?”

         
         Barone had never given it much thought. Might as well ask, You like who you are? Nobody had a say in the matter.
         

         
         “I know a colored lawyer,” Barone said. “She’s like a lawyer.”

         
         The kid swiveled around to goggle at him. “She? A lady colored lawyer?”
         

         
         “I said she’s like a lawyer.”
         

         
         “Hoo-wee.”

         
         They reached the town at seven o’clock, Monday morning. Goodnight, Texas. Still dark outside. Barone told the kid to park
            across the street from the little police station.
         

         
         “I’ll be back in a minute,” Barone said.

         
         “Shoot,” the kid said. “Be back in a minute. What you said last time. A minute.”

         
         “And then we’ll get some breakfast.”

         
         “All right,” the kid said.

         
         Barone stepped out into the cold, damp howling. The Texas panhandle in November. His stitched-up hand felt better, but he
            still couldn’t close his fingers. It wouldn’t be a problem. He could shoot left-handed if he didn’t have to rush. He shifted
            the Browning .22 from the one side of his pants to his other, so he’d be able to get to it more cleanly.
         

         
         Two cops in the police station, one old and one young. Sheriff and deputy. Sheriff at his desk, boots up. Deputy on the other
            side of the room, to Barone’s left, filling out some kind of duty roster pinned to a corkboard. A double-barrel shotgun stood
            propped against the sheriff’s desk, arm’s reach.
         

         
         The sheriff nodded. “Mornin’.”

         
         “Where is he?” Barone said.

         
         “Over there. In the pokey.”

         
         One jail cell. A man lay on a cot, bundled under a wool blanket, his face turned to the wall. Barone walked over and watched
            him through the bars. The man was sleeping or pretending to sleep.
         

         
         Barone pointed to the deputy. “Pour me a cup of that coffee, will you?” he said.

         
         He wanted to move the deputy over by the sheriff, against the same wall. The wall behind the sheriff’s desk displayed a dozen
            or more paintings of lighthouses and bridges and religious figures. Barone had been in several police stations. Until now
            he’d never seen a police station with even a single painting in it.
         

         
         The deputy looked at the sheriff. The sheriff tilted his head at the coffeepot. The deputy took his time making his way across
            the room. He wanted to show Barone who was boss.
         

         
         Barone whistled at the man in the cell. “Get up,” he said. He saw the blanket stir.

         
         “My deputy here stopped him yesterday for speeding,” the sheriff said. “Couple miles east of town. Claims his name is Watkins,
            but he doesn’t have a lick of ID on him. The car he was driving is registered under the name of Watkins, but my suspicion
            is it’s stolen.”
         

         
         “You want cream or sugar, you can come get it for yourself,” the deputy told Barone. He set the mug down on the table, full
            of himself.
         

         
         Barone whistled again, louder. The man in the cell was just pretending to sleep. “Get up,” Barone told him.

         
         The man sat up and yawned and wrapped the blanket more snugly around him. “Let me out of here,” he said. “I don’t know who
            the hell you are, but I ain’t whoever the hell these dumb sons of bitches think I am.”
         

         
         The man wasn’t Guidry. Barone needed one look.

         
         “Well?” the sheriff asked Barone. “Is that your boy?”

         
         “My damn name is Melvin Watkins. I don’t know who the hell you’re looking for. I live in Clarendon, Texas, eighteen miles
            east of here. Go to Clarendon and ask the first person you meet. They’ll tell you.”
         

         
         Barone didn’t lose his temper very often. But eight hours of driving, eight hours wasted. And now another eight hours back
            to Houston. He took out the Browning .22 and pointed it at the man in the cell. Barone heard the sheriff’s boots hit the floor,
            his chair scrape back as he stood.
         

         
         “Now, hold on there, son,” the sheriff said.

         
         The man in the cell stared at Barone, eyes about to pop out of his head. He was the same age and height as Guidry, with close
            to the same hair and coloring. He even had a slight slant to his eyes. Part Indian, probably. Dark eyes, not light, but Barone
            supposed he could see how someone could have made an honest mistake.
         

         
         Barone put the gun away. “It’s not him,” he said.

         
         The man in the cell blinked. The deputy stood frozen with his mug in one hand and the coffeepot in the other. The sheriff
            slowly eased himself back down into his chair.
         

         
         “You’re sure?” the sheriff said.

         
         Barone had been burning up a second ago. Now he felt as cold as ice. “It’s not him,” he said.

         
         “We didn’t have a picture of him to go by,” the sheriff said. “But they told me to err on the side of caution, your people
            in Dallas.”
         

         
         “You sure it ain’t him?” the deputy said, piping up. “Take another look if you need it.”

         
         The sheriff turned to glare at the deputy, and then he turned back to Barone. “I know you’ve come a long way,” the sheriff
            told Barone. “I apologize for the inconvenience.”
         

         
         Barone walked back to the car. The kid drove a few blocks up until Barone spotted a diner. The kid ordered scrambled eggs
            and bacon and sausage patties and biscuits with gravy and a short stack of silver-dollar pancakes. Side-eyeing Barone the
            whole time like he was daring Barone to say something.
         

         
         “And a big glass of chocolate milk,” the kid said.

         
         “We only got regular milk,” the waitress said.

         
         “Not even none of that chocolate powder you can mix in with it?”

         
         “We got regular milk.”

         
         The waitress wasn’t too happy to have a colored kid sitting at her counter. Barone could see the pinch to her face. More than
            likely she called herself a Christian and went to church every Sunday morning.
         

         
         They were the only ones in the place. After the breakfast crowd, before the lunch crowd. The radio played a live report from
            Washington, D.C. A procession of world leaders following Kennedy’s coffin from the White House to St. Matthew’s Cathedral.
         

         
         The kid worked through his breakfast and couldn’t find anything to gripe about. Barone ate a runny fried egg and drank two
            cups of black coffee. He was hot all over again. The flu. A bad time to come down with it, but he’d had the flu before and
            it had never killed him.
         

         
         The waitress came back over. “It’s a National Day of Mourning. But ask me if I got to work anyway.”

         
         “You finished?” Barone asked the kid.

         
         “Shoot,” the kid said. “White man gets shot, it’s National Day of Mourning. Colored man gets shot, it’s Monday morning.”

         
         “Good Lord, how can you eat so much and be so skinny?” the waitress said. She gave the kid a friendly poke with her elbow
            as she piled up his plates. Maybe Barone had her figured wrong. “Y’all headed to Amarillo for that car auction?”
         

         
         “No,” Barone said.

         
         She started to walk away.

         
         “Wait,” he said. “Come back here.”

         
         “More coffee?” the waitress said.

         
         Barone put his hand over the top of his cup. “Why did you ask that? About the car auction?”

         
         “That’s where the other fella was headed,” she said. “The one what come through yesterday. We don’t get many folks from out
            of town, so I thought you might be headed to that car auction, too.”
         

         
         Maybe the man she was talking about was the man in the cell. But the sheriff said his deputy had picked up Melvin Watkins
            a few miles east of town. The diner was on the west side of town. Amarillo was west of town. Maybe the sheriff had made another
            honest mistake.
         

         
         “What did he look like?” Barone said.

         
         “The fella yesterday?” the waitress said. “I don’t know. He was real friendly.”

         
         “Handsome.”

         
         She blushed. “I suppose.”

         
         Barone hadn’t thought to wonder about it earlier, how the county deputy didn’t recognize a man from just the next town over.
            Recognize his name, at least. Or how the sheriff wouldn’t just call over to Clarendon and check. Barone had been too busy
            being mad that the man in the cell wasn’t Guidry.
         

         
         “He had dark brown eyes,” Barone said. “Like mine.”

         
         “Brown? No. His was green as glass.” She blushed again. “I don’t know. Maybe they was brown. Can I get y’all anything else?”

         
         When Barone walked back into the police station, Melvin Watkins had been released from the cell but was still hanging around,
            drinking coffee and having a laugh about something with the deputy. The sheriff was shrugging on his quilted jacket, about
            to head home.
         

         
         Barone shot the deputy before the deputy could even think about reaching for the pistol on his hip. The shot yanked a piece
            of his head away and slapped it across the paintings on the wall. The sheriff had time to grab for his pistol but not time
            to draw it. Barone shot him twice in the stomach. Firing left-handed, he had to concentrate. The sheriff slid down the wall
            and sat with his legs splayed out in front of him, his cowboy hat bumped crooked.
         

         
         Melvin Watkins had his hands high up over his head and was talking so fast that Barone could barely understand him. Barone
            stuffed the Browning .22 in his pants and took the gun out of the deputy’s holster. A Colt Trooper revolver.
         

         
         “Sheriff called me and said he needed somebody looked like some fella,” Melvin Watkins said. “I didn’t want to do it, but
            Sheriff said he’d haul me in if I didn’t, and I don’t have no idea why—”
         

         
         Barone shot him with the deputy’s gun. He went over to the sheriff and stood over him, careful not to put a shoe in the blood
            pooling out. The sheriff was trying to slide his gun out of the holster but was too weak to do it, both his hand and the gun
            grip slick with blood.
         

         
         Tough bastard. Looking up at Barone, looking him right in the eye, not about to beg.

         
         “Did he pay you off?” Barone said.

         
         “Go to hell,” the sheriff said.

         
         “How much?” Barone said. “It wasn’t enough, whatever he paid you. Did he say where he was headed?”

         
         “Go . . . to . . . hell.” Each word was like the sheriff dragging a dead body out of the river and up onto the bank. “Every . . .
            damn one . . . of you.”
         

         
         “He got you killed. Look around, all this. Frank Guidry did it, not me. Don’t you want me to find him and send your regards?”

         
         The sheriff hissed and gurgled and finally gave up trying to draw his pistol. “Don’t . . . know where,” he said.

         
         “Headed west?” Barone said.

         
         The sheriff jerked his chin. Yes.

         
         “What else?”

         
         “Dodge,” the sheriff said. “Blue over . . . white.”

         
         “Old one or new?”

         
         “A ’57 or . . . a ’58. Dodge . . . Coronet.”

         
         “When did he leave?”

         
         “Few . . . hours ago.”

         
         Maybe Guidry would ditch the car, but maybe he wouldn’t. Guidry would think that his plan had worked, that Barone had taken
            the bait and was headed back to Houston right now. He’d think that Barone would get on the phone with Seraphine and tell her
            that Goodnight had been a wild-goose chase.
         

         
         “What else?” Barone said.

         
         The sheriff jerked his chin. Nothing else.

         
         “Why do you have all these paintings on the wall?” Barone said.

         
         “Go . . . to . . . hell,” the sheriff said.

         
         Barone switched over to the Browning again. He stepped back so the spray wouldn’t catch him and shot the sheriff in the head.
            He put the Browning in Melvin Watkins’s hand and the deputy’s gun in the deputy’s hand and then moved around the shell casings
            to match. No, it wouldn’t fool every Texas Ranger in the state, but it might fool the ones assigned to the case. At the very
            least, they’d need some time to scratch their heads.
         

         
         He wiped down everything in the cell that Guidry might have touched. Barone had on gloves, so he wasn’t worried about his
            prints.
         

         
         The kid had fallen asleep when Barone got back to the car. Barone elbowed him awake.

         
         “Let’s go,” he said.

         
         “You find out what you need this time?” the kid said. “Or we gonna have to turn around and come back again?”

         
         “Let’s go,” Barone said.

         
         What about the waitress? Barone thought about it. No. Lunch started soon. Customers. And he couldn’t spare the time to wait
            around and take care of her after she got off work. He would have to let it go. Guidry was waiting for him.
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         Only now, one o’clock in the afternoon and four hundred miles from Goodnight, four hundred miles from his almost certain doom,
            did Guidry finally begin to breathe a little easier. He pulled off the highway in the town of Santa Maria, New Mexico. Town?
            The cluster of buildings on the endless grassy plain looked like a patch of stubble a man missed while shaving.
         

         
         When Guidry got out of the car, his knees were still jelly. That was a close call, brother. Do you understand just how close?

         
         Why, yes, in fact I do.

         
         The only motel in town was the Old Mexico Motor Court. Guidry went into the office and asked for a room. The boy behind the
            counter didn’t give him a second glance.
         

         
         “We have casitas,” the boy said. “That’s what I’m s’posed to call ’em.”

         
         “Is a casita the same as a room?” Guidry said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Well then,” Guidry said, “I’m sold.”

         
         The boy wrote down the name that Guidry gave him. Frank Wainwright. He still didn’t give Guidry a second glance. Guidry made sure, watching the boy closely. After what had happened back in
            Goodnight, he would have to keep his guard up. Who could say how many people between here and Las Vegas had been instructed
            to keep an eye out for him? For a man traveling solo, late thirties, medium height and weight, dark hair and green eyes, a
            dimple in the middle of his chin that made all the chicks swoon?
         

         
         Who could say how many people in Vegas had been instructed to keep an eye out for him? Vegas was a company town. Word would get around. Guidry would have
            to sweat about every busboy and showgirl who glanced at him.
         

         
         Seraphine would guess that he was headed to Vegas or Miami. Maybe Los Angeles. Definitely not Chicago or New York. How to
            keep her guessing? That was the question.
         

         
         The hot water in the shower trickled out, and the towel could have sanded the faces off Mount Rushmore. Guidry had grown weary
            of shitty accommodations, of motel rooms and jail cells and casitas. He’d had enough of them these past few days to last a
            lifetime.
         

         
         His emptied his bowels. Eighteen months in the Pacific and not a hint of dysentery. When just about every other GI in his
            company had succumbed.
         

         
         On TV the funeral procession unspooled. There was Jackie, gaunt and wobbly, stupefied. Guidry knew just how she felt. Three
            days ago her world had been shipshape and right side up. The future had cast a rosy glow.
         

         
         He napped for a couple of hours. The motel clerk gave him change for a dollar. He dropped the first dime in the pay phone
            and dialed up his old pal Klaus in Miami. Klaus, the sneakiest, squirrelliest, most reliably untrustworthy ex-Catholic ex-Commie
            ex-Nazi in the Western Hemisphere. He worked for Santo Trafficante but sold information to anyone who could pay for it.
         

         
         “Klausie baby,” Guidry said.

         
         “Ja. What?” Klaus said. And then, realizing, “Oh. This is Guidry?”
         

         
         “Can you talk? Are you alone?”

         
         “Ja. Sure. Guidry. Hello, hello, old chum.” Klaus recovered from his surprise and spotted the opportunity immediately. He unhinged
            his jaw and slithered toward Guidry as fast as he could. “It is a pleasure, old chum.”
         

         
         “Klausie, can I count on your discretion?” Guidry said.

         
         “Ja, of course.”
         

         
         “I need a change of scenery. You understand. Somewhere warm and tropical.”

         
         You had to believe your own lie. You had to get inside it. Guidry had known a cute little actress once. She was in Hollywood
            now, a second-fiddle femme fatale on some third-rate TV show. She said once that you couldn’t expect to fool the audience
            if you couldn’t fool yourself. Nobody needed to tell Guidry that.
         

         
         “I’ve got my ride lined up already,” Guidry said. “A guy I served with overseas, my old staff sergeant, he runs a fishing
            charter out of the Keys now. He’s a prick, through and through, but I think I can trust him, and he has a boat that can get
            me to Honduras.”
         

         
         Guidry could picture the guy, could picture the boat, could smell the salt breeze. “I need paper, though,” he said. “And a
            couple of introductions once I get down south.”
         

         
         “You are in Miami now?” Klaus said.

         
         “None of your beeswax where I am now, Klausie.” Make him work for it, a little bit at least. “Can you help with the paper?
            I’ll pay. And you’ve got some old Kamaraden down in the jungle, haven’t you?”
         

         
         Klaus could get touchy when you brought up his wartime attachments. Not this time. He fell all over himself. “Ja, ja, of course, Guidry. I can help you. It is my pleasure, old chum.”
         

         
         Guidry told Klaus he’d be in touch soon, to set the meet in Miami, and then hung up. Seraphine would be skeptical when Klaus
            called her—under normal circumstances Guidry would never put his life in the hands of a man like Klaus. But these, old chum,
            were not normal circumstances. Guidry was a desperate man. Seraphine knew it. She would have to water this seed of possibility,
            watch it, see if it bloomed.
         

         
         The next call, the real call. Las Vegas. Why would Seraphine believe that Guidry might put his life in the hands of a man
            like Klaus? Because Guidry was about to put his life in the hands of a man like Big Ed Zingel.
         

         
         A man with an English accent answered the phone. “Good afternoon. The Zingel residence.”

         
         “Put Ed on,” Guidry said.

         
         “Mr. Zingel isn’t in. Would you care to leave a message?”

         
         “Tell him that Mr. Marcello from New Orleans would like to ask him for a favor,” Guidry said, “for old times’ sake.”

         
         He hung up. It was raining again, an Old Testament deluge. He waited out the storm in his room and then walked into town.

         
         Santa Maria, New Mexico. Get a load of this place. A little toy town, like something a kid would play with on Christmas morning.
            Like a color drawing in a magazine ad selling margarine. Two teenage girls strolled along the sidewalk, their ponytails bouncing.
            One girl’s poodle skirt was decorated with polka dots, the other’s with daisies. It was 1955 all over again, and someone had
            failed to inform Guidry.
         

         
         He counted three churches in two blocks. A couple of teenage boys in leather jackets, skulking on the corner, smiled and said
            hello. Even the hoods here in Our Town were well mannered.
         

         
         Guidry found a “department store” that had one department: everything. The selection of men’s attire was what he’d anticipated.
            He bought two pairs of synthetic slacks (“Dacron,” ye gods) and two pairs of cheap Florsheims and a houndstooth sport coat.
            The sport coat was an inch short in the sleeves and too big everywhere else. And, for the topper, a gray wool fedora with
            a clashing houndstooth pattern.
         

         
         He checked himself in the mirror and wanted to weep. He was no longer Frank Guidry. He looked like he sold life insurance
            and lived in a place like Santa Maria, New Mexico.
         

         
         Well, he supposed, that was the point, wasn’t it?

         
         The little liquor store carried two kinds of scotch: cheap and cheaper. Guidry was in no position to complain.

         
         Tuesday morning the clouds had vanished. The air clear and crisp, the sky a bright trembling blue. He ate a stale Danish from
            the vending machine and drank scotch with weak coffee and stood by the window. Two little girls perched on the edge of the
            empty swimming pool, swinging their legs. Their mother lounged on a chaise close by. Yesterday, on his way into town, Guidry
            had seen a tow truck deliver the three of them here to the Old Mexico Motor Court. He guessed that the woman was the one he’d
            passed on the highway, standing next to the broken-down car.
         

         
         Tuesday morning. Nine o’clock. Guidry had survived another night. That was how he’d begun to measure the march of progress.

         
         The woman by the pool wasn’t bad. He’d had a look at her yesterday when they crossed paths at the pay phone. Big serious eyes,
            rosebud lips. She needed to let her hair down, switch to a brighter shade of lipstick, and get out of that dress—a modest
            high-waisted number that Donna Reed would consider square. At another time, in happier days, Guidry might have enjoyed warming
            her up, feeling her melt in his palm. In another life.
         

         
         The bad-fitting sport coat, the fedora. Maybe he could find a pair of glasses to wear. Dye his hair? Sure, but Guidry would
            still be Guidry. That was the inescapable quandary. He’d still be a man traveling solo, late thirties, medium height and weight,
            green eyes and a dimple in the middle of his chin. He couldn’t change any of that.
         

         
         Or could he? An idea formed. He walked over to the motel office and bought another Danish from the machine. On the way back
            to his room, he paused by the pool to admire the view of the desert.
         

         
         “Beautiful day, isn’t it?” he said.

         
         The woman looked over at him. She wore a wedding ring, but Guidry hadn’t seen any sign of a husband. “It is,” she said. “Yes.”

         
         “Hello again. Our ships passed yesterday by the pay phone. My name’s Frank. Frank Wainwright.”

         
         “Yes, I remember. Charlotte Roy.”

         
         Charlotte Roy. A small-town girl, as wholesome and dull as a field of corn, with a dog-eared New Testament in her purse and
            uncomplicated notions about right and wrong. Guidry didn’t want to spook her, so he’d have to take it nice and easy. He was
            capable of that. He was capable of whatever was necessary.
         

         
         He tipped his hat back off his forehead and leaned against the iron fence that bordered the pool. A chilly breeze blew, but
            the sun was nice and warm.
         

         
         “They seem closer than they did yesterday,” he said. “The mountains do. Like they’ve been sneaking up on us during the night.”

         
         The woman shielded her eyes with the flat of her hand and scanned the horizon. “I’m confident that we can outrun them,” she
            said.
         

         
         Guidry laughed and glanced at her, taking a fresh look. He liked a woman who could hit the ball back over the net.

         
         The little girls, one blond and one with curly brown hair, had turned to regard him.

         
         “I’m Rosemary, and this is Joan,” the curly-haired one said. She had her mother’s coloring. The blondie had the big serious
            eyes. “We live in Oklahoma.”
         

         
         “I’ve heard of it,” Guidry said.

         
         “We’re going to Los Angeles to visit Aunt Marguerite. She lives in Santa Monica, right by the ocean.”

         
         So they were headed west, as Guidry had hoped. He tried it on for size: Frank Wainwright, insurance salesman, traveling with
            his wife and two daughters. If Guidry could pull this off, he’d be practically invisible.
         

         
         “That’s where I’m headed, too,” Guidry said. “Los Angeles. City of the Angels. Did you know that’s what the ancient Spaniards
            called it?”
         

         
         “Really?” the curly-haired girl said.

         
         “You have my word of honor,” Guidry said.

         
         He wondered when the woman’s car would be fixed. He was optimistic. The car had looked pretty beat, and Guidry had never met
            a mechanic who rushed to finish a job.
         

         
         “Well then, I better be off,” Guidry said. Nice and easy, don’t push it, especially the first conversation. He tipped his
            hat to the ladies. “So long and a pleasure to meet you. Maybe I’ll see you around.”
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         At lunchtime on Tuesday, Charlotte and the girls crossed the highway and walked into Santa Maria proper. The girls had been
            cooped up for two days in the car, in motel rooms. They needed to sprint and skip and spin in circles until they were dizzy.
            So they did. Charlotte thought of the educational cartoons that the teachers had shown back in high school (“A is for Atom!”),
            with the excited electrons zinging around the nucleus.
         

         
         “Girls, slow down, please!” she called.

         
         With the unerring instinct possessed by all children, Rosemary and Joan led Charlotte straight to a park with a playground.
            The girls swarmed the monkey bars, and Charlotte found a bench.
         

         
         She was in good spirits today. Or better spirits at least. She’d had a full night’s sleep, the rain had stopped and the sun
            had emerged, and she’d manage to negotiate a truce between the warring armies in her mind, a temporary cease-fire. The car
            wouldn’t be repaired until tomorrow, so today she didn’t have to think about the past, didn’t have to think about the future.
            Forward to California or back to Oklahoma? No decision, at the moment, was required of her.
         

         
         “Come on, Mommy!” Rosemary said.

         
         “I’m just fine right here, thank you,” Charlotte said.

         
         “Mommy!” Joan said.

         
         Charlotte hadn’t been on a playground swing in almost twenty years. But the girls would brook no argument, and she discovered
            that it was just as much fun now as it had been then. The sky rushing toward you, the earth tilting away, the sense that for
            a split second you’d come unstuck from your own self. The girls laughed and she laughed and the dog felt left out. He rested
            his head on his paw and surveyed them with indignation.
         

         
         At the grocery store, she bought enough provisions to last a few days: a loaf of Wonder Bread, cheese, apples, cereal, cans
            of Vienna sausages, and a package of chocolate-chip cookies. They ate a picnic—cheese sandwiches, apples—sitting on a bench
            in front of a bank even smaller than the one in Woodrow. Charlotte watched a woman about her age hurry down the sidewalk.
            Late for work, perhaps, after a lunch hour spent running errands.
         

         
         On their way back to the motel, they passed a shop window packed with a dusty, dizzy jumble of used appliances: toasters,
            radios, vacuum cleaners, percolators, and electric griddles. Awaiting repair or for sale? Probably some of each, but it was
            impossible to tell which was which. Charlotte noticed a camera on the very bottom shelf, an inexpensive little Kodak Brownie
            Cresta, and paused for a closer look.
         

         
         The shopkeeper somehow spotted Charlotte through the clutter and waved to her. She handed the dog’s leash to Rosemary and
            went inside.
         

         
         “Hello,” she said. “The camera in the window, there at the bottom, is it for sale?”

         
         “That old thing?” The shopkeeper, stooped and bald and wizened, with a long gray tooth pointed like a fang, reminded Charlotte
            of a character from a children’s story. The troll under the bridge, but an amiable one. “I don’t know if it even works, but
            tell me what you can spare and I’ll probably take it.”
         

         
         Charlotte couldn’t really spare anything at all. “A dollar?” She knew the camera had to be worth more than that. “I’m sorry.
            I know it’s not very much.”
         

         
         “It’s enough,” the shopkeeper said. “Today only.”

         
         He threw in a roll of film for free. Charlotte welcomed the reminder that not everyone in the wide world was sour, sleazy,
            or mean. Some people out here—like this man, like their neighbor at the motel, Mr. Wainwright—were friendly and kind and perfectly
            pleasant.
         

         
         While the girls and the dog napped, Charlotte inspected the Brownie. Fixed shutter, fixed aperture, and fixed focus, a prize
            you won when you mailed off fifteen soup labels to Campbell’s. Still, it appeared to be in good shape. Charlotte went outside
            and snapped a picture of the motel courtyard. The curved pool without water, the curved sky without clouds, the horizon like
            the hinge between two halves of an empty locket.
         

         
         It was remarkable what a change of light could do to a subject. The whitewashed walls of the bungalows, so stark and ashen
            in the rain, had turned a deep, rich cream. The red clay roof tiles, faded before, were now the life of the party.
         

         
         For dinner Charlotte decided that they could splurge and eat at the diner in town. The waitress seated them in a booth by
            the window. At the table next to them sat their neighbor from the motel, Mr. Wainwright.
         

         
         “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” he said.

         
         She smiled. The girls ran off to inspect the jukebox. The song playing was “Moody River.” Charlotte winced as Pat Boone crooned
            the big, syrupy finish.
         

         
         Mr. Wainwright lifted his palms. “I’m innocent, I swear,” he said. “The crime was in progress when I arrived.”

         
         “Any eyewitnesses?” she said.

         
         “You’ll have to take my word for it. Find a Bible and I’ll lay my hand on it.”

         
         The waitress brought a menu for Charlotte. Mr. Wainwright had finished his meal. He pushed his empty pie plate away and took
            a sip of coffee.
         

         
         “So I’ve heard on the grapevine,” he said, “that you’re from Oklahoma.”

         
         “Rosemary will tell you her entire life story if you give her half a chance,” Charlotte said. “No. Make that a quarter of
            a chance.”
         

         
         “How do you like it? I’ve never been to Oklahoma.”

         
         “I’m not sure you’d remember it if you had.”

         
         “I drove through it on my way here, now that I think about it.”

         
         “Well, there you have it.”

         
         The girls returned to the table. “Mommy,” Rosemary said, “can we have a nickel for the jukebox?”

         
         “Your manners, girls,” Charlotte said. “Say hello to Mr. Wainwright.”

         
         “Hello, Mr. Wainwright.”

         
         “Hello, Mr. Wainwright.”

         
         “Allow me,” he said. He reached into his pocket and came up with a nickel. “Have you made your decision? What song shall we
            hear?”
         

         
         Charlotte nodded permission, and Rosemary took the nickel from him.

         
         “Thank you,” Rosemary said. “Joan is going to pick the letter and I’m going to pick the number. I’m going to pick number seven
            because I’m seven. Joan is eight. We’re exactly eleven months apart. For one month every year in September, we’re the same
            age. Joan is going to pick J because her name starts with J. Aren’t you, Joan?”
         

         
         “Okay,” Joan said.

         
         “Rosemary and Joan,” Mr. Wainwright said. “I like those names. You know, my grandmother’s name was Aiglentine, which means
            ‘rose’ in French. She was a trapeze artist back in the old country, back in France. This is a true story. One night she slipped
            and fell. The net caught her, but she bounced out. You think they’d make nets with less bounce, wouldn’t you?”
         

         
         The girls listened, rapt.

         
         “Anyway,” he continued, “my grandmother bounced out of the net and collided with one of the poles that held up the circus
            tent. She broke every bone in her leg. But that’s how she met my grandfather. He was a doctor, sitting in the stands watching
            the show. He came down and patched her leg back together.”
         

         
         Charlotte laughed. “Did she get up and finish the performance first?”

         
         “You’re dubious,” he said. “I don’t blame you. My grandmother was a magnificent liar. But I know for a fact that she was a
            trapeze artist at one point in her life. I’ve seen the pictures. Or maybe she just had the outfit.”
         

         
         Charlotte told the girls to go pick their song and wash their hands before dinner. J-7 turned out to be “Will You Love Me
            Tomorrow” by the Shirelles. A vast improvement on Pat Boone.
         

         
         “So what takes you to Los Angeles, Mr. Wainwright?” Charlotte said. “If you don’t mind me asking?”

         
         “Frank, please,” he said.

         
         “What takes you to Los Angeles, Frank?”

         
         “I’m on my way there to peddle insurance. My company in New York City won’t rest until they conquer the world, so forth I
            go. But don’t panic, I’m off the clock till a week from tomorrow. I won’t try to sell you anything.”
         

         
         “Isn’t that exactly what a good salesman would say?” she said.

         
         “Now that you mention it,” he said, “allow me to explain the difference between term and whole life. If you ask nicely, I
            might give you a discount. I can be a soft touch.”
         

         
         The waitress, passing by, gave Charlotte a sly wink. Charlotte ignored it. She supposed that most women would consider Mr. Wainwright
            a catch, with his eyes and chin and dark hair parted just so, but Charlotte was certainly not fishing.
         

         
         “So you’re from New York City?” she said.

         
         “Maryland, originally,” he said. “But I’ve been on the Upper West Side for twenty years.”

         
         “I’m dying to see New York City. The museums, the plays.”

         
         “I hate to be the one to break the bad news,” he said, “but you’re headed in the wrong direction.”

         
         “Well, I’m dying to see California, too. Though as Rosemary informed you this morning, we’re not headed anywhere at the moment.”

         
         “I thought that was you I saw pull in yesterday. Your car hitched to the back of a tow truck.”

         
         “It was indeed,” Charlotte said.

         
         “That’s a shame,” he said. “When will you be able to hit the road again?”

         
         “Tomorrow, I hope. I’m to see the mechanic in the afternoon.”

         
         “You don’t want to spend Thanksgiving in Santa Maria, New Mexico?”

         
         “I can’t say I do.”

         
         “Have you ever heard of karma?” he said.

         
         “Karma?” Charlotte said.

         
         “That’s what the Buddhists in the Orient call it. I learned this in the service. The Buddhists believe in balance. The universe
            tips and tilts, the weight shifts around, but karma always sets it straight again. For every wrong there’s right. Do you follow?”
         

         
         “I’m not sure.”

         
         “Your car breaks down on the way to California and you’re stranded here in Santa Maria, New Mexico, for a few days. A tough
            break. But now the universe owes you a favor.”
         

         
         “Oh, does it?” Charlotte cocked an eyebrow. Though the notion was an appealing one. Karma. She pictured the liquid mercury
            in a thermometer, rising and falling, always seeking a happy medium. “I’m flattered that I have the universe’s attention.
            But I wonder if it might have more important matters to contemplate.”
         

         
         “I’m just reporting what the Buddhists say,” he said.

         
         “So you don’t believe in it yourself? Karma?”

         
         He thought about the question for a moment. She liked that he took the time to do so. Most people’s ideas were so ingrained
            that they had every answer at the ready. Most people in Woodrow, Oklahoma, at least.
         

         
         “I don’t know if I believe in it or not,” he said. “I know I want to believe it.”
         

         
         The girls returned. The food arrived. While they ate, Rosemary and Joan made a list of the day’s highlights, in order from
            one to ten. The girls liked their lists. Mr. Wainwright, Frank, paid his check, left a good tip for the waitress, and stood.
         

         
         “I’ll see you back at the ranch,” he said.

         
         As Charlotte tucked the girls into bed, Rosemary had many questions about trapeze artists and France and broken bones and
            did the doctor fall in love with Mr. Wainwright’s grandmother while he was watching her perform or only when he patched her
            up? Joan remained silent. Charlotte had seen the question building in her face at dinner.
         

         
         “Why isn’t Daddy coming with us to California?” Joan said. “To visit Aunt Marguerite with us?”

         
         “Shhh,” Charlotte said. “Go to sleep. We’ll talk about it later.”

         
         “Daddy didn’t come with us because he has to work, Joan.” Rosemary propped herself up on an elbow. She never suggested tentatively
            when she could declare emphatically. “That’s why, of course.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Joan said.

         
         Charlotte saw that she was unconvinced, though. So look out. Once Joan had the scent, she was patient and relentless.

         
         After the girls nodded off, Charlotte took the dog outside for his bedtime walk. The moon waxing, more than half full, and
            the sky cloudless. Every surface seemed as if it had been glazed with silver.
         

         
         Mr. Wainwright, Frank, was standing at his spot by the pool fence, gazing up at the moon. She felt a tickle of suspicion—that
            he’d been there for a while, waiting for her. But of course that was silly.
         

         
         She made her way over. “I suppose it was inevitable, wasn’t it?” she said.

         
         “The Old Mexico is a small world,” he said. “Not that I’m complaining.”

         
         “No?”

         
         “Because we never did finish our conversation about term life, you realize.”

         
         She smiled. He flirted with such good nature, his warmth seemed so genuine, that she didn’t mind. But she wondered if she
            should break the news to him, that his efforts were all for naught.
         

         
         “When you live in New York, you forget what the sky looks like,” he said.

         
         “I’ll have to take your word for that,” she said.

         
         “I imagine there’s plenty of sky in Oklahoma.”

         
         “You can’t miss it.”

         
         He reached down to rub the dog’s ear, and his shoulder grazed her hip. The surge of desire took her by surprise, a dirty,
            crackling electricity. She imagined sliding her hand down his stomach and under the band of his slacks, holding him and squeezing
            him and feeling him turn hard in her palm. Her mouth pressed against his, her legs hitched around his waist, and her back
            against the fence, the iron picket digging between her shoulder blades. He wouldn’t last long. He would beg for release. And
            then tomorrow she would be gone. Charlotte might remember him, she might not.
         

         
         The dog closed his eyes, tilted his head, and grumbled blissfully.

         
         “Dogs tend to like me,” he said. “I can’t explain it.”

         
         “Do you think people can change?” Charlotte said.

         
         The question took him by surprise. “Change?”

         
         “Who they are,” she said. “Their character, I suppose. How they act, what they believe. After years of being one sort of person,
            can you just decide to become a different sort?”
         

         
         He mulled. Charlotte had another tickle of suspicion. That behind his smile he was assessing her, picking among various options
            the answer he thought she wanted to hear.
         

         
         “Most people don’t change,” he said.

         
         “No,” Charlotte. “I agree.”

         
         “But maybe they can. If they want it badly enough.”

         
         She thought for an instant that he might kiss her then. Instead, though, he gave the dog a final pat.

         
         “Well. I suppose I should get back inside,” he said. “Good night.”
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         The woman, Charlotte, required a bit more effort than Guidry had anticipated—she was a bit tougher to read. But he did the
            spadework. He made sure that their paths kept crossing, he dropped himself into the middle of her life, he made himself . . .
            familiar. That was half the battle right there. And then turn on the charm, turn up the heat. But not too much. He needed her to trust
            him. When the opportunity arose on a romantic moonlit night—or, rather, when Guidry created the opportunity for himself—he
            didn’t make a pass at her. Why, the thought never even crossed his mind. He was the perfect gentleman.
         

         
         He slept fitfully. Every time he started to drift off, a persistent worry tapped him on the shoulder and drew him back. What
            if he was wrong? What if Seraphine’s men hadn’t been fooled in Goodnight? What if they knew he was on 66, headed west? What
            if they were closing in on him right this minute, slowly but surely?
         

         
         Wednesday morning he filled his mug with scotch and a splash of coffee. Picked up the Albuquerque paper in the motel office—caroline visits father’s grave—and told the operator to give him Las Vegas, please, Evergreen 6-1414.
         

         
         The butler with the English accent answered the phone again. “Mr. Zingel’s residence.”

         
         Guidry hesitated. How about this. Hang up and call Seraphine instead. And tell her what? Let’s forgive and forget, water under
            the bridge. He knew what she would say. She would tell Guidry, But of course, mon cher. Come home. My arms are open. And then she’d have someone waiting for him to step off the plane. Seraphine was fond of Guidry, he knew, but that and a
            nickel would get him one song on the jukebox.
         

         
         “It’s me again, Jeeves,” Guidry said. “I called yesterday.”

         
         “Ah, yes. Mr. Marcello,” Ed’s butler said. “One moment, please.”

         
         Half a second later, Big Ed picked up.

         
         “Listen to me, you backstabbing piece of shit,” Ed said. “You miserable cocksucking wop. So you want me to do a favor for
            you? I’ll do a favor for all mankind. I’ll stick the barrel of a gun up your wop asshole and pull the trigger. I’ll stick
            two guns up your asshole and pull both triggers.”
         

         
         “Hi there, Ed,” Guidry said.

         
         “A favor? For old times’ sake? Is that supposed to be a joke, you fucking—” Ed stopped. Guidry could hear him pacing, breathing
            through his mouth. “Frank?”
         

         
         “I figured that message would get your attention,” Guidry said.

         
         “Frank Guidry. Goddamn it.”

         
         Guidry didn’t know why Ed hated Carlos so much. He was just relieved to confirm it.

         
         “How’ve you been, Ed?”

         
         “Goddamn you, boychick,” Ed said. “You almost gave me a heart attack I was so worked up. I ought to stick the barrel of a
            gun up your ass.”
         

         
         “I’m just fine,” Guidry said, “thanks for asking.”

         
         Guidry heard Ed tell the butler to get lost. A door clicked shut. Now began the dance. Guidry would lie. Ed would lie. They’d
            circle and twirl, each of them hoping to catch a flash of bare skin—the truth, or part of it. Watch your step and don’t lose
            the beat.
         

         
         “So tell me,” Ed said. “What did you do to get that greasy bastard tied into such a knot? Word is, he won’t stop till you’re
            dead yesterday. You were his fair-haired boy.”
         

         
         “I got my hand caught in the cookie jar,” Guidry said.

         
         “Bullshit. All this fuss over a little money? Bullshit. Carlos has everyone and his monkey looking for you. What really happened?”

         
         “Who said the cookie jar was full of money?”

         
         Ed chewed on that for a while and then laughed. “You screwed his daughter?”

         
         “She screwed me. Hand to God, Ed. I just lay there turgid with fear while she did most of the work. I tried to escape, don’t think I didn’t
            think about it.”
         

         
         Ed laughed so long and so hard he started to cough. Maybe he didn’t buy Guidry’s story. But it was an amusing one, and with
            Ed that counted for something.
         

         
         “I wish I’d seen that bastard’s face when he found out,” Ed said. “Did you knock her up, too? I’ll give you ten grand right
            now if you knocked her up. I’m getting my checkbook out of the drawer.”
         

         
         “I didn’t knock her up,” Guidry said. “No. And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t spread such ugly rumors.”

         
         “He can only kill you once,” Ed said.

         
         “It’s the part that comes before the killing that I’m worried about.”

         
         “Where are you?”

         
         “Miami.”

         
         “Bullshit.”

         
         “I need to get out of the country, Ed. Will you lend me a hand or not?”

         
         “I said I would, didn’t I?”

         
         “Did you?” Guidry said. “I must have missed that.”

         
         “I’ll lend you a hand, boychick,” Ed said. “Of course I will.”

         
         “What’ll it cost me?”

         
         “Don’t insult me. It’ll be my pleasure. On the house.”

         
         Not likely. Sure, Ed hated Carlos and he liked Guidry, but that wouldn’t be enough. Guidry would have to pony up, his very
            last penny.
         

         
         “I know about a few business ventures the Marcellos are planning,” Guidry said. “The details. Carlos is expanding the empire.
            A fella in the know could make a killing, Ed.”
         

         
         “Hmm.”

         
         Hmm. In the language they both spoke, this meant, What else you got? The problem was that Guidry didn’t have anything else to offer. “Ed . . .”
         

         
         “Forget all that, boychick,” Ed said. “I’ve got bigger plans for you.”

         
         It didn’t surprise Guidry that Ed had already figured out a price, in the few short minutes that they’d been on the phone
            together. Or else Ed had started his figuring earlier, when Guidry left the first message for him. He’d known all along that
            it was Guidry calling, not Carlos. He’d guessed correctly why Guidry was calling.
         

         
         “I’d love to hear about it, Ed,” Guidry said.

         
         “Indochina,” Ed said.

         
         “Indochina?”

         
         “There’s money pumping into Vegas today, but where’s the money going tomorrow? That’s the question that piques my interest.
            Now that he’s president, LBJ will want to swing his big Texas dick around. Not Cuba, that’s old news. Vietnam, boychick, that’s
            the new hot spot. The CIA needs a real war. Hughes does, too. Military contracts don’t grow on trees.”
         

         
         Until now Guidry had been plotting only a single move ahead. Stay alive. Get out of the country, away from Carlos. Past that,
            Guidry would worry about the fire once he made it out of the frying pan.
         

         
         “You want me to work for you?” Guidry said.

         
         “With me,” Ed said. “You’re clever and you’re smooth, and you’d sell your own mother to the Gypsies. I want a man like that representing
            my interests. That dumb greaseball in New Orleans wasted your talents. You’ll run the show over there. Saigon is a helluva
            lot of fun, I’ve heard. Right up your alley. You’re going to beat the crowd and get us the best seat in the house. How does
            that sound?”
         

         
         It sounded good. It sounded beautiful. It sounded like an Art Pepper saxophone solo or a woman sighing with pleasure. Ed would
            own him, and Guidry would be in his debt forever, but so what? He was offering to give Guidry his life back. Not the exact
            one he’d had in New Orleans, maybe, but one a lot like it, even brighter and better.
         

         
         Sure, it sounded good. Or did it sound too good?
         

         
         “Ed, you’re a prince,” Guidry said. “Thank you.”

         
         “How soon can you get to Vegas?” Ed said. “You’ve got a passport?”

         
         “A couple of days. Friday. I don’t have my passport.”

         
         “All right. That’s not a problem. Call me the minute you get here. I’ll take care of everything.”

         
         Guidry hung up. He remained in the same state of suspended uncertainty he’d been in before the call. Just suspended even higher
            now, staring down at a drop without a bottom.
         

         
         Trust Ed. Trust Ed? Guidry confirmed that he still hadn’t a better play. Las Vegas, here I come. Now all he had to do was
            make it from here to there without getting recognized, without getting killed.
         

         
         Eight-thirty in the morning. He didn’t want to accidentally cross paths with Charlotte in town, so he walked over to her casita
            to see if she was there. The blond daughter opened the door.
         

         
         “Hello there, Joan,” Guidry said.

         
         She gravely weighed her opening remarks. “Hello.”

         
         The curly-haired daughter, Rosemary, pushed in front of her. “Hello, Mr. Wainwright. We’re in New Mexico.”

         
         “Yes we are,” Guidry said. “Every part of us.”

         
         Charlotte appeared behind her daughters, smiling. She noticed the car keys in Guidry’s hand, and the smile, he was pleased
            to see, faltered. “Oh,” she said. “Are you leaving?”
         

         
         “Leaving?” he said. “No, not till tomorrow or Friday. I thought I’d take a drive into town and pick up a few necessaries.
            And bring back a sack of jelly doughnuts, if somebody here promises to help me eat them.”
         

         
         “Yes!” Rosemary said.

         
         “That’s very thoughtful of you,” Charlotte said.

         
         “Don’t move a muscle, any of you,” Guidry said. “I shall return.”

         
         He drove into Santa Maria. It didn’t take him long, in a town this tiny, to find the garage. The grease monkey was working
            on a car in the bay, wiring up a new taillight assembly. The same car that Guidry had seen broken down by the side of the
            highway. The same car he’d seen attached to the tow truck that delivered Charlotte to the Old Mexico Motor Court.
         

         
         The grease monkey looked over. Guidry watched for his reaction. There wasn’t much of one. Call it mild irritation, surly indifference.
            Good. He wasn’t on the lookout for any Guidrys.
         

         
         “Busy,” the grease monkey grunted at him.

         
         “I was hoping to get my Dodge tuned before I hit the highway tomorrow,” Guidry said. “The belts checked, at least.”

         
         “Busy.”

         
         “You don’t say? What’s that you’re working on there?”

         
         Guidry took a ten out of his wallet and set it on a tool bench. That changed the temperature in the room. The grease monkey
            straightened up and eyed the dough.
         

         
         “I believe that’s the car I saw on the back of your truck day before yesterday,” Guidry said. “Belongs to a lady and her two
            daughters?”
         

         
         “That’s right,” the grease monkey said.

         
         “Looked pretty beat when I saw it. What’s the status?”

         
         “Wasn’t too bad. Be done with it in a few hours.”

         
         Guidry kept his wallet out. “That’s wonderful news,” he said.
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         For lunch Charlotte and the girls had Vienna sausages and crackers. Dessert: the remaining doughnuts Frank had delivered to
            their door that morning. Afterward they walked into town again. It was another gorgeous day, almost springlike. Charlotte
            wondered how winter in California would be. Sunshine, warm ocean breezes, emerald landscapes. Back in Woodrow, when December
            rolled around, the cold sucked the color from the sky, the wind stripped the trees bare.
         

         
         A note taped to the door of the garage said “Back in 5 min,” so Charlotte told the girls to go play in the park across the street. She used the pay phone on the corner to try Aunt Marguerite’s
            number again.
         

         
         “Fifty cents, please,” the operator said.

         
         Charlotte inserted the coins. She began to count the rings, but a woman answered almost immediately.

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Marguerite?” Charlotte said.

         
         “Speaking. Who is this?”

         
         “Aunt Marguerite, it’s Charlotte.”

         
         “Charlotte.”

         
         “Your niece, Charlotte. From Oklahoma.”

         
         “Yes, of course,” Marguerite said. “I know who you are. Charlotte. This is unexpected.”

         
         Marguerite’s voice had a clipped, metallic ring to it, like a hammer striking the head of a chisel—Charlotte remembered that
            now. And she remembered now, too, what her mother had said once: that if you needed ice for your drink, you could just chip
            a piece or two off Marguerite.
         

         
         “It’s so nice to speak with you, Aunt Marguerite,” Charlotte said, “after such a long time.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         And then silence. Charlotte had hoped to ease into the conversation, to sidle up to the main point and wring every last penny’s
            worth from her fifty cents. No such luck, apparently.
         

         
         “Aunt Marguerite, I’m calling because the girls and I might be coming to California soon. My daughters and I, to Los Angeles.
            And I thought, if it’s not too much of an imposition, I thought we might pay you a visit.”
         

         
         “Stay with me, you mean?” Marguerite said.

         
         “If it’s not too much of an imposition,” Charlotte said.

         
         “It’s not a good idea. My house is small, and I work at home, you understand. I can’t have noisy children all about and underfoot.”

         
         Charlotte had prepared for the possibility that Marguerite might say no, but the swiftness of it, the decisiveness of the ruling—like the limb of a tree snapped cleanly in half—took her by surprise.
         

         
         “Hello?” Marguerite said. “Are you still there?”

         
         “Yes, I’m sorry,” Charlotte said. “I understand, of course.”

         
         “I can recommend a good hotel. How long will you be in Los Angeles?”

         
         “How long? Actually, I . . . My husband and I, Dooley, we’re . . . We might be getting a divorce.”

         
         “A divorce. I see.”

         
         “And I thought . . . California. I’ve always wanted to live there. What I want, what I think the girls and I need, is a fresh
            start, a blank page. I know that must sound silly.”
         

         
         Marguerite did not rush to disagree. Instead she sighed. “Los Angeles is a difficult city,” she said. “It’s not remotely what
            people imagine, all golden beaches and orange groves and movie studios.”
         

         
         “No, of course not.” Though that was, when Charlotte stopped to consider, not very far from what she had imagined.

         
         “Well then,” Marguerite said. “As I’ve explained, I can recommend a good hotel when you’re ready. Though if you want my advice,
            I’d encourage you to arrange for an apartment before you arrive. Hotels here can be quite expensive.”
         

         
         It took Charlotte a moment to realize that the conversation—another limb of a tree snapped cleanly in half—had ended.

         
         “Thank you,” she said.

         
         “Good luck, Charlotte,” Marguerite said.

         
         Charlotte replaced the receiver. Staying with Aunt Marguerite had always been an uncertain prospect, she reminded herself.
            She’d recognized that from the beginning. So. Well. There were other possibilities, if she decided to continue on to California.
            There would be other possibilities.
         

         
         She returned to the garage and rang the bell. She rang it again. Finally the mechanic emerged, wiping his hands on a greasy
            rag. Tobacco juice seeping from the corner of his mouth.
         

         
         “Hello,” Charlotte said. “I’m here about my car.”

         
         “Yep,” he said.

         
         “Will you be able to have it repaired today? How much will it cost?”

         
         He shifted the lump of tobacco from one cheek to the other. He wouldn’t look her in the eye. She prepared herself for the
            bad news. Fifty dollars? Seventy-five? Surely not a hundred.
         

         
         “Front axle’s broke plumb in two, the subframe all beat to hell,” the mechanic said. “Worse’n that, the transmission got beat
            to hell, too. You must have hit that ditch like a bomb. It’s a goner.”
         

         
         “The transmission is a goner?” Charlotte said.

         
         “Car is. Car’s a goner.” The mechanic shifted the lump of tobacco to the opposite cheek. “Fixing it’d cost you more than what
            the whole car’s worth. I won’t lie to you.”
         

         
         Charlotte felt her fingertips tingle. A flush of heat spread across her collarbone, and the mix of smells in the cramped little
            office—tobacco and grease and sweat, the mechanic’s sweat and her own—made her dizzy.
         

         
         “Do you . . . Can I sit for a moment?” she said.

         
         He moved a stack of parts catalogs and girlie magazines off a folding chair. He brought her a paper cup full of water and
            found a book of matches so that she could light her cigarette.
         

         
         He still refused to look her in the eye. “Sorry, ma’am,” he said.

         
         When Charlotte stepped back outside, the girls were trying to coax the dog onto the teeter-totter across the street. She stood
            and watched them. She felt numb, brittle, the hollow husk of a cicada crunched beneath a shoe.
         

         
         She rummaged in her purse for another cigarette. A teardrop rolled off her chin and smeared the ink on the cover of her address
            book. She hadn’t realized that she was crying. She didn’t know when she’d started.
         

         
         How stupid she’d been, to think that she might actually have the nerve to see this through, that she might actually leave
            Oklahoma for good and leave Dooley for good and start fresh on her own. Nerve, after all, was not her strong suit. Her talent
            was for surrender. When Mr. Hotchkiss refused to let her take photos for the newspaper, she gave up. When Dooley refused to
            concede that he had a drinking problem, she gave in. When the service-station attendant back in Texas leered at her, she’d
            stared down at her hands and said, “Thank you.”
         

         
         She remembered the story about the three pigs that the girls had loved when they were younger. In the story of her life, Charlotte
            wasn’t brick and she wasn’t even sticks—she was made of straw, the house that the wolf needed but a single good breath to
            blow down.
         

         
         Dooley knew her better than she knew herself, didn’t he? So just come on home, Charlie, he’d said at the end of their conversation on Monday. You know you will.

         
         She watched the girls. Would Rosemary and Joan remember any of this years from now? How would they remember it? How would
            they remember her?
         

         
         The dog leaped off the seat of the teeter-totter, and the girls scrambled, laughing, to catch him. He wriggled on his back
            and bit happily at the dead grass.
         

         
         He’d not had a seizure, Charlotte realized, since they’d left Woodrow. The new medicine was working. She could see that he
            felt better and livelier and more like himself than he had in a long time.
         

         
         Was it a permanent state? No. The vet had cautioned her that even under the best of circumstances it was likely the dog would
            still experience an occasional seizure. These setbacks would be milder, though, and less frequent. The dog would be more resilient,
            able to more quickly bounce back up each time life knocked him down.
         

         
         And just like that, Charlotte’s mind was made up. She wasn’t going back to Oklahoma. She wasn’t going back to Dooley. Come
            what may. The car was a blow. Other blows were sure to follow. But she needn’t let that deter her. She would just choose,
            each time, to bounce back up.
         

         
         She wasn’t sure how they’d make it to California, but Charlotte would find a way. And once they arrived? How would they manage
            to get by? Charlotte would find a way. And maybe Frank was right. Maybe the universe did owe her a favor.
         

         
         A moment later here he came, Frank, strolling up the street as if she’d conjured him out of thin air. When he got closer,
            his smile disappeared and his face creased with concern. She knew that she must have looked like a mess, her mascara running.
         

         
         “What’s the trouble?” he said. “And how can I help?”
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         Barone had the colored kid drive straight from the police station in Goodnight to Amarillo. Guidry would jump on 66 there.
            Barone would jump on it right behind him. First, though, he had to get rid of the Pontiac.
         

         
         “Down there,” Barone said. An alley off Amarillo’s main drag. A couple of cheapskates, not wanting to pay the meter on the
            street, had parked there.
         

         
         The kid squeezed the Pontiac in.

         
         “Leave the keys in it,” Barone said. Here, kitty, kitty. With a little luck, some punk or vagrant would boost the Pontiac
            and drive it to Canada.
         

         
         “Do what?” the kid said.

         
         “Do what I say. Don’t ask questions.”

         
         “We just gonna walk off?”

         
         “That’s the idea.”

         
         “Shoot.” But the kid didn’t give him any extra lip. More than Barone could say for most of the so-called professionals that
            he’d worked with over the years.
         

         
         They caught a bus that ran to the highway. Walked up 66 a couple of blocks to a motel the exact same layout as the Bali Hai
            in Houston. The cinder-block L, the stairs in the crook of the L, just like the ones the sniper from San Francisco had tumbled
            down. This motel didn’t have a tropical theme, though, or any theme at all. It was just the Amarillo 66.
         

         
         “’Bout time we stop,” the kid said. “Wake me up for breakfast.”

         
         Barone was tired, too. Aching and hot. It was Monday, one o’clock in the afternoon, and he’d been awake for . . . he couldn’t
            remember how long. He could use some rest. He might end up having to check every motel between here and California. All right.
            It would take Seraphine a few hours to arrange a new car for him.
         

         
         On the way into the motel, Barone studied each car in the lot. He didn’t see a ’57 or ’58 Dodge Coronet, blue over white.

         
         He asked the clerk about Guidry. Described him. Barone explained that he was a private dick, looking for a guy who ran out
            on his wife and kids back home, didn’t know what name the guy was using. Barone doubted that Guidry would have stopped in
            Amarillo, but better make sure.
         

         
         The clerk said no, sorry, nobody had registered since yesterday afternoon. He gave Barone and the kid two rooms next to each
            other. Barone told the kid to be ready to go in three hours, and then he went to find a phone booth.
         

         
         “Well?” Seraphine said.

         
         “No,” Barone said.

         
         “No?”

         
         “He talked his way out of it somehow.”

         
         “Ah.” She didn’t sound too surprised.

         
         “The sheriff said he’s headed west,” Barone said. “I have the make and the model, what he’s driving. I had to get a little
            rough.”
         

         
         Barone waited for her to say something. Seraphine knew exactly the wrong way to rub him.

         
         “I couldn’t have gotten there any faster,” he said.

         
         “It’s not your fault, mon cher,” she said.
         

         
         “I didn’t say it was.”

         
         “At least we know where he’s going now. Las Vegas or Los Angeles.”

         
         Las Vegas or Los Angeles? It didn’t sound to Barone like they knew where Guidry was going.
         

         
         It was a long drive either way. Barone thought about the move Guidry had made in Houston. How he’d tried to fool Seraphine,
            doubling back and not taking the first flight out of Municipal.
         

         
         “Put your people on it in Vegas and L.A.,” Barone said, “but maybe he’ll stop for the night along the way. Maybe for a few
            nights. Hoping we’ll hop right over him.”
         

         
         She was quiet again. This time because she realized that Barone might be right. “Perhaps,” she said. “Yes.”

         
         “How quick can you get me a car?” he said. “And a new piece.”

         
         “I’ll make a call right now.”

         
         He gave her the name of the motel and hung up and went back to his room. The fever pounded away at him. Upper cut, jab, cold,
            hot. He didn’t worry. The flu never lasted too long, not the worst of it. A shower would help. But Barone couldn’t sit up,
            the world spinning so fast it kept him pinned to the bed. He didn’t remember lying down. He tried to unbutton his shirt. Next
            thing he knew, he was kneeling on the tile floor of the bathroom, the hot water from the shower steaming up the mirror.
         

         
         And then he was standing on the shore of a mountain lake, the lake from one of the paintings on the wall of the police station.
            But the lake was on fire now, and the heat from it turned him to cinders. Barone could feel his skin bubble and pop. He knew
            it was just a dream. But when dreams are more real than life, what difference does it make?
         

         
         An icy breeze blew him free. He was running now. The colored kid running next to him. Theodore, don’t call me Ted. Theodore,
            don’t call me Teddy. The kid was hollering. Hurry up! What were he and the kid running from? What were they running toward? Barone didn’t have anything against the Germans. The
            scream of the shells as they dropped from the sky. Jump! the kid hollered at Barone. Now? Jump!

         
         A room. A red mohair sofa. A woman with her feet up on the bolster. Barone five or six years old again. The woman smiling
            at him. Her bare thighs under the robe. She cocked her head at a door. It’s in there, she said. What is? She wouldn’t tell him. Go see for yourself. Don’t be afraid.

         
         When Barone woke up, he was back in bed, the motel in Amarillo, under the covers. A bald man with a round face and round wire-frame
            glasses sat in a chair next to the bed, picking at his teeth with the corner of a matchbook.
         

         
         “Hello, Mr. Roberts,” the man said. “And how are we feeling this morning?”

         
         Barone couldn’t see the man’s eyes because of the way the light from the window flashed off the lenses. “Who are you?” Barone
            said.
         

         
         “We are looking significantly more vigorous, I would say.”

         
         He handed Barone a glass of water. Barone could barely lift his head. He had to hold the glass with both hands. But he felt
            better. Just a little hot, a little dizzy. The water tasted good. He drank every drop.
         

         
         “Who the hell are you?” Barone said.

         
         “I,” the man said, “am the doctor who saved your life. Lest you think I exaggerate, I assure you I do not. Boy!”

         
         The colored kid popped out from behind the doctor and took the empty glass from Barone and carried it into the bathroom. Barone
            heard the water running.
         

         
         “Your hand was badly infected,” the doctor said. “You had a fever of one hundred and four when I first arrived.”

         
         Barone drank the second glass of water. The room no longer pitched and heaved.

         
         “Your boy here had the good sense to badger the hotel manager until he called me. I would be honored to meet the trained capuchin
            monkey who put those sutures in your hand, by the way. He neglected to clean the wound first, it appears, but it’s the most
            accomplished suturing work by a trained capuchin monkey I’ve ever observed.”
         

         
         “You was on the floor.” The kid kept a wary distance, like he was afraid Barone might be mad. “All laid out, tangled up with
            your undershirt up over your head. Door was open. I thought you was dead.”
         

         
         “What time is it?” Barone said.

         
         “Eleven o’clock in the morning,” the doctor said. “Open your mouth, please, Mr. Roberts.”

         
         The doctor stuck a thermometer under Barone’s tongue. Eleven o’clock in the morning. That couldn’t be right. They’d reached
            Amarillo at one o’clock in the afternoon. Time never rolled backward, no matter how much you might want it to.
         

         
         “Very good,” the doctor said, inspecting the thermometer. “Just a hair over one hundred degrees. We’re making progress, Mr. Roberts.”

         
         “What day is it?” Barone said.

         
         “Tuesday.”

         
         “No. It’s Monday.”

         
         “It’s Tuesday, November twenty-sixth, in the year of our Lord nineteen hundred and sixty-three,” the doctor said. “I administered
            antibiotics yesterday, and earlier this morning. I cleaned your wound and changed the dressing.”
         

         
         “What else you want me to do?” the kid said. He still hung back but had gone from wary to defensive. “I thought you was dead
            till I poked at you. You ’bout tried to kill me before you gone down all in a heap again.”
         

         
         “In my medical opinion, the sutures need to be removed and the wound thoroughly irrigated and drained forthwith,” the doctor
            said. “Culture the drainage and immobilize the hand. Fresh sutures and a cast forthwith. If you come to my office tomorrow
            morning, I will assist.”
         

         
         “Get out,” Barone said.

         
         “Adequate rest is paramount. Plenty of fluids, though of course you should avoid any fluids of the alcoholic nature. And it’s
            absolutely essential that you take these for the next two weeks. Do you see?”
         

         
         The doctor showed Barone a bottle of pills, rattled it, and then set it back on the bedside table. He picked up a second bottle
            and rattled it.
         

         
         “Take these if you experience any pain,” the doctor said. “They’re quite potent, so moderation is advised. May I ask how you
            came by your injury?”
         

         
         “He cut it shaving his palms,” the kid said.

         
         The doctor chuckled. “Wonderful.”

         
         “Come here,” Barone told the kid. “Help me up.”

         
         The kid helped Barone hobble to the bathroom. Barone had to grip the kid’s shoulder while he took a piss. He felt like his
            bones had been put in a pot and boiled until they were soft. By the time he flopped back into the bed, he was out of breath.
         

         
         The doctor picked at his teeth with the corner of the matchbook.

         
         “Get out,” Barone said.

         
         “With alacrity, Mr. Roberts. There’s just the small matter of payment.”

         
         After the doctor got his money and left, Barone told the kid to help him out of bed again.

         
         “You suppose to rest,” the kid said. “Doctor just said so.”

         
         “Come here,” Barone said.

         
         Once Barone was dressed, he sent the kid off to find him cigarettes, whiskey, and a 5th Avenue candy bar. Barone walked to
            the door. He counted to ten, catching his breath, before he opened it and stepped outside.
         

         
         Parking lot. A Ford Fairlane sat in the corner, off by itself. In the glove box, there was a Police Positive .38, like the
            one that Fisk had been carrying but this one with a worn wooden grip.
         

         
         Barone made it back to the room. Just barely. The kid returned with the cigarettes and the candy bars but no whiskey. Barone
            was too weak to cuss him out about the whiskey. Barone could barely crawl into bed again.
         

         
         “Told you to rest,” the kid said. “Didn’t I?”

         
         “Shuuhhh,” was all Barone could say.

         
         “Didn’t I tell you? Here. Take your pill.”

         
         The kid ran a washrag under the cold water and laid it across Barone’s forehead. Barone ate half of the 5th Avenue candy bar
            and took two of the pain pills. He went to sleep. The kid woke him up in the night and made him take another one of the other
            pills, made him drink a glass of water.
         

         
         When Barone woke up again, it was morning. A quarter past nine.

         
         “What day is it?” Barone said.

         
         “Wednesday,” the kid said. “Day before Thanksgiving.”

         
         Wednesday. Barone had pissed away almost two full days.

         
         Barone sat up. Gingerly. Put his feet on the floor. He shaved and showered. The kid buzzed around, griping that Barone needed
            to keep resting, doctor said so, doctor said so.
         

         
         “Nothing yet,” Barone said when Seraphine answered. “You?”

         
         “No,” she said. Her voice flat.

         
         “What’s wrong.”

         
         “‘A little rough.’”

         
         “What?”

         
         “That’s what you said about Texas,” Seraphine said. “That you had to get ‘a little rough.’”

         
         So she’d heard about the police station in Goodnight. She was right to be mad. Barone was mad at himself. He blamed the fever.
            He shouldn’t have lost his temper. Wait for the sheriff to leave the station and follow him home. Get the number on Guidry
            just as quickly, a lot more quietly.
         

         
         But fuck Seraphine. In her comfortable office, her comfortable life, having cocktails before dinner every evening, strolling
            through the park. Barone was the one who had to do all the heavy lifting. Who risked his life for Carlos. Seraphine had to
            worry about chipping her nail polish on the adding machine.
         

         
         “So?” he said.

         
         “I’m not sure you appreciate the urgency,” she said. “I’ve been assured that the authorities won’t rest until the responsible
            party is found.”
         

         
         “Then they won’t get any rest, will they?”

         
         “How far along are you?”

         
         Barone shouldn’t have stopped in Amarillo. He blamed the fever. He hadn’t planned to stop in Amarillo for more than a few
            hours.
         

         
         “Albuquerque,” he said. He didn’t know if she’d be able to tell he was lying.

         
         “Good,” she said. “Though you’ll still need to be cautious. And don’t return to Texas for any reason. I hope I don’t have
            to remind you. The sooner you find our friend, the better for everyone.”
         

         
         Back in the room, the kid was in his stockinged feet, watching TV. Barone kicked his shoes over to him.

         
         “We’re leaving,” Barone said.

         
         “Now?” the kid said. “What about breakfast? And you got to take your pill first. Doctor said—”

         
         “Right now.”
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         Thanksgiving Day. As Guidry wheeled onto the highway, he gave thanks that he was finished forever with Santa Maria, New Mexico,
            and on the move again.
         

         
         “Away we go,” he told his audience. Charlotte in the passenger seat next to him, her daughters and their dog in the backseat.

         
         The grease monkey had balked at first, when Guidry offered him fifty dollars to tell the woman her car was dead. He’d claimed
            that he could never do such an underhanded thing, not to such a nice lady and her daughters. Like hell. He just wanted to
            drive up the price. Guidry, bent over the barrel, had no choice. In the good old days, he never had to dicker. Yes, sir. Whatever
            you say, sir. Give Mr. Marcello my regards, sir.
         

         
         Look on the bright side, though. If Big Ed Zingel kept his word, Guidry wouldn’t have to worry about money once he got to
            Las Vegas. And if Ed didn’t keep his word? Guidry wouldn’t have to worry about money then either, except for the penny he’d
            have to pay Charon to cross the river Styx into the land of the dead.
         

         
         The grease monkey held up his end of the bargain. Charlotte walked out of the garage like she’d been hit by a bus.

         
         Guidry timed his swoop down from the skies just right. “How can I help?”

         
         She told him about the car. He listened sympathetically. Guidry had to hand it to her. She might have been crying a minute
            ago, but she wasn’t now. She seemed to be taking the punch like a champ: Her voice didn’t break, her gaze didn’t falter.
         

         
         “Well, Charlotte,” he said, “it’s a good thing that you have a backup plan.”

         
         She managed a smile. “Well, Frank, I’m not sure that I do.”

         
         “I’m going to Los Angeles, too, aren’t I?” he said. “There’s plenty of room in my car. And you’ve seen my way with dogs.”

         
         She studied him. Her expression more surprised than wary, but for a second there Guidry was sure she could see right through
            him.
         

         
         “You’re very kind,” she said, “but I couldn’t possibly—”

         
         “Let’s discuss the reasons why not. You go first.”

         
         “Because . . .”

         
         “The bus will take you three days,” he said. “It stops at every town between here and the Pacific Ocean. And it won’t be cheap,
            three people and a dog.”
         

         
         Guidry watched her work out the next part for herself. How much would the bus cost? Would the driver even allow the dog on
            the bus?
         

         
         He rubbed his jaw, inspiration striking. “You’ll need a car in Los Angeles, won’t you? Listen to this. I have a pal in Las
            Vegas. He’s right on our way to Los Angeles. Ed owns a couple of businesses out there. One of them, as it happens, is a car
            dealership.”
         

         
         “I don’t have nearly enough money to buy a car,” Charlotte said.

         
         “You have more than enough to borrow one,” Guidry said. “Ed’s the original Good Samaritan. He’s got daughters of his own.”

         
         Guidry didn’t know if Big Ed had children or not. Well, he had them now. He had daughters and a car dealership and a soft,
            giving heart.
         

         
         “But I couldn’t possibly . . .” she said. Trying to talk herself into it. Trying to talk herself out of it.

         
         He almost had her. Now ease off and let her go. A woman’s first yes needed to be an easy one. Get her in the habit of saying
            it.
         

         
         “I apologize,” Guidry said. “I promised I wouldn’t try to sell you anything, didn’t I? How about this? I’m not leaving until
            tomorrow. Will you at least think it over before you decide? Sleep on it?”
         

         
         Still she hesitated. Guidry couldn’t tell if he’d blown it or not. Had she seen through him, right down into the depths of his dark, duplicitous soul?
         

         
         No. Of course not. But she was perceptive enough to sense that all was not quite what it seemed.

         
         “Yes,” she said, “I’ll sleep on it. You’re very kind, Frank.”

         
         “Well, Charlotte, I’m glad you think so.”

         
         And now here they were, cruising down 66. Charlotte was tense, the fist in her lap clenching, clenching. Still not entirely
            convinced that accepting a ride with him had been a wise choice. But Guidry saw signs that she’d begun to relax. The occasional
            glance drifting out to the high desert and lingering there. A hint of a smile when a song she liked came on the radio.
         

         
         “We’re making a list,” the curly-haired daughter said, Rosemary.

         
         Guidry realized she was talking to him. She had her chin on the back of the seat next to his shoulder. He didn’t know how
            long she’d been there.
         

         
         “Rosemary,” Charlotte said, “don’t disturb Mr. Wainwright.”

         
         “That’s all right,” Guidry said. “I approve of lists. The sign of an organized mind.”

         
         Rosemary showed him their Disney nature book. On the front cover were an owl, a spider, what might looked like a coyote, an
            octopus. Secrets of the Hidden World.

         
         “It’s about animals and fish and birds and bugs that only sneak out at night,” she said. “We’re making a list of our favorite
            animals in the book. The coyote is first, of course, because he looks like a sweet dog. Doesn’t he, Joan? We have a separate
            list for fish and a list for birds and a list for bugs.”
         

         
         Charlotte cut Guidry an amused look. “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.”

         
         “Well,” he told the girls, “you better keep an eye peeled, out there to the right. Coyotes come out during the day every now
            and then. You might spot one.”
         

         
         Both girls crowded up against the window. The small palms pressed flat against the glass. Sunlight pooling and a concentration
            in their faces so intent, so pure, that if ever it flagged, the earth would cease to turn. A long-lost memory floated toward
            Guidry. His sister Annette, four or five years old. Kneeling on a chair by the window, watching as their mother walked toward
            the house. Guidry would have been eight or nine. Their mother spotted the two of them in the window and smiled. Sunlight pooling.
            Don’t blink or she’ll disappear forever.
         

         
         The worst part of an unhappy childhood: the occasional happy moments, when you’re allowed a glimpse of the life that you might
            have instead.
         

         
         “Do you think we’ll see a coyote, Joan?” Rosemary said. “I think we will.”

         
          

         The little girls needed to pee in Coolidge. Another stop for lunch, at a hamburger stand in Gallup. The carhop was chatty.
            Guidry tried to make the right impression on her, that he was a family man. In case one of Seraphine’s men showed up later
            and started asking after a handsome bachelor.
         

         
         We’re on our way to Los Angeles. The two kiddos back there have never been to Disneyland. Here you go, Rosemary, here you
               go, Joan. Who had the vanilla malt and who the chocolate? Shall I walk the dog before we go?

         
         His dog-walking stratagem almost backfired. While he stood waiting for the dog to finish squeezing out a coiled turd the length
            of a garden hose, the carhop came over and bent down and asked the name of his cute doggy. Guidry would have loved to know
            that, too.
         

         
         “Well,” he said, “usually he thinks his name is ‘Dinnertime.’”

         
         The carhop giggled. The dog, squeezing out his turd, eyed Guidry reproachfully. I have your number, pal.

         
         Rosemary needed to pee again in Lupton. Joan needed to pee again in Chambers. At this rate Guidry could have walked to Las
            Vegas. Though the slow pace might be to his advantage. Seraphine might be far out in front of him, swarming the cities and
            ports, scanning the distant horizons.
         

         
         The girls sang songs, softly. Guidry learned the dog’s name for future reference. Lucky. Charlotte had relaxed enough by now
            to reach for the radio dial.
         

         
         “May I?” she said.

         
         “Go right ahead,” he said.

         
         For a couple of miles, they listened in silence to the station she settled on. Guidry didn’t recognize the singer. The voice
            wasn’t much, scratchy and nasal, but it had a character all its own.
         

         
         “What’s the title?” Guidry said.

         
         “‘Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right,’” Charlotte said. “It’s an interesting message, isn’t it?”

         
         “He’s leaving her,” Guidry said. “Or she’s kicked him out. I’m not clear on that part.”

         
         “But maybe the song isn’t about a man and a woman. Or not really.”

         
         He glanced over at her, curious. “Illuminate me.”

         
         “Maybe it’s also about all of us,” she said. “As individuals, and as a nation. Having the courage of our convictions. When
            the president was shot, my brother-in-law said that the world was going to the dogs. But he’s believed that for a long time.
            I don’t think what happened in Dallas is what really frightens people like him.”
         

         
         “The Negroes, you mean,” Guidry said. “Civil rights and all that. Your brother-in-law worries that the genie can’t be stuffed
            back in the bottle.”
         

         
         “Not just the Negroes,” she said. “Women, too. Young people. Everyone who’s been pushed aside for so long that they’re sick
            and tired of it.”
         

         
         “The Bible says that the meek shall inherit the earth,” Guidry said. “But I’ve always been skeptical of that opinion.”

         
         “I agree. I think Bob Dylan agrees. The meek don’t inherit the earth. You have to raise your voice. You have to take what’s
            yours by right. You can’t count on anyone just giving it to you.”
         

         
         It wasn’t the answer that Guidry had expected. She wasn’t, he was reminded again, the woman he’d expected. He wondered about
            her husband back in Oklahoma. Wheat farmer? Butcher, baker, candlestick maker? The man, when it came to Charlotte, had drawn
            an interesting hand. Maybe he didn’t realize it.
         

         
         Speaking of which. Why wasn’t Dad along on this family jaunt? It was an odd time of the year to visit an aunt in California,
            wasn’t it? The Christmas holidays were almost a month away. Rosemary and Joan should have been sitting in a school classroom
            these past three days.
         

         
         “How long will you be staying in Los Angeles?” he said.

         
         She hesitated. Guidry noted it. He’d been right. Charlotte was on the run, just like him.

         
         “Mommy? Can we talk about it now?” Joan asking, but Rosemary paying attention, too. “How long we’ll stay in California?”

         
         “Oh, look, girls!” Charlotte said.

         
         She pointed to a billboard advertising the Petrified Forest and Painted Desert. An Indian in a feathered headdress stood on
            a ridge and surveyed the bluffs and mesas spread out before him, a rumpled landscape of bright blood and molten gold the same
            unnaturally unhealthy orange as the Indian’s skin.
         

         
         The little girls pressed up against the window again. Charlotte smoothed her skirt and pretended to be just as fascinated
            by the billboard.
         

         
         When Guidry caught her eye, he gave her an apologetic look. Sorry, I’ll keep my big trap shut from now on.

         
         “Mommy! Is the desert really painted?” Rosemary said. “Who painted it? Is the whole forest petrified? Can we climb the trees?
            Why are the trees petrified? Why is the desert painted? Will there be Indians?”
         

         
         The Petrified Forest came first. Guidry stopped at the scenic pull-out. Families, plus one lone wolf sitting on the hood of
            his beat-up truck. Dirty chinos, a dirty flannel mackinaw, three days of salt-and-pepper stubble. When Guidry got out of the
            car, the man took a long look at him. Guidry ignored him. He followed Charlotte and the girls over to the rail.
         

         
         The Petrified Forest disappointed. Forest? No, just blackened lumps scattered across the gravel pan like cigar stubs in an
            ashtray. But the little girls were delighted. Rosemary was, at least.
         

         
         “Look, Joan!” Rosemary said. “A forest turned all to stone! By a magician! Because the princess he loved broke his heart.
            That’s what I think, Joan. Do you think that, too?”
         

         
         Guidry had seen the shifty-looking bastard in the flannel mackinaw before, hadn’t he? Had he seen the beat-up truck back in
            Gallup, at the hamburger stand? Guidry wasn’t sure. Could he feel the man watching him. He wasn’t sure about that either.
         

         
         The Painted Desert was even less impressive than the Petrified Forest. A cloudy late afternoon, everything the color of old
            soap. Even Rosemary couldn’t make a silk purse out of it. A few miles on, though, they came upon a gigantic plaster Indian,
            ten feet tall. The Big Chief Trading Post and Restaurant.
         

         
         The girls circled Big Chief, awestruck. Big Chief looked like he’d been through fifteen rough rounds with an Even Bigger Chief.
            He listed to one side, an ear and a few fingers broken off, most of the paint scoured away by the desert wind. One eye blank,
            blind, dazed. Now, who did that remind Guidry of? Hmm. Let me think.
         

         
         Guidry watched Charlotte watch her daughters, smiling as she did, and for a moment he couldn’t take her eyes off her.

         
         This trip, her flight from Egypt, had taken its toll on her. How could it not? Two little girls, a wrecked car, a future that
            could be considered uncertain at best. A weight in her face, the skin beneath her eyes too delicate and translucent. Faint
            fine lines, new lines. She was still young, but she wouldn’t be for too much longer. That didn’t make her less attractive.
            Some smiles improved with age.
         

         
         But Guidry had been attracted to plenty of women over the years. Never once had it clouded his judgment. Why would this time
            be any different?
         

         
         The beat-up truck chugged into the parking lot. Guidry tracked it with the corner of his eye. The shifty bastard in the flannel
            mackinaw got out of the truck. He stretched and yawned and scratched his ass.
         

         
         Relax. The man wasn’t following Guidry. The Big Chief Trading Post and Restaurant was crowded, the only place to eat for miles.
            Can’t blame a guy for being hungry.
         

         
         They sat outside, at one of the picnic tables. Guidry decided to be daring and ordered the tamales for his Thanksgiving dinner.
            They weren’t bad, mostly corn mush with a little hamburger meat inside. The hot sauce made him hiccup, but Rosemary knew a
            cure and guided him through it, her hand on his knee.
         

         
         Close your eyes, hold your breath, count backward from ten. Look, there’s a scary, scary monster! Boo! Right behind you!

         
         It worked, how do you like that? Guidry’s hiccups ceased.

         
         The shifty bastard, a few tables down, reached for his mustard and gave Guidry an even longer, even closer look this time.

         
         Relax. Relax? The sword above Guidry’s head hung suspended, as in the myth, by a single hair from a horse’s tail. It would
            take so little to finish him: a puff of wind, a chance encounter, a spark of recognition. One man, one phone call to New Orleans,
            the end.
         

         
         The shifty bastard finished his dinner and went back inside. Guidry stood. He picked up his empty beer bottle.

         
         “Shall I go see about dessert for us?” he asked Charlotte and the girls. “I believe I shall.”

         
         Inside, the man was winding his way through the tourists, past the cases of curios, the Navajo blankets and genuine arrowheads.
            He turned down a corridor and disappeared.
         

         
         What are you doing, you shifty bastard?

         
         Looking for a phone booth. That was what.

         
         Guidry followed. The corridor empty. A back door open. Guidry tested the weight of the empty bottle in his hand. You could
            use almost anything to bash in a man’s brains. Guidry had learned that in the Pacific. If you found the right seam, if you
            kept at it, the skull opened up like the petals of a flower.
         

         
         He stepped outside, behind the building. The man turned, saw him.

         
         “Looking for the telephone?” Guidry said.

         
         Belt him now, he told himself, before the man saw it coming. The light fading, the two of them all alone. Drag the body over
            there, behind the trash barrels. With a little luck, nobody would find it for hours.
         

         
         “What?” the man said.

         
         Guidry didn’t see a pay phone. But there would be one at the next stop down the road, or the one after that, and the man would
            call from there. Seraphine would be able to pin Guidry right to the map. She’d guess exactly where he was headed.
         

         
         “I’m looking for place to piss, you don’t mind,” the man said. “Pisser inside is occupied, and I gotta go bad, not that it’s
            any of your business.”
         

         
         Guidry couldn’t risk it. He had only one guiding principle in life. If it’s between you or me, friend, I choose me. Every
            single time.
         

         
         He took a step toward the man. The man wasn’t looking at him. He was peering instead off to Guidry’s left. Guidry had started
            to turn—what the hell was he looking at?—when he realized that the man’s other eye was pointed straight at him.
         

         
         Ye gods, Guidry realized, the man hadn’t been staring at him earlier—he was as wall-eyed as a praying mantis.

         
         Guidry flipped his empty beer bottle away.

         
         “What are you laughing at?” the man said.

         
         “Nothing,” Guidry said. “I apologize.”

         
         “Laugh if you want, you son of a bitch. I’m used to it.”

         
         Guidry bought fried sweet-potato pies for Charlotte and the girls. Another beer for himself. He needed it. Back in the car,
            Big Chief sinking away into the twilight behind them, Guidry started to laugh again. Rosemary set her chin on the seat next
            to his shoulder.
         

         
         “Are you thinking of a funny joke?” she said.

         
         Guidry took a long swallow of his beer. “Why, yes,” he said, “in fact I am.”
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         The road climbed, the car labored. They reached Flagstaff a little after nine o’clock at night. It was too dark to see the
            pine trees all around, but Guidry smelled them. The air brittle and thin and cold, barely enough of it to fill your lungs.
            Like life on the moon, on a different planet.
         

         
         Guidry stopped downtown at the first hotel he saw. A creaky old brick and knotty-pine relic that had been around since pioneer
            days. Probably it hadn’t been dusted since then either. The wallpaper curling, the tiles chipped, one of the wagon-wheel chandeliers
            listing. The registration book was two feet long and a foot thick. The room clerk in his brass cage used both hands to flip
            the page.
         

         
         The little girls were down for the count. Guidry carried Rosemary and Joan up the creaking stairs, one on each hip. Their
            weight against him, their heat, the scent of sweet potato on their breath. He felt another shiver of memory, a shiver of something.
         

         
         No. Stop it, stop it. Guidry didn’t want to remember. He’d made a deal with himself long ago.

         
         He said good night to Charlotte and locked the door to his room behind him. Latched the chain, wedged a chair under the knob.
            His new bedtime routine. The lock and the chain and the chair wouldn’t stop anyone that Carlos sent for him, but Guidry might
            have enough time to jump out the window, drop three stories, snap his neck, and meet a quick, merciful end.
         

         
         He wished he knew how close Seraphine was. Did she have all her best people in Miami? Or was somebody right behind Guidry,
            edging closer and closer?
         

         
         The room was cold as an icebox. Guidry wrapped himself in the blanket off the bed and stood by the window. The clouds had
            cleared away, and the stars were smeared thick across the sky, like margarine on toast.
         

         
         Midway upon the journey of our life, I found myself within a forest dark, for the straightforward pathway had been lost.

         
         Those were the only lines from Dante that Guidry could remember. Dante had experienced a few scares along the way. Eventually
            he made it out of the inferno, though, up to paradise safe and sound. So, too, might Guidry, though without the shade of Virgil
            to point the way.
         

         
         Saigon. Guidry, running his own show. Big Ed would keep his nose out of it. He’d have to, he’d be thousands of miles away.
            Carlos had kept Guidry in a box. Guidry would show Ed what he could do when the lid was off. Government, military, civilian
            contractors. The money, the hustle, the sizzle. Bourbon Street multiplied by a hundred.
         

         
         He got into bed. Soon after, he heard the squeak of bedsprings. Charlotte in the room next door, right on the other side of
            the wall. He listened to her shift around. He heard her clear her throat.
         

         
         Life wasn’t complicated. Women weren’t complicated. So why couldn’t Guidry keep it straight, if he wanted Charlotte or not?
            If he wanted her or didn’t want her or was just happy to lie there quietly in the darkness next to her?
         

         
         Overnight the heat in the hotel waxed and waned. By morning the room was still freezing. Guidry woke shivering and followed
            the smell of hot coffee down to the lobby. My kingdom for a pint of scotch. The hotel bar didn’t open until noon.
         

         
         He took a chair by the fireplace. He noticed through the window that Charlotte was standing outside with a camera, taking
            pictures of . . . what? He couldn’t tell. She had the lens pointed down at the sidewalk. The wind made her hair dance and
            snap. When she reached up with one hand to tuck the hair back behind her ear, she kept the camera steady. She never moved
            her eye from the viewfinder.
         

         
         He poured a cup of coffee for her and stepped outside. The morning was bright and cold. “Give me three guesses,” he said.
            “No. Better let me have five of them.”
         

         
         “Move to your right, please,” she said, pointing down.

         
         “You’re going to take a picture of my shadow?” he said.

         
         “I’m bored with my own. Just a little bit more to your right. That’s it.”

         
         “I’m not usually so accommodating.”

         
         “I’m not usually so demanding.”

         
         She snapped the photo and then set the camera down. Guidry handed over her coffee. She held the mug against her chin for a
            moment, for the warmth, before she took a sip.
         

         
         “I can’t explain it,” she said. “Why I’m so fascinated by shadows. Look at yours. It’s like it’s trying to escape. Thank you
            for the coffee.”
         

         
         The morning sun still low in the sky, Guidry’s shadow straining, stretched taut across the sidewalk and folded up the brick
            front of the hotel. Lift a foot and away it would fly.
         

         
         “Now I can’t see anything but shadows everywhere,” he said. “Look what you’ve done to me.”

         
         “You’re very welcome,” she said.

         
         Guidry turned up his collar, but it wasn’t as cold out as he’d thought, not with the sun full on your face. “You’re up early.”

         
         “I’m the only one,” she said. “Rosemary will sleep till noon if I let her.”

         
         “I’m sorry about yesterday. I should have known better.”

         
         “I should have told them already, the girls. That we’re not going back to Oklahoma.”

         
         “Why haven’t you?” he said.

         
         “I don’t know why, exactly. I feel guilty, I suppose.”

         
         “For what?”

         
         He lit her cigarette. Even the smoke she exhaled, drifting away, had its own shadow.

         
         “For everything,” she said. “Leaving him. Taking the girls. I feel guilty for telling myself that I’m doing it for the girls,
            to make their lives better. I am doing it for them. But also for myself, of course. I feel guilty for not feeling more guilty, as silly as that sounds.”
         

         
         “Well,” Guidry said, “my philosophy—”

         
         And then he stopped himself. He’d almost forgotten for a moment that he was supposed to be Frank Wainwright, insurance salesman,
            not Frank Guidry, former fixer extraordinaire for the Marcello organization.
         

         
         “Yes?” she said. “I’m all ears.”

         
         But maybe it was safest, Guidry decided, to speak his true mind. He didn’t want to give a woman as sharp as Charlotte any
            extra opportunities to spot a fake.
         

         
         “My philosophy is that guilt is an unhealthy habit,” he said. “It’s what other people try to make you feel so you’ll do what
            they want. But one life is all we ever get, as far as I know. Why give it away?”
         

         
         “My husband, when I called him from Santa Maria,” she said, “he told me I was selfish.”

         
         “Of course he did. He doesn’t want you to leave. And of course you are. Because you know what matters to you and you’re not
            going to . . . What’s the title of that song again? ‘Don’t Think Twice.’”
         

         
         She smoked, thoughtful. “This has been an interesting conversation,” she said.

         
         “I concur,” Guidry said.

         
         Upstairs, ten minutes later, he was packing his suitcase and listening to the radio when a fist drummed on his door. He didn’t
            panic. Paul Barone wouldn’t knock first.
         

         
         Paul Barone. It was the first time that Guidry had allowed himself to think the name. He said a short prayer. To God or to
            Carlos? A distinction without a difference right now. Please, God or Carlos, don’t send Paul Barone. Send somebody, anybody,
            else.
         

         
         He opened the door. It was Charlotte. He knew right away that something was wrong.

         
         “Frank,” she said, her voice low and hoarse. “Joan’s gone.”

         
         “What?” he said.

         
         “I got back to the room and . . .” She was trying to stay calm. “Rosemary doesn’t know where she went. She was asleep when
            Joan left. Joan’s been upset about California, I think. I was only downstairs for half an hour, Frank.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll find her. She can’t have gone too far.”

         
         Joan must have slipped out the back way while they were having coffee in front of the hotel. Guidry and Charlotte split up.
            He went left down the alley behind the hotel, she went right. Guidry checked the doorways, behind the empty beer kegs. A man
            dumping potato peels and eggshells into a trash can said no, sorry, he hadn’t seen any little blond girl.
         

         
         Guidry poked his head into every shop and restaurant that was open. You’re a kid, you’re in a strange land, you want to go
            home. What do you do?
         

         
         Well, of course. You go home. There was a bus depot two blocks over—they’d driven past it last night. Guidry beelined over,
            and sure enough there sat Joan—on a bench by the ticket window, so tiny, her coat buttoned up and a little purse in her lap.
            Not one jerk in the place stopping to see if she needed any help.
         

         
         He sat down next to her. “Hello there, Joan. Where are you headed?”

         
         “Home,” she said. Solemn and inscrutable, like the stone Buddhas that Guidry had seen in the wrecked temples on Leyte.

         
         “I thought you might be. Have you bought your ticket yet?”

         
         She looked up at him.

         
         “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll take care of it for you.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “You’re a very polite young lady.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “I don’t know any children, so if it’s all right with you, I’m just going to talk to you like I’d talk to anybody else.”

         
         Joan nodded.

         
         “You think that if you go home,” Guidry said, “to Oklahoma, everything will flip back to the way it was before. That’s all
            you want, isn’t it? You’re not asking for much, just everything back the way it was before.”
         

         
         “Yes,” she said.

         
         “I understand that. Boy, do I. I had to leave my home, too, you know.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Same as you. Circumstances beyond my control. And I’ll tell you the truth that neither one of us wants to hear: The world
            turns. Time marches on. Life won’t ever be the same. Even if you get on that bus and go back to Oklahoma. How old are you?”
         

         
         “Eight,” she said.

         
         “Rosemary’s younger, but she thinks she’s the boss,” he said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “It’d be a shame if you two split up and she didn’t have you to boss around. She wouldn’t know what to do, would she?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “It’s all going to be new for you and me,” Guidry said. “From here on out, wherever we go. Who knows? Maybe the new will be
            even better than the old. We won’t know till we find out.”
         

         
         She started to cry. Guidry didn’t know what to do. Put an arm around her or not? Pat her little blond head? He put an arm
            around her. She pressed her face against his chest. A spot spread across his shirt, hot and damp.
         

         
         “Go ahead,” he said. “I don’t blame you.”

         
         Next to his chair was a spinning wire rack filled with tourist brochures. He reached out with his free hand and turned it.
            Famous Arizona Ranches Welcome You. Saguaro National Monument. Grand Canyon and the Indian Empire.

         
         “Don’t you want to see the Grand Canyon first?” he said. “Before you go back?”

         
         Joan shook her head.

         
         “Seems like a shame. To come all this way and miss it. The Grand Canyon, where once upon a time the mighty dinosaurs roamed.”

         
         Charlotte entered the depot. When she spotted Joan, Charlotte almost buckled with relief. Guidry thought for a moment that
            it might kill her.
         

         
         “Joan,” she said. “Oh, Joan.”

         
         He passed Joan over to Charlotte. “I believe this belongs to you, madam.”

         
         Joan had stopped crying, more or less. Charlotte kissed every inch of her wet, snotty face.

         
         “We’re going to see the Grand Canyon,” Joan said.

         
         Charlotte looked at Guidry. “We are?”

         
         He’d stooped to pick up the little red vinyl purse, which had dropped to the floor. Oh, Joan, one day she’d learn never to
            take a man like Guidry at his word. But he couldn’t afford to upset the applecart. He would need his new family in Vegas,
            better late than never.
         

         
         “Of course we are,” Guidry said. “Frank Wainwright never welches on a promise.”

         
          

         The Grand Canyon was ninety miles up, ninety miles back, so Guidry told the clerk at the hotel to hold their rooms for another
            night. They set off at just before noon. Unlike the Unpainted Desert and the Barely Petrified Forest, the Grand Canyon was
            truly grand. Guidry, who thought he’d seen it all, had seen nothing like it. Dusted with snow, impossible depths. Standing
            here on the brink, you felt smaller than small, a speck. You were forced to face the uncomfortable truth of your own existence:
            You did not, in the scheme of things, matter at all.
         

         
         Charlotte kept the girls back a few feet from the edge, but it still made Guidry nervous, how they bounced and darted.

         
         “Look, Joan!” Rosemary said. “I can see a river way down there!”

         
         “So can I!” Joan said.

         
         For a few hours, Guidry almost forgot about Carlos and Seraphine and Big Ed Zingel. About the unforeseeable fate that awaited
            him in Vegas. But then, driving back to Flagstaff, they heard a radio announcer report that President Johnson had created
            a special commission, headed by Earl Warren, to investigate the Kennedy assassination.
         

         
         Here it was. The full weight of the federal government brought to bear. On Airline Highway in Metairie, Louisiana, Carlos
            Marcello paced and paced and paced while Seraphine tried her best to appear unruffled. Guidry could see it as if he were right
            there in the room with them.
         

         
         Guidry had harbored a secret fantasy ever since Houston. A few weeks would pass, the FBI would pin everything on Oswald, they’d
            shut down the case. Carlos would breathe easy and decide that Guidry posed no real threat.
         

         
         So much for that. Earl Warren was the chief justice of the Supreme Court of the United States of America. He wasn’t in anybody’s
            pocket, as far as Guidry knew. How much influence would Bobby Kennedy have? It didn’t matter. Carlos wouldn’t stop pacing
            until Guidry was dead.
         

         
         “Is everything all right?” Charlotte asked.

         
         Guidry turned to smile at her. “Of course. How about some music?”

         
         At the hotel Charlotte tucked the girls in for the night and then she stepped back into the hallway to say good night to Guidry.
            She closed the door softly behind her.
         

         
         “Thank you for your help this morning,” she said. “With Joan.”

         
         “I think she’ll be just fine,” Guidry said.

         
         “You’re very good with children, you know.”

         
         “Am I? Listen, why don’t you come downstairs and have a drink with me?”

         
         “No.” She reached up and brushed her thumb lightly against his cheek. The spot next to his right eye, where the bone curved.
            “Do you know you have a little scar here?”
         

         
         “I do,” he said. A waxy nick, the size and shape of a fingernail paring. Guidry couldn’t remember exactly how he’d acquired
            it. The buckle of his father’s belt, maybe? He remembered the general circumstances. “I was climbing a tree when I was a little
            boy. The bough broke, and down came baby, cradle and all.”
         

         
         “I’d like to take a photo of it sometime,” she said, “if you don’t mind.”

         
         “Of my scar?” he said.

         
         She was standing close. Her hand still on his cheek, her other hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go to your room,” she said.

         
         “You want to take a picture right now?” he said.

         
         She kissed him. Sure of herself, sure of the kiss. Her thumb pressing lightly against his scar as she kissed him.

         
         “No,” she said. “Not right now.”
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         He felt familiar in Charlotte’s hand. A man was a man was a man, she supposed. Everything else, all the other parts of him—his
            fingers and his mouth and the rhythm of his breathing, the foreign flavor of his skin—that was what made it seem as if she’d
            fallen asleep and blundered into some other woman’s dream.
         

         
         Oops! Sorry! I’ll show myself out.

         
         Well, ahem, not just yet, not right away, if you don’t mind.

         
         Because it was a very nice dream. Charlotte kept her eyes open as Frank pushed against, into, and through her. She watched
            his face, his eyes. At the moment of connection, she felt the muscles in his stomach tighten. And then he smiled. She thought
            for a second that he might wink at her, but he didn’t.
         

         
         Who are you?

         
         But that wasn’t really what she was thinking, it wasn’t really the question she wanted to have answered.

         
         Who am I?

         
         She was terrified and exhilarated and most of all curious. Who am I? Sunday dinner with Dooley’s family had taken place five days ago. It seemed five centuries. That time and place were gone,
            “Charlotte Roy” gone, too, buried in lava and lost to posterity. The here and now was a room in an old hotel, a brass-and-cowhide
            light fixture overhead, a man she barely knew holding the lobe of her ear between his teeth.
         

         
         He rose and fell. She arched her back and shifted to her left. More memories: her first few times with her first boyfriend,
            her first few times with Dooley. That period of tentative discovery and polite adaptation, of walking through the steps instead
            of dancing them. Pardon me, madam. Allow me, sir. The scrape of hair against a tender inner thigh, the unexpected clank of bone against bone. Charlotte had been with Dooley
            for so long that the sex between them had become effortless, a lazy glide through the motions. They could practically do it
            without even touching.
         

         
         Frank smiled at her again. “You’re thinking too much.”

         
         She knew she was. But still. “It’s rather presumptuous of you to say so, isn’t it?”

         
         “Stop thinking so much,” he said.

         
         “Make me.”

         
         He eased himself out of her until almost nothing connected them, and then he eased himself even more slowly back in. She locked
            her legs around his waist and tried to catch her breath, but he refused to let her. Her head banged against the headboard—she
            heard it, didn’t feel it—and now they were dancing, not thinking. She pushed him over and climbed on top. He lifted her up
            and threw her down. She forgot Dooley. She forgot Oklahoma. She forgot everything and concentrated on her own pleasure only.
            When she came, she grabbed for the cast-iron scrolls of the headboard, to keep from spinning into outer space, and accidentally
            punched Frank in the nose.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” she said after she’d had a minute (or was it five?) to loll like the dead on the cool sheets, to gather the
            various slivers of herself and reassemble them.
         

         
         He laughed. “I’ll get my gloves up next time.”

         
         “You’re bleeding,” she said.

         
         “No I’m not.” He checked, two fingers. “Yes I am.”

         
         While he was in the bathroom, Charlotte returned to her room. The girls didn’t stir. The dog padded after her and spread out
            on the tile, to supervise her shower.
         

         
         “I’ll thank you,” she said, “to keep your opinion to yourself.”

         
         But the dog had already fallen back asleep. She laughed. Because he didn’t give a damn about what she did or with whom she
            did it, and now Charlotte no longer had to give a damn either. The realization filled her with helium and sunlight. She stood
            in the shower for as long as she could bear it, letting the scalding water spill luxuriantly over her scalp and down the groove
            between her shoulders.
         

         
         As she brushed her teeth, she inspected her reflection in the mirror. Who am I? She saw the same familiar eyes (too large, if you asked her, and set just a bit too wide apart), the same familiar mole on
            her neck (mortifying when she was a teenager, though she didn’t mind it now), the same familiar nose and lips and chin.
         

         
         But appearances could deceive. The woman who’d walked into that grimy garage back in Santa Maria was not the same woman who
            walked out of it. The decision Charlotte made that day—to leave Dooley and Oklahoma behind once and for all, to stop doubting
            herself—had caused the beginning of a shift inside her. She’d felt it, like the branches of a tree stirring as the wind picked
            up.
         

         
         When Frank offered to drive them to Las Vegas, Charlotte should have tossed and turned all night, she should have dithered
            and wavered. Well, there had been a fair bit of that, it was true. Because she wasn’t naïve. She’d known that Frank was attracted to her, that his generosity
            was not entirely virtuous. And there was something about him that Charlotte still couldn’t quite put her finger on, a certain
            intricacy of character that was at odds with what he’d told her of himself.
         

         
         Deep down, though, she’d had a good feeling about him. And she’d trusted that feeling, she’d trusted herself to make the right
            decision.
         

         
         If Charlotte was going to make the most of her one and only life, if she was going to help Rosemary and Joan do the same,
            she’d need to seize every opportunity, don’t think twice.

         
         Saturday morning she woke the girls early so that they could walk the dog with her. They grumbled, but Charlotte persisted.
            She’d already waited too long to tell them the truth.
         

         
         A bakery a few blocks over sold sugared elephant ears. Charlotte bought one for them to share, and they found a place to sit
            on the sunny courthouse steps. Rosemary explained to Joan that an elephant ear was not really an elephant’s ear, don’t worry, it was just called that, because nobody would ever really eat a real elephant’s ear.
         

         
         Charlotte wondered when Rosemary would finally drive her sister up the wall. Joan had the patience of Job, but sooner or later—in
            junior high or high school or on Joan’s wedding day, when Rosemary insisted on this piece of music, not that one—Joan would
            turn to Rosemary and say, For God’s sake, just be quiet for one . . . minute . . . please. Or maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe Rosemary was exactly the sister that Joan wanted and needed. It made Charlotte happy to think
            so.
         

         
         “Girls,” Charlotte said. “I know how much you miss Daddy.”

         
         “He’s going to meet us in California,” Rosemary said, “at Aunt Marguerite’s house on the beach, when he’s done at work. He’s
            going to fly on an airplane to meet us there. Isn’t that right, Mommy? We’re going to stay two weeks in California, and we’ll
            go to Disneyland.”
         

         
         Charlotte marveled at the conclusions to which Rosemary steered herself, always so detailed and convincing.

         
         “No,” Charlotte said. “Daddy isn’t going to meet us in California. He’s going to live in Oklahoma and we’re going to live
            in California.”
         

         
         “But . . .” Rosemary said.

         
         “Sometimes it’s best for grown-ups, for parents, to live in different places. It’s best for everyone. You’ll still get to
            talk to Daddy on the telephone. And you’ll still see him. He’ll come visit. You’ll go visit him.”
         

         
         “But . . .” Rosemary searched desperately for a loophole, a chink of light, the secret passage leading through castle walls
            that only appeared to be solid. What if . . . maybe . . . ?
         

         
         When the truth finally pierced her defenses, when Rosemary’s face crumpled, Charlotte felt the pain just as sharply as she
            did. “Come here, sweetie,” she said.
         

         
         Rosemary shook her head and staggered away, sobbing and hiccupping. She made it a few feet before she tripped and skinned
            her knee on the concrete step.
         

         
         Joan reached her before Charlotte did. She sat down next to Rosemary and put her arms around her. Rosemary tried to escape,
            but Joan calmly, stubbornly refused to let go. She whispered something in Rosemary’s ear that Charlotte couldn’t hear until,
            finally, Rosemary caught her breath and stopped crying.
         

         
         Charlotte dabbed at Rosemary’s skinned knee with her handkerchief, but she knew enough to say nothing.

         
         When they got back to hotel, Frank was in the lobby, standing by the fireplace and drinking coffee. He frowned when he saw
            Rosemary’s knee.
         

         
         “Rosemary took a tumble, I’m afraid,” Charlotte said. “We were having a discussion about California.”

         
         He grasped the situation and crouched to examine the knee. “Tell me what happened, Rosemary,” he said. “And don’t leave out
            any details.”
         

         
         “I fell,” Rosemary said.

         
         “That’s it? Rosemary, an adventure like this deserves an interesting story. Don’t you agree?”

         
         Rosemary continued to sniff and snuffle, but she liked adventures, she liked stories. “Maybe,” she said. “Yes.”

         
         “‘I fell.’ You can do better than that,” he said. “I’ll give you an hour. Two if you need it. Do we have a deal?”

         
         Up in the room, Charlotte washed the knee with soap and put a Band-Aid on it. Rosemary’s face needed washing, too, after all
            the crying and the sugared elephant ear.
         

         
         They packed their bags and carried them downstairs. Frank had already settled the bill, so Charlotte opened her wallet and
            took out a twenty-dollar bill.
         

         
         “The room’s already paid for,” he said.

         
         “No,” she said. “It’s not.”

         
         “Charlotte . . .” But when he saw that she wasn’t going to yield, he accepted the money. “I’ll bring the car around.”

         
         While she waited, she asked the room clerk if she could use his desk phone to make a collect call. Dooley picked up immediately,
            as if he’d been staring at the phone and just waiting for it to ring.
         

         
         “Charlie?” Dooley said. “Is that you?”

         
         “Yes, it’s me,” she said.

         
         “Where the hell are you, Charlie? You said you were coming home.”

         
         She hadn’t said that. She knew she hadn’t. “I’m not coming home, Dooley. I’m going to get a divorce. I just wanted to let
            you know that we’re fine. The girls are fine. I don’t want you to worry.”
         

         
         “You don’t want me to worry? Why are you doing this to me, Charlie? I can’t stand it, another second away from you and the
            girls.”
         

         
         He sounded the way Rosemary’s knee looked, scraped and raw. When Charlotte remained silent, he tried again, his voice softer,
            gentler.
         

         
         “I’ll stop drinking, Charlie,” he said. “I know I’m not worth a damn, but I can do that. I’ll stop drinking, I swear. I can
            do that for you.”
         

         
         Charlotte’s old self would have wavered. Was she a terrible person for leaving her husband of nearly ten years behind? Her
            new self marveled at how easy it was for her to recognize now, from this fresh perspective, Dooley’s various tactics.
         

         
         “Do you want to say hello to the girls?” she said.

         
         “I want you to come home, Charlie. That’s what I want. Now, listen to me. If—”

         
         “Good-bye, Dooley. Take care of yourself, will you?” she said. “I’ll call you again when we get to California.”

         
         She hung up. She thought for a moment and then asked the room clerk if she could make a long-distance call and pay him for
            it. He agreed, and Charlotte dialed Aunt Marguerite’s number.
         

         
         “Aunt Marguerite,” Charlotte said when she answered, “it’s me again. It’s Charlotte.”

         
         “Charlotte.”

         
         Clipped, curt, and followed by what Charlotte suspected might have been a sigh. Charlotte chose to ignore it. She chose to
            ignore the jab of panic between her ribs, the flush of embarrassment spreading over her, the voice in her ear that whispered
            urgently, Sit down, be quiet, what do you think you’re doing?

         
         You could do that, she was discovering. Experience an emotion without allowing it to determine your actions. Hear a knock
            on the door without feeling compelled to open it. The world didn’t end, towers didn’t topple. Life went on.
         

         
         “Hello, Aunt Marguerite,” she said. “How are you?”

         
         “I’m quite busy at the moment,” Marguerite said.

         
         “Then I’ll try not to take up too much of your time. My husband and I are getting a divorce. It’s decided. I’ve decided. And
            I’m coming to Los Angeles with the girls. I’ve decided that, too. We’d like to stay with you for a month or two, until I find
            a job and a permanent place to live.”
         

         
         “Charlotte—”

         
         “I know you said that it’s not a good idea,” Charlotte said. “And I wholeheartedly agree. But I don’t have a better idea right
            now, Marguerite. I’m quite new at this, and it’s quite overwhelming, and my plan, such as it is, is to put one foot in front
            of the other, one step at a time. My daughters are very well behaved. Well, they’re little girls, and I don’t doubt that they’ll
            be a disruption. I’m happy to share a room with them, of course. I’m happy to sleep in a cupboard, if it comes to that. I’m
            under no illusions how difficult Los Angeles will be. I don’t think I am, anyway. I’ll have my own car. I hope to have my
            own car. I’m under no illusions how difficult my life will be wherever I go, which is why I’d be so very grateful for your
            help. You’re the only family I have left.”
         

         
         Charlotte took a breath. She’d intended her speech to be more succinct, less haphazardly organized, but she supposed that
            she’d made her point. Whatever Marguerite’s answer might be, Charlotte at least felt better about herself now.
         

         
         “Well.” And then Marguerite laughed. A surprise in itself, but even more so because her laugh—a hearty boom and an expansive
            rippling—in no way resembled her clipped, chip-of-ice speaking voice. “It appears you haven’t given me a choice, have you?”
         

         
         “We have a dog, too, by the way,” Charlotte said. “He has epilepsy.”

         
         “I have a cat with one eye,” Marguerite said. “Perhaps they’ll be friends.”

         
         Charlotte took another breath, and then she laughed as well. “Thank you, Marguerite.”

         
         “When will you arrive?”

         
         “We’re going to Las Vegas for a day or two first. So we should be in Los Angeles by the end of the week, I think.”

         
         “Very well. I’ll prepare the cupboard for you.”

         
         Frank had returned with the car. Everyone piled in. As they drove, Rosemary related the story of her scraped knee. It involved
            outlaw bandits, a giant Indian with a tomahawk who badly needed a friend, a headlong chase across the desert. On and on the
            story went. Charlotte smiled, drowsing contentedly in the front seat. Rosemary was still adding details to her adventure when
            they turned north and crossed the Nevada state line.
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         “I never been nowhere but Texas before,” the colored kid said.

         
         “Congratulations,” Barone said. “You’re a world traveler now.”

         
         Tucumcari, New Mexico. Half a dozen motels strung along Highway 66. Barone checked them all.

         
         I’m a private dick. I’m looking for a guy. He ran out on his wife and kids back home, and the wife hired me to find him. Might
               be driving a Dodge, blue over white. I don’t know what name he’s using. Let me tell you what he looks like.

         
         After that: two motels in Santa Rosa, two in Clines Corners, one in Moriarty. The same spiel, the same blank look in return,
            the same, Sorry, nope, nuh-uh, haven’t seen him.

         
         Barone watched the rearview mirror. Now that they were out of Texas, he wasn’t too worried about the cops. They didn’t have
            any good way to track him down.
         

         
         They spent Wednesday night in Moriarty. Barone had overdone it. He could barely make it from the car to his room. The kid
            walked down the street to the only restaurant in town and brought back a bowl of soup for Barone. He gave Barone his pills
            and crumbled saltines into the soup, the way he said his sisters did for him back in Houston whenever he was sick.
         

         
         A full night’s sleep did wonders for Barone. Thursday morning, Thanksgiving Day, he felt more or less right again. The swelling
            in his hand, when he peeked under the bandage, had gone most of the way down.
         

         
         It took Barone all day to check the motels and hotels and rooming houses in Albuquerque. In between stops the kid shared his
            many opinions. He said he’d never go to work for a company like Barone’s, one that didn’t let him have a day off every now
            and then. He said he planned to find himself a pretty woman with a head on her shoulders and get married just as soon as he
            graduated high school, year after next. Or maybe he’d join the army first.
         

         
         “You don’t want to join the army,” Barone said.

         
         “Why don’t I?” the kid said.

         
         “Just listen to me. And why are you so hot on getting married so quick?”

         
         “Shoot. Why am I so hot on getting married so quick.”

         
         “I don’t know. That’s why I asked.”

         
         “Why don’t you introduce me to her?” the kid said. “That colored-lady lawyer you was talking ’bout the other day.”

         
         Friday they covered the rest of New Mexico and a good piece of Arizona. As they neared Holbrook, one radio station faded out
            and another faded in. The song that was playing emerged bit by bit, like bubbles rising to the water’s surface.
         

         
         “’Round Midnight.” There it was again, the Billy Taylor piano version this time. It was like the song was following Barone.
            Or like he was following it.
         

         
         “Do you believe in God?” Barone said.

         
         “Why you want to know?” the kid said.

         
         “Why don’t you want to tell me?”

         
         The kid scowled for a mile or two. He was a careful and conscientious driver. He never took his hands off the wheel or his
            eyes off the road. Maybe when all this was over, Barone would introduce him to Seraphine, put in a word and get the kid a permanent job.
         

         
         “Yes and no,” the kid said, “do I believe in God.”

         
         “You can’t have it both ways,” Barone said.

         
         “I believe Jesus wasn’t no white man.”

         
         “Where’d you hear that?”

         
         “I heard it.”

         
         They stopped for the night in Holbrook and checked in to the Sun and Sand Motel. Tried to check in. When the manager saw the
            kid, he shook his head. The manager was bloodshot and fat, maybe an ex-cop gone to seed, that kind of curl to his lip.
         

         
         “Nope,” the manager said. “No. Nosirree.”

         
         “What?” Barone said.

         
         The manager curled his lip. “We’ve experienced a sudden lack of vacancy.”

         
         Barone could have shot him. Better yet, strap him to a chair and drop him in the deep end of the swimming pool. Watch down
            through shifting plates of light and water as his eyes bulged out and it dawned on him—this was it, the end, curtains. The
            moment took a lot of people by surprise, even when it shouldn’t have.
         

         
         The kid had disappeared. Barone found him back outside in the car.

         
         “What are you doing?” Barone said.

         
         “Sleep in the car. I don’t mind.”

         
         “No.”

         
         They backtracked a quarter of a mile to Lucille’s Come On Inn. Lucille, if that’s who she was, eyeballed the kid. She shook
            her head as if to mourn the sorry state of world affairs, little Negroes roaming free on the mother road. Finally, though,
            she surrendered a room key.
         

         
         The kid soaked a cold washrag for Barone to put on his forehead. “We need us a Green Book.”

         
         “A what?”

         
         “A Green Book. Shows you where to stop along the way if you’re colored. So you don’t ruffle no feathers. Colored folks take
            vacations, too. Shoot. You think they don’t?”
         

         
         Barone didn’t know what the hell the kid was talking about. He was used to it by now.

         
         “Here’s a five-dollar bill,” Barone said. “Bring me some whiskey or don’t come back.”

         
         “Take your pill,” the kid said. “Drink that water.”

         
         The next day, Saturday, Barone checked Winslow. No luck. On to Flagstaff.

         
         At an old-timey hotel downtown, he ran through his spiel for the thirtieth, the fortieth, the fiftieth time.

         
         I’m a private dick. I’m looking for a guy. He ran out on his wife and kids back home, and the wife hired me to find him. Might
               be driving a Dodge, blue over white. I don’t know what name he’s using.

         
         The clerk wore an old-timey string tie made out of braided leather, with a silver-and-turquoise clasp. Probably the hotel
            owner made him wear the tie so that he fit with the hotel.
         

         
         “No, I can’t think of anybody like that.” The clerk checked his big book. “No. Just families and lovebirds.”

         
         Barone had this all wrong. It was a possibility. The sheriff in Texas had lied, and Barone had been snowed. Barone didn’t
            like to think so. Guidry could have headed east, not west. Or he’d driven twenty-four hours straight to Los Angeles, not stopping
            to sleep along the way. He was already in Mexico.
         

         
         Half past noon. It felt like half past midnight. Barone wanted to lie down and sleep for a year or two. But he never quit
            a job. It was his only good quality and had been so for his entire life. Even his stepmother, who hated his guts, used to
            admit it. Paul Barone never quits.
         

         
         And the song he’d heard again yesterday. “’Round Midnight.” Maybe it didn’t mean anything. Maybe it did.

         
         So he described Guidry—for the thirtieth, the fortieth, the fiftieth time—to the clerk in the old-timey string tie. Height
            and weight. Dark hair, light eyes, the smile. The way Guidry tried to make you feel like the two of you were already old pals.
         

         
         The clerk thought about it for a second. “Well, you know . . . No.”

         
         Barone felt a prickle. “Go ahead.”

         
         “That does sound an awful lot like Mr. Wainwright,” the clerk said. “But he was with his wife. And his daughters.”
         

         
         “His wife and his daughters?” Barone said.

         
         “They arrived together. Yes. I watched them leave together, too.”

         
         That wasn’t Guidry. It couldn’t be Guidry. “What else about him?”

         
         “What else about him?” the clerk said.

         
         “About Mr. Wainwright. Think.”

         
         “Well . . .” The clerk perked up. “He had a bit of an accent, now that I think about it. A bit like yours.”

         
         Guidry, the crafty son of a bitch. Somehow he’d managed to pick up a wife and kids along the way, like a hat and coat off
            the rack. The disguise had almost worked.
         

         
         “When did they leave?” Barone said.

         
         “This morning,” the clerk said. “Around nine.”

         
         Barone stared. Guidry wasn’t in Mexico. He was only three hours in front of Barone.

         
         “Where were they headed?” Barone said. “Do you know?”

         
         The clerk hesitated. Barone had to stop himself from taking out his new Police Positive .38 and sticking it in the clerk’s
            face.
         

         
         “She just wants him to call her,” Barone said. “His wife does. That’s all. She’s torn to pieces. He’s not a bad egg. He fell
            in love with somebody else. I’m not going to hassle him. But if I don’t find him and get him to call home, I don’t get paid.”
         

         
         The clerk relented. “They’re going to Las Vegas,” he said. “I heard her say so on the phone, Mrs. Wainwright did. Or Mr. Wainwright’s . . .
            companion.”
         

         
         Barone went outside. There was a phone booth across the street.

         
         “He’s headed to Vegas,” Barone told Seraphine. “I’m three hours behind him.”

         
         “I see.” She tried to hide the relief in her voice. Barone heard it. Probably she heard the relief in his voice, too. “Carlos
            will be so pleased. Go see Stan Contini at the Tropicana. You’ll need to tread lightly in Las Vegas. Do you understand?”
         

         
         “I know what to do.” He started to hang up.

         
         “One more thing, mon cher,” she said.
         

         
         “What is it.”

         
         “The incident at the police station in Texas? I’ve just heard from a reliable source that the suspect is a white man traveling
            with a Negro boy in his teens.”
         

         
         The waitress at the diner. Barone had forgotten about her. He’d made himself forget about her.

         
         “Is this troubling news?” Seraphine said.

         
         “Why would it be?” Barone said.

         
         “If the police know that—”

         
         “I’ll call you from Vegas.”

         
         Barone hung up. On the way out of Flagstaff, he told the kid to stop at a supper club called the Tall Pine Inn. Fine Atmosphere, Good Food, Beer and Wine to Go. Barone bought two six-packs of Schlitz to go.
         

         
         “I know what the doctor said,” Barone said. “It’s just beer. Let me celebrate.”

         
         “Gimme one,” the kid said.

         
         “You’re driving. Forget it.”

         
         A couple of miles later, Barone handed the kid a can. “Put some music on.”

         
         They couldn’t find anything worth listening to. Hillbilly yodelers and brimstone preachers and Lesley Gore crying at her own
            party. She was the worst of the bunch, her voice like getting nails hammered into your skull.
         

         
         Barone turned the radio off. The kid finished his beer and reached for a second one. Not asking permission, feeling his oats.

         
         “No more after that one,” Barone said. “Better make it last.”

         
         “Shoot,” the kid said. “Better make it last.”

         
         “That’s what I said.”

         
         “How ’bout you?”

         
         “What about me?”

         
         “You believe in God?” the kid said.

         
         “Not the one most people do,” Barone said.

         
         They’d left behind the piney mountains. The bone-dead desert stretched before them. A sign with a bullet hole punched through
            the sheet metal said las vegas 150 miles.

         
         The kid started singing the Lesley Gore song in a fractured falsetto. He’d get halfway through the opening and then crack
            himself up, have to start all over again. Drunk on two and a half cans of weak beer.
         

         
         “Whoo!” the kid said. “I gotta take a leak.”

         
         “I’m not going to stop you,” Barone said.

         
         There was a dry wash that ran parallel to the highway, fifty feet off into the desert and deep enough that you could do your
            business in private.
         

         
         “Up there,” Barone said. “Pull off.”

         
         “Let me ask you something,” the kid said.

         
         “I thought you had to take a leak. Go on. I’ve got to take one, too.”

         
         “Let me ask you something.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I forgot.”

         
         Barone followed the kid down into the wash. He’d planned to use his belt, keep it quiet, but he liked the kid and the belt
            was a slow way to go. Plus, Barone wasn’t feeling all the way up to snuff yet, still weak from the fever and with the bad
            right hand. So he shot the kid once in the back of the head with the Police Positive and then twice more between the shoulders.
         

         
         He climbed out of the ravine. The highway was clear, miles in each direction. Barone got into the car, behind the wheel. The
            climb had taken the breath out of him, but he didn’t have far to go now.
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         Big Ed Zingel. Where to begin? Guidry met him for the first time in 1955, at a shindig Moe Dalitz threw to celebrate the opening
            of the Dunes. Sinatra was there, Rita Hayworth and her husband, Dick Haymes. After the show in the main room, Vera-Ellen stopped
            by to mingle and play craps.
         

         
         Then as now Ed was at the center of the spiderweb in Vegas. Moe Dalitz’s associates back east preferred to make money, not
            spend it, so they needed someone who could line up straight investors to build and expand the casinos. Ed brought in Valley
            National Bank in Phoenix, schoolteacher pension funds from California, you name it. He had the touch. He’d already made one
            fortune during the war, buying old silver mines and stripping them for construction materials.
         

         
         At the Dunes party in ’55, Big Ed had handed Guidry a business card with his name, a telephone number, and two words in elegant
            embossed script: “Big Ideas.”

         
         They’d chatted. Ed had taken a shine to Guidry. “I like the cut of your jib, kid.” Until Ed discovered that Guidry worked
            for Carlos Marcello.
         

         
         “You know what I’d like to see?” Ed grabbed another glass of champagne from the waiter and mused. “I’d like to see that backstabbing
            cocksucker’s face when he opens a package and inside it’s full of pieces of you. How sore would he be, do you think?”
         

         
         Big Ed, dead serious. Guidry could play this one of two ways: the right way or the wrong way. Which was which?

         
         “It depends on the pieces,” Guidry said.

         
         Ed laughed and laughed. The kid with the well-cut jib wiped sweat from his brow, relieved. Because Big Ed Zingel was no joke.
            That very night he’d given a toast to his old friend and business partner Maury Schiffman that was so heartfelt not an eye
            remained dry. Two weeks later Maury and his wife were found dead in their vacation cabin in Tahoe, Maury strangled and the
            wife shot in the head. Rumor had it that Big Ed killed them himself, just for kicks. Sofa pillows had been placed around the
            wife’s head so her brains wouldn’t leak onto the expensive Oriental rug.
         

         
         More recently, a year or so ago, Hoover had wanted an inside peek at Ed’s operation. The FBI didn’t have any female agents,
            so they picked a number from the typing pool to go undercover. The girl never stood a chance. Ed sniffed her out and sent
            Hoover a message.
         

         
         “He’s a real sweetheart, humble as pie,” Guidry told Charlotte. She’d never have to meet Ed, so Guidry could lay it on thick.
            “He built a hospital in Las Vegas, every dime out of his own pocket, but he wouldn’t let them put his name on it.”
         

         
         “And you really think he’ll just . . . loan me a car?” she said.

         
         “I do think so,” Guidry said. “He’s out of town for the next couple of days, but once he gets back, you can count on it.”

         
         “How do you two know each other?”

         
         “Besides the dealerships he owns the biggest insurance agency in Nevada. That’s how we met, at a convention in Minneapolis.
            We started jawing about policy proceeds.”
         

         
         Guidry made it to Vegas only once every year or so. Ed always made time for drinks or dinner. At the end of the evening, he’d
            give Guidry a bear hug. “Guys like us, we have to stick together.”
         

         
         Las Vegas approached. Too bad it was only one o’clock in the afternoon. Vegas was best at dusk. The mountains banded with
            different shades of purple, the lights of the Strip heating the low-hanging clouds like coals.
         

         
         Guidry looked over at Charlotte. He moved his knee so that it touched hers. She smiled and pressed her knee back against his.
            In bed last night, he’d had the usual good time. Better than the usual. He hadn’t lost interest halfway through. He hadn’t
            wanted to be somewhere else.
         

         
         “I read in a magazine that they test atomic bombs near Las Vegas,” Charlotte said. The girls were asleep in the backseat.
            “I read that families drive out to watch, like they’re watching a drive-in movie.”
         

         
         “Not for the last few years,” Guidry said. “Before that, yes. You could see the blast from the top floor of the hotels downtown.
            From the roofs.”
         

         
         “Really?” she said.

         
         “Kiss me.”

         
         Charlotte smiled again but didn’t turn from the window. “An atomic bomb. I don’t think I’d want to see something like that.”

         
         “Neither would I,” Guidry said.

         
         “I know it’s supposed to be beautiful. Maybe I’d take a picture of the people watching the explosion instead.”

         
         Keep your eye on the ball, Guidry cautioned himself again. A man like Big Ed required one’s complete attention. Ed enjoyed
            the sport of life, and Guidry could expect, in the best of circumstances, a surprise twist or two. In the worst of circumstances,
            Ed had lured Guidry to Vegas so that he could sell him back to Carlos. Ed was a businessman, after all, and what profiteth
            it a man if he made no profit?
         

         
         And even if Ed fully intended to honor his promise to Guidry today, his mood might shift on a whim tomorrow. Ed’s mood was
            notorious for doing just that.
         

         
         “You take pictures of shadows,” Guidry said. “You take pictures of people watching the thing, but not of the thing they’re
            watching.”
         

         
         She laughed. “You’re baffled.”

         
         “I’m intrigued,” he said.

         
         “I like . . . what gets missed.”

         
         “What gets missed?”

         
         “Every morning when I step out the front door, I always look over to the left, to see if Mr. Broom is on his porch. And I
            always think the same thing: He’s such a grouch, why do I even bother to wave? And then I look to the right, at the crepe
            myrtle by the fence. And I always think the same thing, that I wish it bloomed for more than just a few weeks every summer.”
         

         
         He liked how he didn’t know which turn her mind might take next. “Now I’m baffled,” he said.
         

         
         “When I have a camera in my hand, it reminds me to look in new places. To have new thoughts, I suppose.” She laughed again,
            embarrassed. “Just listen to me. Or rather please don’t.”
         

         
         “Please don’t stop,” Guidry said. “I beg of you.”

         
          

         The Hacienda suited Guidry’s needs to a tee. The only casino and resort in Las Vegas aimed at squares and families, with a
            miniature-golf course and a go-kart track. The only casino and resort stranded at the southern end of the Strip, across from
            the airport and far from all the swinging joints. The only casino and resort with no mob connection. The Hacienda lost money
            every year, even without a rake. It wasn’t worth the trouble.
         

         
         Sure, never say never, Guidry might run into someone he knew at the Hacienda, but it was unlikely. And with Charlotte and
            the girls by his side, he’d blend right in.
         

         
         The sign towered above the parking lot, a cowboy on a bucking bronco waving hello, hello, hello, to the passing motorists—or
            maybe good-bye, good-bye, good-bye to his money. He put old Big Chief back in Arizona to shame.
         

         
         Rosemary and Joan oohed and aahed. There was a Bonnie Best dress shop in the lobby, and the theater marquee advertised a puppet
            show called Les Poupées de Paris. Guidry translated for them: The Dolls of Paris.
         

         
         “Mommy,” Rosemary said, her voice hushed, like she was in church. “Do you know what this is just like?”

         
         “What, sweetie?” Charlotte said.

         
         “It’s just like the movie,” Joan said, her voice hushed, too. “Like The Wizard of Oz.”
         

         
         The desk clerk barely glanced at the dog. Las Vegas was like New Orleans in that respect: Anything goes, as long as you had
            the dough to pay for it. God bless America.
         

         
         Too chilly to swim this time of year but warm enough to eat lunch outside by the sparkling pool. The hot dogs came with ketchup,
            mustard, and pickle relish, each condiment in its own dish with its own tiny spoon. Rosemary and Joan had died and gone to
            heaven.
         

         
         Lists and more lists. Favorite colors. Favorite songs. Favorite foods. Guidry tried to add fried eggs to the list of favorite
            foods and was duly corrected. Favorite lunch foods.
         

         
         He hadn’t realized until now just how much the girls resembled their mother. They had the same set to the jaw, the same way
            of looking life right in the eye. Letting it know, Go ahead and just try, I dare you.

         
         Favorite books. Favorite fairy tales. Favorite characters in fairy tales. The wind ruffled the surface of the pool.

         
         He didn’t hit the girls, the father. That was Guidry’s well-educated guess, now that he’d spent a few days around them. Maybe
            the guy was crazy about his daughters. Guidry couldn’t see any reason he wouldn’t be. Did the guy, now that he’d lost his
            kids, feel like his heart had been torn from his chest? How did it feel to feel that way? Guidry had forgotten. He had no
            desire to find out again.
         

         
         “Hey,” he said. “Who wants to go drive the go-karts?”

         
         But you had to be at least twelve years old to get behind the wheel. So they played miniature golf instead. Guidry discovered
            that he was a bad miniature golfer. Truly awful. He skipped the ball off the slope of the volcano, sank it in the drink, missed
            the windmill entirely. The girls remained unfailingly polite. “Don’t worry, that was a very hard hole.”
         

         
         Before her last putt, Charlotte paused. She looked up, around. At the palm trees and the casino towers down the Strip. At
            Guidry.
         

         
         “Where am I?” she said.
         

         
         Guidry didn’t have to ask what she meant. He understood exactly.

         
         In bed that night, Guidry once again couldn’t get enough of Charlotte. You’d have thought that Charlotte was the first naked
            woman he’d ever had his hands on, his mouth.
         

         
         Afterward he lifted his arm and she slipped underneath to lay her head on his chest. A perfect fit, like the tumblers of a
            lock clicking into place. He turned his knee, and she hooked a bare leg over. They’d left the drapes open. The moonlight hummed.
         

         
         With most women Guidry would’ve been shot out of the cannon by now, already dressed and halfway out the door. But he had to
            play the part, didn’t he? Frank Wainwright. The skin of her inner thigh was warm and silky and sticky. He could feel her pulse
            just beneath the skin, the beat of the band slowing bar by bar. So what if he happened to like the role he was acting, the
            part he was playing? It was still only that, a role, a part.
         

         
         She ran her palm over his chest, almost touching it but not quite, like she was checking to see if a stove burner was hot.

         
         “You’re hairy,” she said.

         
         “You’ve just now noticed?” he said.

         
         In the drowsy, dreamy moonlight, it wasn’t hard for Guidry to imagine that this was really his life. It wasn’t hard to imagine
            a different life for Annette, too. Where would his baby sister be right now? Not stuck in Ascension Parish, Louisiana, Guidry
            could promise you that.
         

         
         A nurse. Yes. The cool head in a crisis, up to her elbows in blood and guts, never batting an eyelash, keeping boys alive
            during the war until the doctors could sew them back together.
         

         
         She fell for one of those dogfaces, a big-beamed, broad-shouldered sergeant, jovial and kindhearted. Were there those sorts
            of men in the world? Maybe there were. Guidry came to every Christmas dinner, he spoiled his nieces and nephews rotten. Annette
            lectured him affectionately. She told him to find a woman as smart as him, or smarter, even better. Don’t be scared, Frick,
            she won’t bite. She still called him Frick, from when she was a fat, wobbly toddler and couldn’t pronounce his name. He still
            called her Frack.
         

         
         Someday she’d have to die, but this time in a hospital bed, surrounded by kids and grandkids and flowers in vases, her big
            brother holding her hand.
         

         
         “Were you ever married, Frank?” Charlotte said.

         
         “No.”

         
         Her hand had moved to his face. Her fingers traced the outline of his lips, his nose, his cheek, the scar.

         
         “I don’t want to go,” she said.

         
         He didn’t want her to go either. When she left, the curtain would come down and Frank Wainwright would exit stage left. He’d
            already put off the call to Ed longer than was wise. He couldn’t put it off any longer.
         

         
         “You know you can spend the night here,” he said.

         
         “You know I can’t,” she said.

         
         “The girls are just across the hall, and they’re sound sleepers. You said so yourself.”

         
         She swung out of bed and got dressed. When she finished, she gathered the hair off her long, bare neck, twisted, snapped a
            rubber band in place. He reached for her hand, but she was already moving toward the bureau. She buttoned the last button
            of her blouse and gave herself a quick appraising glance in the mirror.
         

         
         “I fell out of a tree once, too,” she said.

         
         Guidry lagged for a beat. And then, when she noticed, when she turned to look at him, he realized that she was talking about
            the scar under his eye, the lie he’d told about it. He tried to cover with a yawn and a stretch. Get your head out of your
            ass, he warned himself again. If he got lazy or too comfortable around Big Ed Zingel, the hammer would drop.
         

         
         “Most kids do, I imagine,” he said. “I just happen to have the ding to prove it.”

         
         She studied him for another moment and then put on her shoes.

         
         “I remember lying on my back and staring up at the sky,” she said. “I wasn’t hurt, just the wind knocked out of me. Stunned.
            One second I was in the tree, the next second I was down on the ground. I remember thinking, ‘Now, how did that happen?’”
         

         
         “I’m impressed,” he said. “I started bawling, probably.”

         
         She leaned down to kiss him good-bye. “I don’t really know much about you, do I?”

         
         Guidry, prepared now, plenty of lies at hand, started to say, What do you want to know about me? But as she moved toward the door, he realized that she’d been observing, not wondering.
         

         
         “Shall we all have breakfast together tomorrow morning?” he said.

         
         “It’s a date,” she said.

         
          

         The Hacienda was only two stories tall. From his window Guidry couldn’t see the Strip or the mountains or even the pool. Just
            the moon and the razor-cut silhouettes of a few palm trees. He stood and listened to the faint fizzing and pop-pop-pop from the go-kart track for a while, and then he watched old reruns of Janet Dean, Registered Nurse. Poor Ella Raines, that good heart of hers always landing her in hot water.
         

         
         Almost midnight. Quit stalling. Pick up the phone and dial the fucking thing.

         
         The guy with the silky British accent answered. “Good evening,” he said. “The Zingel residence.”

         
         “It’s Ed’s old pal from New Orleans,” Guidry said.

         
         Guidry waited. Here we go. His last chance to read the tea leaves, to get a bead on Ed’s true intentions, good or evil, before
            it was too late. In the pulp westerns that Guidry had loved as a youth, the cowboy outlaw hero would put his ear to the iron
            rail and try to feel the vibrations of a train barreling down the tracks.
         

         
         “Where are you?” Big Ed asked. “I thought you said you’d be here yesterday.”

         
         “You’re eager to see me,” Guidry said.

         
         “Why wouldn’t I be?”

         
         Guidry smiled. Some men played cards, others chased girls. Ed liked to make you sweat. “Stop toying with me, Ed. I’m already
            worried down to a nub.”
         

         
         “Stop what?” Ed said. “All right, all right. You can count on me, boychick. I haven’t changed my mind. There. Does that make
            you feel better?”
         

         
         Guidry tried to pick up the vibrations in the smooth iron rail of Ed’s voice. Did Ed mean what he said? Or did he just believe
            that he meant it? Had he even made up his mind yet, what he was going to do about Guidry?
         

         
         “You know when I’ll feel better, Ed?” Guidry said.

         
         “When you’re on a plane to beautiful Indochina,” Ed said.

         
         No. When the plane had landed in Indochina and Guidry hadn’t been shoved out of the cargo door somewhere over the Pacific
            Ocean.
         

         
         “We have a lot to talk about,” Ed said. “Now, tell me where you’re staying. I’ll send Leo to pick you up. Tomorrow at one
            o’clock. We’ll have a nice lunch.”
         

         
         “I’ll take a cab,” Guidry said. “I don’t want to put you out.”

         
         Ed laughed. “Where are you staying?”

         
         “The Hacienda.”

         
         “The Hacienda? What, you want to die of boredom?”

         
         “I’m lying low, Ed. Maybe it slipped your mind why I’m here.”

         
         “Who wants a life without a little snap, crackle, and pop?” Ed said.

         
         Guidry thought about the moment, during the game of miniature golf, when Charlotte looked up and around. Where am I? How did
            I get here?
         

         
         “Tomorrow at one,” Guidry said. “I’ll be ready.”
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         Sunday morning. Pancakes and maple syrup for breakfast. A stroll around the resort. Joan spotted a lizard, baking on the sidewalk.
            Blinking, blinking, and then pop, gone. A game of checkers, fetch with the dog, more miniature golf. Guidry finally started
            to get the hang of the golf. Rosemary and Joan cheered his every putt. I could become accustomed to this, he thought. Accustomed
            to what, exactly? He wasn’t sure.
         

         
         After the last hole, Guidry told Charlotte that he was off to meet his friend, the saintly and charitable car dealer. He made
            the girls promise, cross their hearts, not to have too much fun without him.
         

         
         “I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” he said. “Wish me luck.”

         
         Out front idled a Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud. The driver opened the rear door for Guidry. He was in his early seventies, tall
            and slender and debonair as hell, with a pencil-line mustache and a black-on-black Savile Row suit.
         

         
         “Welcome to Las Vegas,” he said. The silky English accent from the phone. “I’m Leo, Mr. Zingel’s assistant. I trust you had
            a pleasant journey?”
         

         
         Guidry looked over Leo. Guidry looked over the Rolls. The car was a mile long, sleek and gleaming, painted the metallic green
            shade of a menacing sky.
         

         
         “Ed likes to make an impression, doesn’t he?” Guidry said.

         
         Leo kept a straight face, but Guidry spotted a wry twinkle in his eye. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

         
         They drove north up the Strip and then turned east on Bonanza. Guidry had never been to Ed’s house before. He envisioned a
            stone Tudor manor, gardens and manicured lawns, a secret room down in the basement with tile walls and a drain in the middle
            of the floor.
         

         
         “Leo,” Guidry said. “Tell me. How long have you worked for Ed?”

         
         “Almost twenty years,” Leo said.

         
         “It’s been quite an adventure, has it?”

         
         The straight face, the wry twinkle. “Quite.”

         
         They drove past the old neighborhoods, past the new neighborhoods. Las Vegas was booming, sprawling, leaking like a stain
            into the desert. Sure, the weather in winter was pleasant. But what else? Nothing. The city had the charm of chewing gum that
            you scraped off the bottom of your shoe.
         

         
         Guidry wished he could show Charlotte around New Orleans. The French Quarter on a quiet Sunday morning, when only the birds
            and the birdlike old ladies were awake. The Garden District, the river at sunset, Plum Street Snowballs. Rosemary and Joan
            would flip when they saw the zoo at Audubon Park.
         

         
         “How much farther?” Guidry said.

         
         They were in the desert bona fide now. Civilization, if that was what you wanted to call Las Vegas, dwindled away behind them.

         
         “Not far,” Leo said.

         
         “Ed lives all the way out here?”

         
         Leo lifted a finger off the wheel and gave it a flick. Was that a yes? Guidry was familiar with the mob’s purity code. Dirty
            business in Vegas depended on legal gambling, and legal gambling depended on the precarious fiction that business in Vegas
            was clean. So the various factions had an agreement: no public spats, no blood spilled or brains blown in front of the tourists.
            If a guy in Vegas needed hitting, take him out to the lonely desert—just like this!—and hit him there.
         

         
         “You’re a handsome devil, Leo,” Guidry said. “I bet back in the day you had the ladies lined up around the block.”

         
         That finally got a smile out of Leo.

         
         “No?” Guidry said. He’d had his suspicions. “The lads lined up, then. Come visit New Orleans and I’ll make a few introductions.”

         
         They’d been driving for twenty minutes. They were miles outside of Vegas proper.

         
         “What am I getting myself into, Leo?” Guidry said.

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “Give me a hint. What awaits me? Out of the goodness of your heart. It’s too late for me to do anything about it, so what’s
            the harm?”
         

         
         Leo slowed the Silver Cloud. He turned onto a rough gravel road that sawed off into the rocks. After a quarter mile or so,
            around a cut, the gravel yielded to a freshly paved driveway lined with cactus.
         

         
         “We have arrived,” Leo said.

         
         Ed had gone space-age mod instead of Tudor. The house was a rambling split-level with entire walls made of windows and a flat
            white roof angled to look like the sail of a ship, like a shark fin. The grand entryway was framed by cement blocks arranged
            in a complexly decorative lattice.
         

         
         “Well?” Ed came out of the house, wearing his usual. Billowing linen slacks, a silk shirt open at the collar, a pair of sunglasses
            on top of his head. He gave Guidry a rib-cracking hug. “What do you think?”
         

         
         “I thought Leo was going to drive me out into the desert and shoot me,” Guidry said.

         
         “Leo? No. What do you think about the pad?” Ed turned so that they could examine the house together. “It’s the latest thing,
            I’m told. But all that glass in the summer. You’re roasting, you feel like you’re going to burst into flames. Leo, who has
            class, thinks the house lacks class. He thinks I lack class, don’t you, Leo?”
         

         
         “Shall I take the car around to the back, Mr. Zingel?” Leo said.

         
         “Thank you,” Ed said. “Come on, boychick.”

         
         They went inside. There was a sunken living room inside the sunken living room, that’s how big the place was. Fifteen-foot
            ceilings, a stone fireplace that could fit a small car, a curved white vinyl sofa and a zebra-skin rug.
         

         
         On the rug stretched a girl, seventeen years old maybe, leafing through a magazine. She wore a man’s camp shirt and denim
            shorts cut shorter than short. Her long legs were dirty or tan or both. There were a few other beautiful teenage loungers,
            too. A couple of shirtless boys watching the fish in the giant aquarium, a girl with glasses painting her toenails, a girl
            with a paper sack full of cherries feeding them to a boy on the marble floor at her feet.
         

         
         “Don’t worry about them,” Ed said. “They’re high as kites, most of them.”

         
         “Friends of yours?” Guidry said.

         
         “More like family, really. The wind blows them here, from all over the country. Cindy there by the fireplace is from Maine.”

         
         “How about that.”

         
         “Stop clutching your pearls, Mamie Eisenhower. I don’t touch them, I just watch. I’m too old to keep up. I don’t have them
            do anything to each other that they’re not dying to do already.”
         

         
         The girl on the zebra-skin rug, Cindy from Maine, rolled lazily onto her back, lifted a long, slender, dirty, bare leg, and
            pointed her toes at the ceiling. She regarded Guidry from behind a spill of blond hair. She had the bluest, emptiest eyes
            he’d ever seen. The whitest, emptiest smile.
         

         
         “Far be it from me to judge, Ed,” Guidry said.

         
         Ed led Guidry through the living room, around the corner, past the kitchen.

         
         A door.

         
         “After you,” Ed said.

         
         Guidry took a deep breath, but behind the door was not a secret tiled room with a drain in the floor—no, just the dining room.
            A wall of glass that faced the pool, a table with a snowy white tablecloth, a bucket of ice next to a bottle of Black & White.
            Guidry headed straight to the scotch and poured himself a double. But don’t relax just yet. All that this guaranteed, this
            and Leo coming in with a chafing dish of what smelled like lobster thermidor, was that Guidry would live to see another hour
            or two. Maybe.
         

         
         “Dig in,” Ed said. “And don’t worry about Leo either. He’s the soul of discretion. Aren’t you, Leo?”

         
         Guidry took a seat across the table from Ed, next to Leo. On the other side of the window, out by the pool, a pair of matched
            bronze teens lay glistening and motionless.
         

         
         Guidry took a bite, a sip. He waited. Ed was having a ball, watching Guidry twist.

         
         “So when do I leave, Ed?” Guidry said. “For Vietnam?”

         
         “You’re eager to know,” Ed said. “The when and the how and the what-do-I-do-when-I-get-there. The pertinent details, as it
            were.”
         

         
         “Exactly that.”

         
         “I don’t blame you. But let’s show each other our cards first, get that out of the way. What do you say?”

         
         So here it was. The first jolt, the first bump. Guidry knew what he had to do. Stay on his feet and not go down.

         
         “I’d enjoy that, Ed,” he said. “But you’ve already seen all my cards.”

         
         Ed laughed. “You’re a cool customer, boychick. I’ve always liked that about you. You’ve got aplomb in spades.”

         
         Guidry was glad to hear that it appeared so, at least.

         
         “Tell me what really happened,” Ed said. “You didn’t fuck Carlos’s daughter. Maybe you did. But that’s not why you’re on the
            outs. That’s not why he’s beating the bushes for you, practically shitting himself. If we’re going to be in this thing together,
            I need to know everything.”
         

         
         “If we’re going to be in it together?” Guidry said.
         

         
         “It’s a figure of speech.”

         
         Tell Ed the truth. Tell Ed a lie. If Guidry admitted that he knew what happened in Dallas, that he had dirt on Carlos, Ed
            would be even more eager than he already was to help him. Carlos, exposed and vulnerable, Ed’s dream come true—stick Carlos
            right in the tender parts and make him squeal.
         

         
         That was the one hand. On the other hand, the president of the United States had been assassinated. The Earl Warren Commission,
            the FBI. Ed didn’t need a headache that big, a headache like Guidry.
         

         
         Maybe Ed already knew about Dallas and Carlos and this was a test. But the right answer? Guidry didn’t know. Ed Zingel, his
            wiles legendary, his motives unknowable. He waited, patient and smiling. Tell the truth, tell a lie. Guidry decided to go
            with a bit of each.
         

         
         “It’s the Kennedy thing,” Guidry said.

         
         “I suspected.”

         
         “I don’t know much,” Guidry said. “I know that the real sniper drove down to Houston after the job. I heard Seraphine on a
            call that I wasn’t supposed to hear.”
         

         
         “What else?” Ed said.

         
         “That’s it. That’s all I’ve got.”

         
         As Guidry thought about Mackey and Armand and Jack Ruby. As he felt again the wet warmth of the Houston night on his skin,
            smelled the refineries as he popped the trunk of the Cadillac and unzipped the army duffel, as he saw before him the rifle,
            the brass shell casings.
         

         
         “But Carlos thinks you have more,” Ed said.

         
         “Those are all my cards, Ed,” Guidry said.

         
         Ed leaned back in his chair and mused. Guidry poured himself another double. Don’t let Ed see your hand shake. Finally Ed
            nodded and tucked into his lobster thermidor.
         

         
         “See how good that feels?” Ed said. “To unburden your heart to a friend?”

         
         “Like a breath of fresh air,” Guidry said.

         
         “I have mixed feelings about the whole thing. Jack was an arrogant son of a bitch, but he knew how to have a good time. And
            he knew how to play the game. Bobby was the problem.”
         

         
         “You’re saying pop Bobby instead of Jack.”

         
         “Don’t pop anybody. But sure, pop Bobby instead. Send a message, get Jack back in line. You can’t let a personal grudge stand
            in the way of business. Even a dumb wop like Carlos should understand that.”
         

         
         Ed’s personal grudge against Carlos was the reason Guidry was sitting there right now, sipping scotch and picking at a plate
            of lobster thermidor. Guidry chose not to point out the irony.
         

         
         The teenagers who were spread out by the pool still hadn’t moved. Guidry wasn’t sure that they were even still breathing.
            Leo left and returned with a pot of coffee. Ed wiped his mouth and tossed the napkin onto the table.
         

         
         “You want to hear something funny?” Ed said. “I was about to retire. Call it a day. But then Jack gets popped, LBJ takes over,
            and I start to think . . . hmm, Vietnam. So you see? For you and me both, that first bullet in Dallas turned everything around.”
         

         
         “Ed,” Guidry said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “I put my cards on the table.”

         
         “And now it’s my turn?” Ed said. “Okay, let’s talk turkey. I’m going to get you on a flight out of Nellis. A colonel with
            a bomber wing is a friend of mine. He—”
         

         
         Ed stopped. The empty-eyed girl with the legs, Cindy from Maine, had wandered into the room. She slid onto Ed’s lap and smiled
            her white, empty smile at Guidry. When Leo cleared his throat, she bared her teeth and snapped at him, like a dog biting at
            a fly. Leo ignored her. He tipped a spoonful of sugar into his coffee.
         

         
         “When is it, Ed?” Guidry said. “The flight out of Nellis?”

         
         Cindy tugged at Ed’s jowls. “Daddy. Are we going to play today?”

         
         “Is it time?” Ed said. “Boychick, you’re going to get a kick out of this.”

         
         No. Whatever it might be that Ed had in mind, no, no, no. And definitely not now, not yet. Guidry smiled. Aplomb in spades,
            sure.
         

         
         “I’d love to finish our conversation first,” Guidry said.

         
         “We’ll have plenty of time to talk,” Ed said. “Trust me, you’ve never seen anything like this in your life.”

         
         Guidry caught Leo’s eye. Leo’s Clark Gable mustache twitched.

         
         “Leo doesn’t approve of our shenanigans,” Ed said. “Do you, Leo?”

         
         “C’mon, Daddy,” Cindy said. “We want to play.”

         
         Leo stood. “I’ll gather the equipment.”

         
         “Ed,” Guidry said. “I don’t want to be a drag, but maybe—”

         
         “You’re not a drag, boychick,” Ed said. “If I wanted a drag working for me in Saigon, I’d send Leo.”

         
         A good-natured warning. Guidry guessed there wouldn’t be a second one. “Let the games begin,” he said.

         
         On the way outside, Guidry stopped in the bathroom. A signed Picasso over the toilet, authentic as far as Guidry could tell,
            probably worth a fortune. A charcoal sketch of a catlike creature with wings and fangs, devouring itself. He took a leak and
            combed his hair. From far away in the house, he heard a faint bang, like a door or the lid of a coffin slamming shut. He heard
            a shriek of laughter or terror. Get me out of here, he thought.
         

         
         Out back, on a half acre of lush emerald grass that Ed must have kept watered around the clock, the teenagers had gathered.
            Eight of them, stripped down to their underwear, the four boys in their Fruit of the Loom whities, the four girls in bras
            and panties. Leo went down the line with a carton of raw eggs. Each of the boys selected an egg.
         

         
         “Come here. I’ll explain the rules to you.” Ed sat on the flagstone patio, smoking a cigar. “The egg goes on top of the guy’s
            head. The nylon stocking holds the egg so that it doesn’t fall off.”
         

         
         “Naturally,” Guidry said.

         
         The boys already had their nylons. The girls helped the boys get the eggs fixed in place. The sheer, flesh-colored nylons,
            when pulled all the way down to the chin, flattened and blurred the faces of the boys, as if a thumb had tried to rub out
            a mistake. The egg protruding from the top of the skull . . . Guidry didn’t know what the hell that looked like. A tumor,
            a rudimentary horn?
         

         
         Leo went back down the line with a Coleman cooler box. What was in the cooler? Fish, naturally. Each fish was more than a
            foot long and frozen stiff. One fish for each of the girls. Guidry wished that Picasso could get a load of this. He’d throw
            up his hands, throw in the towel.
         

         
         “We played this when I was a kid,” Ed said, “the camp where my parents used to send me in the summer.”

         
         Ye gods. “What in the hell kind of camp was that, Ed?” Guidry said.

         
         “See, the girl rides on the guy’s shoulders. She has the fish. The object of the game, it’s simple. Use your fish to break
            the other eggs. Don’t let anyone break your egg.”
         

         
         Leo came over to sit with them. “Ready when you are, Mr. Zingel.”

         
         “Mount up, ladies and gentlemen!” Ed said. “A hundred bucks to the last team standing, winner takes all!”

         
         He opened a drawer in the side table next to him and took out a gun and fired into the air. Guidry didn’t have time to brace
            himself. The crack zinged off the canyon walls, zinged back around and around. Guidry felt like he was being shot at from
            every direction at once.
         

         
         “Giddyup!” Ed said.

         
         At first there was just a lot of stumbling, a lot of giggling. Eight teenage kids high as kites, the boys half blind because
            of the nylons over their heads, the fish so slippery that the girls could barely keep a grip.
         

         
         Guidry glanced over at Leo. This wasn’t so bad. Leo looked away.

         
         The girls began to swing the fish hard, harder. One boy took a vicious smack to the face. He staggered, dazed. Cindy from
            Maine maneuvered into position, white smile gleaming, and blindsided the girl on the boy’s shoulders, a blow that almost took
            her head off. A fish frozen solid—it must have been like getting hit with a two-by-four.
         

         
         A girl with pigtails smashed the egg on top of a boy’s head, smashed and smashed, driving him to his knees. Guidry, who’d
            seen rough action, who’d been on the beach at Leyte, remember, winced. Cindy broke the second egg and then just for the hell
            of it grabbed the girl’s hair and yanked her backward off her partner’s shoulders. The girl hit the ground with a crunch that
            made Guidry wince again. When the girl sat back up, her mouth full of blood, Cindy laughed.
         

         
         “Ed,” Guidry said.

         
         Ed grinned. “Did I tell you? The almighty id. Nature’s most beautiful creation. Give it sunshine, watch it blossom.”

         
         “Someone’s going to get hurt.”

         
         “Maybe not,” Ed said.

         
         Here was the savior, Guidry reminded himself once again, into whose hands he had delivered himself. Get me out of here now.

         
         One egg left. Cindy went in for the kill. The two girls hammered savagely at each other. Their partners went down. The girl
            with the pigtails tried to crawl away. Cindy chased her, caught her, pinned her, beat her until the girl’s screams turned
            to whimpers and Cindy’s fish, softening in the heat, flew apart in her hands.
         

         
         Two of the boys dragged the girl with the pigtails into the house. Cindy came over to collect her prize. She knelt in front
            of Ed. She had a smear of blood on her cheek, what might have been part of a handprint, and glittering silver fish scales
            caught in her eyelashes. Ed tucked a hundred-dollar bill beneath her bra strap.
         

         
         “And you get to be queen for the day,” he said.

         
         “I like to win, Daddy,” Cindy said.

         
         “Watch this,” Ed told Guidry. He lifted the gun and pressed the barrel against her forehead. “Do you want me to blow your
            brains out, Cindy?”
         

         
         She smiled her white, empty smile. “I don’t care.”

         
         Ed put the gun away. He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Go get cleaned up. Have some candy.”

         
          

         Ed drove Guidry back to the Hacienda himself. He told stories most of the way. How he and Norman Biltz had raised millions
            of dollars for Jack in ’60. How Sam Giancana wanted to put pressure on Bobby, so he had Marilyn Monroe drugged and passed
            around at the Cal-Neva in Reno. Ed owned copies of the pictures, if Guidry ever wanted to see them.
         

         
         Guidry listened and smiled. He had a headache, and his stomach was starting to cramp again. He tried delicately to edge the
            conversation back to that flight out of Nellis. Ed ignored him. He told more stories about the good old days.
         

         
         Guidry listened and smiled. He thought about Charlotte. Her eyes, her smell, the taste of her sweat. All the usual dumb clichés.
            Guidry was disappointed in himself. Her laugh and her frown. Ye gods, what was wrong with him? If a thought puzzled or enticed
            her, if she found a notion dubious or tempting, she squinted one eye shut the way she did when she looked through the viewfinder
            of her camera.
         

         
         “We did a few deals,” Ed was saying, “but he never succumbed to my charms.”

         
         Guidry listened and smiled. Did a few deals with who? “I can’t imagine that, Ed.”

         
         It wasn’t real, Guidry knew, what he felt for Charlotte. It was puppy love, a trick of the light, a temporary infatuation
            brought on by the novelty of the situation (his first Oklahoma housewife!), by the burden of stress under which he’d been
            laboring.
         

         
         Then why did it feel so real? Why the wrench of joy in his gut when he pictured himself getting back to the hotel and strolling
            out to the pool and seeing Charlotte and the girls again, seeing them look up, light up. The force of that desire—to be right
            there, right this minute—unnerved him.
         

         
         They pulled up to the Hacienda. Guidry started to get out of the car, but Ed shut off the engine.

         
         “You fly out of Nellis on Tuesday,” Ed said. “That colonel I mentioned. It’s all arranged.”

         
         “The day after tomorrow?” Guidry said.

         
         “I told you I’d take care of everything, didn’t I?” Ed said. “Ye of little faith. Once you get to Vietnam, Nguyen will take
            care of you. He’s your man on the ground. That’s spelled N-g-u-y-e-n. He does work for the Company, but don’t worry, we’re
            all going to hold hands and dance around the maypole together. Another guy has connections to the Vietnamese government, the
            military. He’ll be in touch. His name’s Nguyen, too. Nguyen and Nguyen, get it?”
         

         
         “A win-win situation.”

         
         “Now, go get your suitcase. Come back to the house with me. I have plenty of room. The Hacienda. Hayseed heaven. I can’t bear
            to think of you rotting away in there.”
         

         
         “I appreciate the offer,” Guidry said.

         
         “Fine,” Ed said. “You like your freedom. You like to roam like the buffalo.”

         
         Guidry got out of the car. Ed got out, too, and came around—arms spread wide, prepared to crack another few of Guidry’s ribs.
            But before he could move in for the hug, Ed’s attention drifted to the lobby doors.
         

         
         Guidry turned as Charlotte and the girls emerged from the lobby. Charlotte smiled at him.

         
         “You’re just in time,” she said. “We’re going to get a closer look at the airplanes.”

         
         Ed looked at Guidry. He looked at Charlotte and the girls. He smiled, too.

         
         “Why,” Ed said, “what have we here?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            25

         
         Charlotte had one last shot left on the roll, so she brought the Brownie out to the miniature-golf course. The frame: Joan
            preparing to putt, Frank crouched behind her, Rosemary staring up at the sky, distracted by a plane or a cloud or a bird.
         

         
         The rule of thirds. Mr. Hotchkiss would approve. Though of course he’d be horrified by Las Vegas in general. Too much noise,
            too much flash, too much raw, raucous emotion. Too much, too much, oh, dear.
         

         
         Charlotte found it all fascinating. Yesterday evening they’d taken a drive up the Strip, to downtown and back. The people!
            Men and women from every imaginable walk of life. They strode along, they stumbled along, they cuddled and shoved and ducked
            furtively into cars. A man stripped off his tuxedo jacket and waved it like a flag. Why? A woman sat on the curb, head in
            her hands but smiling. Why? Charlotte loved how every person they passed, every single person in the wide world, had his or
            her own story.
         

         
         A chorus girl strutted across the intersection. Who was she? What purpose so propelled her that she’d not had time to change
            out of her costume? The costume was made from opalescent beads and flamboyant feathers and very little, if any, actual fabric.
            Mr. Hotchkiss would not have survived the shock.
         

         
         Los Angeles was far bigger than Las Vegas. Charlotte reeled at the thought. If Las Vegas was this much, so much, too much,
            what awaited her in Los Angeles? She remembered what she’d told the girls right before they left Oklahoma: Let’s find out.

         
         Joan concentrated on her putt. Rosemary gaped at the sky above. Charlotte waited, waited, waited, the blades of the windmill
            turning, turning, turning. She wanted to freeze the moment in the perfect grid of shadows.
         

         
         Now. She pressed the shutter. Time stopped.

         
         And then the windmill resumed its slow, creaking sweep. The head of Joan’s putter clicked against the ball. Frank murmured
            encouragement as the ball dipped and curved. “Get in there,” he said. Rosemary twirled, attempting to duplicate the dancer’s
            pirouette she’d seen on a poster for the Jewel Box Revue.
         

         
         Charlotte wouldn’t know if she’d snapped the picture a split second too early or a split second too late until she saw the
            prints. That was what made photography so nerve-racking, so thrilling. You couldn’t really judge the result of what you were
            doing until it was already done.
         

         
         “I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” Frank said. “Wish me luck.”

         
         After Frank left to meet his friend, the car dealer, Charlotte and the girls ate lunch, walked the dog, and from across the
            street observed a memorial ceremony for President Kennedy. A troop of Cub Scouts in front of McCarran Air Field raised a flag,
            saluted, and then lowered the flag to half-mast.
         

         
         The dog required a nap, but the girls were still full of energy. So off they set in search of a darkroom. The hotel had everything
            else under the sun, Charlotte reasoned, why not that, too?
         

         
         The clerk at the gift shop, a gruff émigré named Otto, sold her a new roll of film, but he knew of no darkroom or lab at the
            Hacienda. He was an aspiring magician, though, and demonstrated several tricks with a pack of souvenir cards. Rosemary tugged
            Charlotte’s sleeve. Charlotte bent down.
         

         
         “Mommy,” Rosemary whispered, “will you ask him if he’ll teach us a trick?”

         
         “You ask him,” Charlotte said.
         

         
         So Rosemary summoned her courage, and Otto obliged. Patiently, he walked the girls through a trick called Who’s the Magician?
            While they practiced, he described for them the salt mines near his hometown in Austria, the cave walls sparkling with crystal
            and a vast underground lake across which you could row a boat.
         

         
         Otto sent them off to see Gigi, the photographer at the Jewel Box, who recorded all the champagne toasts, the anniversary
            smooches. Otto offered to have a bellboy show them the way, but where was the fun in that?
         

         
         They got lost, of course, and ended up outside, in a serene little cactus garden. A Mexican man raking the sand, Luis, asked
            the girls did they know that a cactus could live three hundred years and weigh five thousand pounds? No! He invited them to
            touch the different prickly spines, some soft and straight, others hard and curved. The spines discouraged animals that might
            eat the cactus and also prevented the water inside the cactus from turning to vapor and escaping into the air.
         

         
         And to think: Charlotte had been worried about the girls missing school, about them falling behind in their education.

         
         They located Gigi, finally, tweezing her eyebrows in the staff break room. It turned out that she used a Polaroid Highlander
            instant camera, so she had no need of a darkroom. There was a lab downtown, though, near Gigi’s apartment, and she offered
            to drop off Charlotte’s roll of film.
         

         
         “What’s your room number?” Gigi said.

         
         “We’re in 216,” Charlotte said. “But I’m not sure how long we’ll be staying.”

         
         “I’ll give them a kick in the pants. Don’t worry.”

         
         The girls were fascinated with the Highlander. It was Joan who piped up, to Charlotte’s surprise, without needing any encouragement
            from her at all.
         

         
         “May we try it, please?” Joan asked Gigi.

         
         “Why, sure you may,” Gigi said.

         
         She let Joan take a photo of Rosemary. She let Rosemary take a photo of Joan. She showed them how to fan the prints gently
            until the fixative dried and the phantom of the image began to appear. Charlotte, curious, asked Gigi if she liked her job
            at the hotel.
         

         
         “It’s a hoot,” Gigi said. “Oh, the things I see. You wouldn’t believe half of them.”

         
         Exactly the kind of job, Charlotte decided, that she’d like to find in Los Angeles. And why not? What was to stop her?

         
         They decided to walk over to the airport. Frank, right as they exited the hotel, was climbing out of a limousine.

         
         “You’re just in time,” Charlotte said. “We’re going to get a closer look at the airplanes.”

         
         Another man had climbed out of the limousine, too. He came around to the other side and smiled at Charlotte. He was tall,
            broad as a barn, and not just larger than life but also somehow more vivid than it—the deep, rich tan, the tonsure of downy
            white hair that circled his bald dome, a smile so forceful that it practically wrestled you to the ground and pinned you there.
         

         
         He had a story, Charlotte guessed. Oh, yes.
         

         
         “Why, what have we here?” he said.

         
         “You must be Ed.” Charlotte smiled back at him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

         
         Frank had to struggle to make his way over to them. The girls had him in their clutches—Rosemary hanging on to one hand, Joan
            the other.
         

         
         “Ed, here she is,” Frank said. “Charlotte. The damsel in distress I’ve been telling you about.”

         
         “I feel horribly presumptuous about all this,” Charlotte said. “I hope Frank hasn’t put you in a difficult position because
            of me. I don’t usually go around asking perfect strangers to borrow one of their cars.”
         

         
         Ed lifted his sunglasses to better examine her. His eyes, as Charlotte had expected, were a sparkling Kodachrome blue. “Borrow
            one of my cars?” he said.
         

         
         She didn’t know how to respond. He had absolutely no idea, it slowly dawned on Charlotte, what she was talking about.

         
         And then, as her mind began to race—why hadn’t Frank mentioned the car yet?—Ed laughed. He bent down, lifted Charlotte’s hand
            to his lips, and kissed it. His breath was warm, his palm soft, his fingernails perfectly manicured.
         

         
         “I’m pulling your leg,” he said. “Of course you can borrow one of my cars, Charlotte dear. I told Frank you could have the
            pick of the fleet. Didn’t I, Frank?”
         

         
         “You did,” Frank said.

         
         “Any friend of Frank’s is a friend of mine. Why, he’s like a son to me. What’s mine is his and what’s his is mine. Isn’t that
            right, Frank?”
         

         
         Charlotte relaxed. “Thank you so much. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

         
         Ed turned to the girls. “And these must be the lovely daughters I’ve heard so much about. I’m your Uncle Ed. How do you do?
            Are you enjoying Las Vegas so far?”
         

         
         “How do you do,” Rosemary said. “Yes. There’s cactus and miniature golf and a man who taught us tricks with cards. It’s just
            like in The Wizard of Oz. Isn’t it, Joan?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Joan said.

         
         Frank nudged the girls toward Charlotte. “We won’t keep you, Ed,” he said. “Let’s talk tomorrow, shall we?”

         
         Ed snapped his fingers three times, three loose flicks of the wrist, like a jazz singer tossing off the band’s beat.

         
         “Do you know who’s playing a gig in town this week, up at the Stardust?” he said. “You won’t believe it. Ray Bolger, the Scarecrow
            himself.”
         

         
         “You know the Scarecrow?” Rosemary said.

         
         Even Joan, whose poker face slipped only once every century or so, gaped up at Ed, too.

         
         “Know him?” Ed said. “Ray and I are old pals. Listen, I’ve got a little boat at Lake Mead. Have you been to Lake Mead yet?
            Why don’t we go out tomorrow, a family outing. I’ll see if Ray wants to tag along.”
         

         
         “That’s generous of you, Ed, but . . .” Frank tried to keep nudging the girls forward, but he’d run up against the immovable
            object of their astonishment.
         

         
         Charlotte looked over at him. Why not? It would be an adventure. Ed captivated her. He was, like Las Vegas, too much.

         
         Frank continued to smile his easy smile, but she glimpsed a pinch between his eyebrows, an almost invisible pucker of hesitation,
            a trace of dismay. Or did she? Here and gone, vanished in the blink of an eye. Charlotte wasn’t sure.
         

         
         Frank gave Ed a hearty slap on the back. “I think that’s a first-rate idea, Ed. When do we sail?”

         
          

         The girls ate an early dinner in the Garden Room. Afterward Charlotte and Frank left them for the evening with the hotel babysitter.
            Rosemary bristled at the name of the Hansel and Gretel Nursery—“We’re not babies”—but then discovered that the “nursery” catered to children of all ages and was stocked with board games, building blocks,
            and jigsaw puzzles.
         

         
         The hotel’s formal dining room was just across the lobby. Frank escorted Charlotte to a table by the pianist. Their first
            proper date. That realization, as they sipped champagne, made Charlotte laugh.
         

         
         “What’s so funny?” Frank said.

         
         “This,” she said. “Don’t you agree?”

         
         He smiled. “I do.”

         
         He knew exactly what she meant. How was that possible? How could two people know each other so well and yet not at all?

         
         “You don’t want to go to Lake Mead with Ed tomorrow,” Charlotte said.

         
         He pulled the bottle of champagne from the bucket and refilled her glass. “Why do you say that?”

         
         “Just a feeling, I suppose,” she said.

         
         “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t want to go.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “I want you all to myself,” he said. “You and the girls. I don’t want to share you with anyone else, not even for an afternoon.”

         
         She believed him. He leaned across the table to kiss her. It was a lovely moment. The champagne, the candlelight, the music.
            Only when Frank had folded his napkin neatly and left to visit the men’s room did Charlotte stop to wonder why the question
            had occurred to her in the first place, whether she believed him or not.
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         Barone dropped the Fairlane downtown, by the train station. He wiped it clean and emptied it out. The kid had left behind
            his Windbreaker and a brown paper sack with the toothbrush and the toothpaste and the pimple cream he’d picked up along the
            way. Barone wadded up the Windbreaker and stuffed it into a trash can across from the Golden Nugget. He stuffed the brown
            paper sack into a trash can a block farther on.
         

         
         He took a cab out to the Tropicana. Carlos’s joint in Vegas. Or maybe he just owned a big piece of it, Barone wasn’t sure
            which.
         

         
         Dandy Stan Contini was the whole nine yards. Rings, diamond stickpin, a walking stick with a carved ivory handle. Underneath,
            though, he was nothing but sagging gray skin and bone, already a skeleton, every breath a rattle. He took Barone up to his
            office.
         

         
         “You want a drink?” Contini said. “Something to eat?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Cancer, in case you’re wondering. Stomach and lung, the daily double. So you’re the infamous Paul Barone. You don’t look
            all that hot yourself, if you don’t mind me saying.”
         

         
         “What do you know about Guidry?” Barone said.

         
         Contini started coughing and couldn’t stop. He stabbed his walking stick into the carpet and held on, as if the coughing might
            shake him to pieces if he didn’t. The ivory handle of his walking stick was carved to look like a girl’s leg in a fishnet
            stocking.
         

         
         Finally he hacked himself dry. He wiped his forehead with a hankie that matched the cravat. “My apologies.”

         
         “What do you know about Guidry?” Barone said.

         
         “Nothing so far,” Contini said. “My boys are sniffing around. If he’s in Vegas, I’ll know something soon.”

         
         “I’m going to do my own sniffing around, too.”

         
         “Do what you want. I don’t mind.”

         
         Barone hadn’t asked if he minded or not. “Anything else?”

         
         “Be discreet,” Contini said. “This is Vegas. Did Seraphine explain that to you?”

         
         Shoot. Did she explain that to me. Barone could hear the kid’s voice. He almost smiled. Instead he stood. “If you hear anything,”
            Barone said, “I need to know it right away.”
         

         
         Contini scribbled something on a pad. He peeled off the page. “Take this down to the desk. Slim will fix you up with a room.
            You can call in for your messages. What else?”
         

         
         “I need a car.”

         
         “Just tell Slim,” Contini said. “He’ll fix you up. If you want—”

         
         He started coughing again. Barone paused on his way out the door. “How long did they give you?” he said. “The doctors?”

         
         Contini kept coughing. He waved a hand. Too long, that’s how long.

         
         Barone’s room at the Tropicana had a view of the Strip. Room service brought him a steak. He ate a few bites. He went easy
            on the rye, just a splash over ice. He took one of the pain pills. The other bottle of pills . . . where was it? Oh. Still
            in the kid’s pocket, that’s where. It wasn’t a problem. Barone felt all right, and his appetite had started to return, a good
            sign. He called Seraphine and gave her his number at the Tropicana.
         

         
         The Dunes. He started there, just up the street. The casino floor was crowded, hardly any room to move, suburban squares on
            the loose for the weekend, wild-eyed and dressed to the nines and laughing too loudly, holding their cigarettes above their
            heads as they moved around so that nobody got burned.
         

         
         I’m a private dick. I’m looking for a guy. He ran out with the company’s payroll, his boss hired me to find him. He’s with
               his wife and kids, two little girls.

         
         Stickmen, bartenders, cocktail waitresses, bellhops. A house dick came over and asked Barone who the fuck he was and what
            the fuck did he think he was doing.
         

         
         “I’m a private dick.” Et cetera.

         
         “Beat it, pal,” the house dick said.

         
         Barone beat it. He was done with the Dunes anyway.

         
         The Stardust, the Sands.

         
         Nothing. Barone called to check his messages at the Tropicana every half hour.

         
         Sunday he checked the rest of the Strip. The Sahara. The New Frontier. The Flamingo. The house dick at the Desert Inn played
            it tough. Barone restrained himself. He tried the hotels downtown. The Mint. He could feel the fever creeping back. Paul Barone
            doesn’t quit. Binion’s Horseshoe.
         

         
         Nothing, nothing, nothing.

         
         Where the hell was Guidry? Sunday evening, eight o’clock, he went up to his room to rest. A quick break. He called down and
            told the desk to wake him in an hour.
         

         
         But he couldn’t sleep. Lying in bed, the room an oven, light from the Strip bleeding through the crack in the curtains. Barone
            realized that he’d been driving in the wrong lane, the wrong direction. Guidry wouldn’t stay at one of the big fancy joints.
            Too many people, too many eyes, someone might recognize him. He was at one of the dozens of little motels in town. The Del
            Rey, the Monie Marie, the Sunrise, the Royal Vegas. But no, that didn’t feel right either. Not enough people, Guidry would
            feel too conspicuous.
         

         
         Barone got out of bed and went downstairs and found Dandy Stan Contini in the showroom. Contini was tap-dancing, twirling
            his cane. “Look at me!” Contini sang. “I’m dead, and I feel like a million bucks!”
         

         
         No. That wasn’t real. The fever. The colored kid turning around and looking at him. Theodore, don’t call me Ted, don’t call me Teddy. That was the fever, too. The kid with the hole in his head, looking at Barone before he even pulled the trigger.
         

         
         Barone woke at eight in the morning. Monday. He opened the curtains, and the blast of white desert light was like getting
            slugged in the face. His bad hand hurt like hell again. Go see a doctor. All right, but first he needed to follow a hunch.
            He told the switchboard to put him through to Dandy Stan Contini.
         

         
         “I still haven’t heard anything,” Contini said.

         
         “Where do families stay?” Barone said.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “You come to Vegas with your family. Is there a joint like that?”

         
         “Who comes to Vegas with their family? But the Hacienda. That’s where.”

         
         The Hacienda was about a mile south of the Tropicana, stuck off by itself in the no-man’s-land across from the airport. Barone
            sat in the parking lot and watched the people come and go. Some of the usual crowd, the wolves and the sheep that you’d see
            anywhere on the Strip, but lots of families, too. A father and his two teenage boys in matching madras golf slacks. A little
            girl in a red velvet dress hop-hop-hopping on one foot. The doorman wore a Santa hat and handed out candy canes to all the
            kiddies who passed by.
         

         
         Guidry was here. Barone didn’t know how he knew it, but he did.

         
         He went inside and paid for a room. Two dollars extra for a view of the pool. Sure, why not.

         
         The coffee shop had a clean line on the lobby doors. Barone took a seat at the counter. He ordered chops and black coffee.
            He set the room key next to his plate so the waitress could see it. He had a long wait, most likely, and didn’t want any hassle.
         

         
         He wasn’t worried that Guidry might make him. Guidry knew the name, but he didn’t know Barone. And they’d only been in the
            same room a couple of times, years ago. Guidry grinning and greasing the big wheels at the party, Barone just another forgettable
            face in the crowd. Watching Guidry, watching everybody.
         

         
         “Top off that java for you, hon?” the waitress said.

         
         “Yeah,” Barone said. “And some ice water.”

         
         “Any luck at the tables today?”

         
         “Not yet.”

         
         A couple of hours later, just before noon, Barone saw Guidry emerge from the elevator. He was with the woman, the one he was
            using, and the two little girls. Guidry said something to the woman, and she smiled. The doorman in the Santa hat held the
            doors open for them.
         

         
         Barone took his time and gave Guidry plenty of room. He paid his ticket and took a toothpick from the tray and strolled out
            of the coffee shop. Through the big glass lobby doors, he watched Guidry and the woman and the two little girls get into a
            green Rolls. No suitcases. He watched the Rolls drive off. They’d be back.
         

         
         He stepped outside and looked around.

         
         “Help you, sir?” the doorman said.

         
         “Oh, hell,” Barone said. “I must have missed them.”

         
         “Who’s that, sir?”

         
         “My pal and his wife. You didn’t see anybody get in a Rolls-Royce just now, did you?”

         
         “Mr. and Mrs. Wainwright. Sure.”

         
         So Guidry hadn’t switched up the names. He was cutting corners, starting to breathe easy. Good. Or he had to keep the name
            to keep the woman in the dark.
         

         
         “Don’t mention it to them that you saw me, will you?” Barone told the doorman. “It’s a surprise. I’m here for the anniversary
            party. That’s a surprise, too.”
         

         
         The bar. Barone ordered rye on the rocks and took two more of the pain pills. Now what? This was the part of the job he enjoyed
            the most. All the pieces spread out on the table in front of him, the cogs and the springs and the screws. Try this, try that.
            Fit everything together just right, wind it up, watch the clock start ticking.
         

         
         The woman and the two girls made it interesting. Barone preferred to take care of them separately. Maybe he could find a way
            to lure Guidry downstairs, alone. Get him in the car, drive somewhere nice and quiet, and then go back afterward for the others.
         

         
         Hello, Frank. Let’s go for a ride.

         
         But Guidry might cause a fuss. He’d already bolted once, in Houston. Most guys saw the light and accepted the inevitable.
            A few guys kept kicking until the bitter end. Good for them, as long as it wasn’t Barone who got kicked. He remembered his
            old buddy Fisk in Houston. Barone’s aching hand remembered the son of a bitch’s switchblade.
         

         
         He asked for more ice in his drink. The bartender chopped up a chunk. Barone watched the steel pick flash, the glitter fly.

         
         Let’s go for a ride, Frank. Be polite and I won’t touch the woman and her kids.

         
         No. Guidry wouldn’t buy. He wasn’t stupid. And he wouldn’t give a shit anyway, what happened to the woman and her kids.

         
         Don’t give Guidry an opening. Find his room, jimmy the lock, knock him cold when he walked in the door. Barone had his jawbreaker
            with him, always, a leather sap filled with lead shot.
         

         
         Were the woman and her daughters staying in the same room as Guidry? Barone would make them wait in the bathroom while he
            finished Guidry with the belt. Stan Contini could send a crew to tidy up. Just the one stiff left for him at the hotel. That
            wasn’t too much of a mess. Barone would take care of the woman and her kids somewhere private.
         

         
         Let’s go for a ride, lady. You and your daughters. Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you.

         
         She’d buy. I’m not going to hurt you. She’d buy because she’d want to buy, with all her heart.
         

         
         Barone held the glass of ice to his forehead and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, a guy was sitting on the stool
            to his right. Another guy slid in on his left. Barone looked at them in the mirror. Heavyweights, both of them, all smiles.
         

         
         The meat on the right held a .45 in his lap, down low so that the bartender couldn’t see it. “Mr. Barone,” he said. “Welcome
            to Las Vegas.”
         

         
         “I’m on a job,” Barone said.

         
         “No fooling. That’s why the man wants a word.”

         
         Barone was too hot, too tired, to smile at the twist. “Let’s go for a ride?”

         
         The meat on the right glanced at his partner. They’d been warned, but up close Barone didn’t seem like such a bad brass boy,
            did he?
         

         
         “That’s right, Mr. Barone. No trouble, okay? We’re all friends here.”

         
         “Sure we are,” Barone said.

         
         They took Barone’s Police Positive and drove him up to the Desert Inn. Barone in the backseat, his thoughts drifting. Not
            memories as such. His mouth filled with the flavor of strawberries. A song playing faintly, in the corner of his mind.
         

         
         Past the cages, down a corridor, elevator up. The door to the office, carved wood and a truss of black iron, looked like it
            had been pried off a cathedral in Germany.
         

         
         “After you, Mr. Barone,” the meat who did the talking said.

         
         The man sitting behind the desk had a world-class schnoz and friendly eyebrows. Thick glasses with black plastic frames.

         
         “You know who I am?” he said.

         
         “Moe Dalitz,” Barone said.

         
         “So you know I run this town.”

         
         “For the boys back east.”

         
         The meat behind Barone tensed and shifted. Barone could feel it. But Moe Dalitz just grinned. He tapped a finger against his
            schnoz.
         

         
         “Exactly,” he said. “Like you, Mr. Barone, I serve the greater good. The community, as it were.”

         
         “Who tipped you?” Barone couldn’t figure it. Only Stan Contini knew he was at the Hacienda. Stan Contini had no reason to
            bring Moe Dalitz into the mix. He had every reason not to do it.
         

         
         “Who tipped me?” Dalitz said. “Nobody tipped me. You’ve made enough noise to wake the dead. Asking around, yanking on pant
            legs.”
         

         
         He was lying. If Dalitz put a tail on him Saturday or Sunday, Barone would have picked it up. Though Barone hadn’t spotted
            his boys just now, had he? Not until they walked into the bar and sat down right next to him.
         

         
         Barone knew he was slipping. The fever. But Dalitz had been tipped.

         
         “I have enormous regard for you, Mr. Barone,” Dalitz said. “I have enormous regard for your employer. But we have a certain
            way of doing business in Las Vegas.”
         

         
         “It’s an open city,” Barone said.

         
         “You’re right again. Because everyone agrees it’s an open city. Because everyone agrees to follow the rules.”

         
         What fucking rules? While Barone stood here with Moe Dalitz’s dick in his hand, wasting time, Frank Guidry was on his way
            back to the Hacienda. He was packing his suitcase, heading to the airport, disappearing forever. All this, this whole last
            week, the kid dead in a ditch, all of it for nothing.
         

         
         “Something like this,” Dalitz said, “the committee has to look it over. All the particulars, you understand. And then we give
            the green light or we don’t.”
         

         
         “Call Carlos,” Barone said.

         
         “I will. I’ll discuss everything with the committee. In the meantime take a load off. Relax.”

         
         “Call him now.”

         
         “I know you’re in a rush. I appreciate that.” Moe Dalitz shrugged but stopped halfway, with his shoulders up around his ears.
            What can I do?

         
         Who tipped him? Why? Someone who wanted to gum up the works and keep Guidry alive for another five minutes. Or was Barone
            slipping and Moe Dalitz telling the truth? Had Barone missed the tail?
         

         
         “The boys here will look after you,” Dalitz said. “Anything you want, just bark. I’ve got a little place down in Searchlight.
            The El Condor. You’ll like it. Craps, girls, whatever you want, everything on the house until you get your green light. You’ll
            get your green light, be patient. All right?”
         

         
         The eyebrows friendly and innocent, but not his eyes. Dalitz didn’t care if Barone thought it was all right or not. Don’t
            force my hand. That’s what Dalitz was telling Barone. You’re pain enough in my ass alive, I don’t need you dead. I don’t want
            to have to kill you.
         

         
         “My mark,” Barone said. “What about him?”

         
         “We’ll make sure he doesn’t go anywhere,” Dalitz said. “Don’t you worry. Who is he anyway? This Wainwright cat you’re so hot
            for?”
         

         
         “Call Carlos.”

         
         “If he wants me to know, yeah, he’ll tell me. Good man. I could use a guy like you around here.”

         
         Barone could keep pushing. A waste of time. But he had one more question.

         
         “Who do you know in town owns a green Rolls?” he said.

         
         “A green Rolls?” Dalitz said. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

         
         Dalitz’s face was blank on top of blank, a study in smooth nothing. Barone didn’t know if he was lying about being tipped,
            if he was lying about the Rolls. Stick to what you do best, mon cher, Seraphine told Barone once when she caught him trying to read her.
         

         
         Barone gave Moe Dalitz a nod, respectful. Fuck you. Seraphine’s advice was good. Barone would stick to what he did best.

         
         He turned to the meat. “Let’s go. Lead the way.”
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         Monday morning Charlotte woke before the girls, as usual. She got dressed and took the dog downstairs to the cactus garden.
            They watched the sunrise from there, watched the mountains drink in the color and light, every last drop of it. And oh, the
            shadows.
         

         
         The limousine arrived for them at noon. The chauffeur gave Charlotte a bow. He bowed to each of the girls, too.

         
         “My name is Leo,” he said, “Mr. Zingel’s assistant. I’m delighted to meet you. Mr. Zingel awaits us at the marina.”

         
         With his English accent and amused smile, the checkered waistcoat and brilliantined mustache, he was as much of a character
            as Ed—though Charlotte suspected that Leo had stepped from the pages of a different book, a novel by Dickens or one of the
            Brontë sisters.
         

         
         Lake Mead was something of a shock, a rude and beautiful slash of iridescent blue in the middle of the dry desert, ringed
            by chocolate and cinnamon canyons. Charlotte rolled down her window and took a photo as the limousine wound around the shoreline.
            She would have to be thrifty with her film. She had only one roll for the day and guessed that much was still to come.
         

         
         When they reached the marina, she discovered that Ed’s “little boat,” the Miss Adventure, was an enormous yacht, spacious enough to accommodate half the population of Woodrow, Oklahoma. She wasn’t surprised. Ed
            waved to them from the bridge, his captain’s hat cocked at a jaunty angle. In which novel did he belong? That was the question.
            Perhaps Gatsby, Charlotte decided. Or perhaps his width and breadth required more room to maneuver, so an epic poem like the Odyssey.

         
         They boarded. As the Miss Adventure slid away from the dock, Leo showed Charlotte and Frank and the girls to the vast teak sundeck. He introduced them to the
            other passengers, two teenage boys and a teenage girl. Ed’s nephews, Dennis and Tim, and his niece, Cindy.
         

         
         “Very nice to meet you, ma’am,” Dennis told Charlotte.

         
         “Have you had a nice time in Las Vegas, ma’am?” Tim said.

         
         Cindy, a pretty girl with her blond hair plaited into Heidi-of-the-Alps braids, lifted a heel and bent one knee, a little
            curtsy.
         

         
         Charlotte couldn’t decide if Ed’s nephews and niece were the most extravagantly well-mannered high-schoolers she’d ever encountered
            or if they were just putting her on.
         

         
         “Did you come straight from class?” she asked.

         
         All three of them wore Catholic-school uniforms: the boys in dress shirts, ties, and pressed navy slacks, Cindy in a white
            blouse with Peter Pan collar, a plaid skirt, knee socks. Charlotte could imagine Ed blowing like a gale wind through their
            high school, charming and terrifying the nuns, liberating his nephews and niece from Algebra II so they could spend the afternoon
            with him.
         

         
         “What?” Tim said. He and Dennis and Cindy regarded Charlotte blankly.

         
         “I just assumed,” Charlotte said. “Your uniforms . . .”

         
         “Yes,” Cindy said. “We came from class.”

         
         “Yes,” Dennis and Tim agreed.

         
         Before Charlotte could wonder about their odd reaction, Frank put a hand on her shoulder and pointed across the deck. An unshaven
            man in dark glasses lazed in a canvas deck chair, swaddled in blankets. He looked vaguely familiar, but Charlotte couldn’t
            quite place him.
         

         
         “Is that who I think it is?” Frank said. “I think it might be.”

         
         The man noticed them staring. He lifted his bottle of beer in greeting and, without any sort of preliminary, began to sing
            “If I Only Had a Brain” from The Wizard of Oz.

         
         Charlotte saw Joan squeeze Rosemary’s hand. That’s him.

         
         “I know,” Rosemary whispered. But she seemed uncertain. Where was the floppy hat? Where were the tufts of straw? Why did his voice
            sound as if it had been dragged through gravel?
         

         
         Still, though, what a voice. So distinctive that it could never be confused for any other.

         
         “It looks as if Ray had a late night,” Frank murmured to Charlotte. “I think his head really is full of stuffing.”

         
         Halfway through the last verse of the song, Ray Bolger lost steam. But he took a swig of beer and managed to finish. He threw
            off the blanket, as everyone applauded, and made his way unsteadily toward them. Frank stepped forward to take his elbow,
            to keep him from toppling over the railing.
         

         
         “Thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Most kind, most kind. For my next number . . .”

         
         A look passed over his face. Charlotte knew that look, from long experience with Dooley. So did the girls.

         
         “Are you feeling under the weather?” Rosemary asked.

         
         “Not at all,” Ray Bolger said. He eyed the railing, but then the nausea seemed to pass. “I’m fit as a fiddle. In tip-top shape.
            Never better.”
         

         
         “It’s such an honor to meet you, Mr. Bolger,” Charlotte said.

         
         “It’s an honor to be here,” he said. “On a lake, apparently.”

         
         Charlotte could see the girls conferring telepathically. You ask him. No, you. Finally Joan took the plunge.
         

         
         “Are you really the Scarecrow?” she said.

         
         “Every single day for the past twenty-five years,” he said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I shall retire below for a short intermission.
            You’ve been a most delightful audience.”
         

         
         The surface of the lake was as flat as glass, the wind barely a whisper, but the journey across the deck almost defeated him.
            He rolled, he pitched. But then, just before he reached the hatch, he kicked a leg and shrugged a shoulder and flapped the
            opposite arm. Wrist, elbow, hip, and knee—he came gracefully unhinged, the dance that Charlotte had seen him perform on the
            movie screen so many times.
         

         
         “It really is him, Joan,” Rosemary said.
         

         
         “I know,” Joan said.
         

         
         Charlotte turned to smile at Frank, but he was watching Ed’s niece, Cindy, who had reached out to stroke Joan’s head.

         
         “So smooth,” Cindy said.

         
         “Let’s go up front,” Frank said. He took Joan’s hand in his. “Ed! Do you have anything to eat on this rust bucket?”

         
         Of course Ed had everything to eat. He exchanged his captain’s hat for a chef’s toque and cooked hamburgers and red-hots on a portable charcoal grill.
            Leo set up a buffet of deviled eggs, German potato salad, corn on the cob, succotash. For dessert there were chocolate-chip
            cookies, fudge brownies, fruit cocktail in strawberry Jell-O with whipped cream on top.
         

         
         They ate and ate and yet barely made a dent. Charlotte climbed onto a locker so that she could take a photo of the spread
            from above. Which fairy tale was it, where the hero encountered a table that magically replenished itself? Had the enchanted
            table been a reward or a dangerous temptation? She couldn’t recall.
         

         
         They anchored in what appeared to be the very center of the lake, far from shore. Charlotte considered how deep the water
            must be. Compared to Lake Mead, Oklahoma reservoirs and ranch ponds were just boot prints filled with muddy rainwater. She
            kept a close eye on the girls. The pair of cork life preservers tied to the railing looked more decorative than practical.
         

         
         Ed beckoned to her. Charlotte left Frank and Leo to fend for themselves—Rosemary and Joan were teaching them how to play Down
            Down Baby—and pulled over a chair.
         

         
         “Are you enjoying yourself?” Ed said.

         
         “Very much,” Charlotte said. “We’re having a wonderful time.”

         
         “Good. Now, let’s get to know each other. Tell me a juicy secret about yourself. I promise not to breathe a word.”

         
         She laughed. “I’m afraid I don’t have any secrets, juicy or otherwise.”

         
         “Of course you do. Everybody has a secret or two.”

         
         “Then shall you go first?”

         
         He grinned with approval. “I can see why Frank likes you. All right. Let me think. Once upon a time, there was a boy. He had
            nothing. He wanted everything. So he worked hard. He made certain sacrifices. He held on for dear life. That’s the best way
            I can describe it. Now the boy has everything he ever wanted.”
         

         
         “But?” Charlotte said.

         
         “But?”

         
         “There’s not a moral to the story?”

         
         “Sure there is,” Ed said. “Decide what you want and let nothing stand in your way. Come, see, conquer. That’s the moral to
            the story. It’s what I like about Frank.”
         

         
         About Frank? The assessment surprised Charlotte. And then she remembered what she’d said to Frank the other night, after they’d
            made love. I don’t really know much about you, do I? She remembered the thought that had nagged at her from the beginning, how she might know even less about him than she thought.
         

         
         And what, really, did she know about Ed? The limousine, the yacht. Frank said that the two of them had become friends at an
            insurance convention in Minneapolis, that they’d discussed policy proceeds. Now that she’d actually met Ed, Charlotte found
            every individual part of that account difficult to grasp.
         

         
         She looked over at Frank, who was obediently following Rosemary’s instructions. Clap clap shimmy clap, down down baby. Frank was watching her and Ed, too, Charlotte realized, from the corner of his eye.
         

         
         “Ed?” Charlotte said. “How did you and Frank meet?”

         
         “Oh, no,” he said. “Do I look like a sucker to you? It’s your turn. How did you and Frank meet?”
         

         
         “Frank didn’t say?”

         
         “I want to hear your account.”

         
         She told him about the accident with the car, the motel, the mechanic.

         
         Ed grinned again. “And so in Frank galloped, your knight in shining armor.”

         
         “He’s been very kind. And so have you.”

         
         He leaned closer. “And tell me. What’s that on your finger?”

         
         Her gold wedding band. Charlotte had forgotten to remove it. After all these years, it had become a part of her, invisible.
            She tugged the ring off her finger and dropped it into her purse.
         

         
         “Once upon a time, there was a girl,” she said. “She didn’t know what she wanted. Or rather she knew what she wanted but was
            afraid to admit it. And then one day . . .”
         

         
         “She wasn’t afraid anymore,” Ed said. “She made her decision and held on for dear life.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         He contemplated her. “I will tell you another secret,” Ed said, but then Frank materialized next to them, the girls at his
            side.
         

         
         “How are you two hitting it off?” he said. “I told you she was a peach, Ed, didn’t I?”

         
         “That you did. And that she is.” Ed gave Charlotte’s knee a fatherly pat and stood. “Join me below in the salon, boychick.
            There’s a business matter I’d like to discuss in private.”
         

         
         Frank groaned. “Ye gods, Ed. I’m on my vacation. Let’s wait till this evening at least. I’ll drive out to the house. Don’t
            ask me to abandon these three beautiful ladies on such a beautiful day.”
         

         
         “Cindy will keep them company,” Ed said. “Cindy! Come play with the new kids!”

         
         Ed waved to his niece, who stood off by herself, leaning far out over the railing and gazing at the water.

         
         “Ed, please,” Frank said. It was unmistakable this time, the pinch between his eyebrows, a pucker as when the fabric is too
            thin and the thread too tight. “We can talk later, as much as you want.”
         

         
         “We’ll be just fine,” Charlotte said. She didn’t understand why he was so reluctant to leave her and the girls alone for a
            few minutes. “Really, we will.”
         

         
         Still Frank hesitated. But he could see her puzzling. “All right, Ed,” he said finally. “Down the hatch we go. Your wish is
            my command.”
         

         
         Frank and Ed went below deck. Ed’s nephews helped Leo pack up the buffet. Cindy floated over, trailing a finger along the
            rail and swaying to a song it seemed only she could hear.
         

         
         “What’s that?” Cindy asked.

         
         “This?” Charlotte said. “My camera.”

         
         “Do you want to take my picture? Ed’s friends always take my picture.”

         
         Cindy was indeed striking, with her blue eyes and heart-shaped face. “All right,” Charlotte said. “Are they photographers?
            Ed’s friends?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Charlotte waited until Cindy turned her head to gaze back out over the water and then snapped the photo. The slant of Cindy’s
            chin, the blond braids beginning to fray, a dreamy expression that made her face seem ever so slightly out of focus.
         

         
         “Do you know how to play Down Down Baby?” Rosemary asked Cindy. “It’s hard to learn, but we can teach you.”

         
         Cindy didn’t seem to hear. “I’m looking for her,” she said.

         
         “For who?” Rosemary said.

         
         “The ghost.”

         
         Rosemary was immediately transfixed. “What ghost?”

         
         “The girl,” Cindy said. “She went for a swim in the middle of the night, when everyone else on the boat was in bed. We were
            all asleep.”
         

         
         “It was this boat?” Rosemary said.
         

         
         “The summer before last. Yes. She went for a swim and never came back.” Cindy giggled. “Down, down, baby.”

         
         Joan pressed against Charlotte. Unlike her sister, she didn’t enjoy ghost stories. Neither did Charlotte, and certainly not
            this one.
         

         
         “Let’s talk about something else, shall we?” Charlotte said. “Let’s make a list of our favorite boats from books and movies.”

         
         But Rosemary would not be deterred. “Who was she? The ghost?”

         
         “A cocktail waitress at the Stardust,” Cindy said. “That’s what she told everyone. But we knew she was lying. She was a dirty
            little liar. That’s what Ed said.”
         

         
         The splinter of uneasiness that had worked its way under Charlotte’s skin began to ache. Surely none of this was true. Surely
            this was just a story that Cindy had invented to frighten the girls.
         

         
         Cindy put a finger to her lips. Shhh. “You have to promise,” she told Rosemary. “To keep the secret. You know what happens
            if you can’t keep secrets.”
         

         
         “That’s enough,” Charlotte said, more sharply than she’d intended. She pulled Rosemary closer.

         
         Cindy regarded Charlotte placidly. “Okay.”

         
         “But I want to hear more about the ghost,” Rosemary said. “Don’t you, Joan?”

         
         “No,” Joan said.

         
         “I saw her once,” Cindy said. “The ghost. She’s beautiful now. Like a flower after it dies. She’s peaceful. She thinks she’s
            dreaming. She thinks someday she’ll wake up.”
         

         
         “Mommy,” Rosemary said, “I can feel your heart beating.”

         
         Cindy’s attention drifted back to Rosemary. She crooked a finger at her. “Come with me,” she said. “Let’s go look for her
            together.”
         

         
         Frank was still below deck. Leo and the nephews were out of sight, on the far side of the cabin, nowhere near. Cindy reached
            for Rosemary’s hand, and Rosemary reached automatically to take it, and just as automatically Charlotte seized Cindy’s wrist,
            yanking it roughly away from Rosemary.
         

         
         The girls stared at Charlotte, shocked.

         
         Cindy stared at Charlotte’s hand on her wrist. “Wow,” she said.

         
         Charlotte tightened her grip. “Go away. Do you understand? Leave us alone.”

         
         For the first time, Cindy really looked at Charlotte, really seemed to register her. Cindy’s expression—no anger, no surprise,
            no anything—chilled Charlotte. She remembered the stray dog, when she was a child, that bit two neighborhood children. Before her father
            chased it off with a rake, the dog had approached Charlotte, too. Moving slowly, calmly, with what seemed the utmost indifference.
         

         
         “You’re going to be sorry,” Cindy said.

         
         “Do you understand?” Charlotte said. “Leave us alone.”

         
         And then the deck shuddered beneath Charlotte’s feet. Ed had returned to the bridge and started the engines. Charlotte dropped
            Cindy’s wrist, and Cindy spun away with a laugh, her plaid skirt flaring.
         

         
         The blood rushed back into Charlotte’s body as Frank walked toward her and the girls, smiling.
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         Guidry knew that Ed had no pressing business to discuss below deck. He was just tugging Guidry’s strings, making him dance,
            having what he, Ed, called fun. Guidry couldn’t cause a scene. For his sake and Charlotte’s both. She and the girls would
            be fine for five minutes. Leo was up there with them. He wouldn’t let Cindy get out of hand.
         

         
         “Scotch?” Ed poured without waiting for an answer. They were down in what Ed called the salon. Guidry had seen cathouses with
            a more subdued use of brass and red velvet.
         

         
         “Where’s the fire, Ed?” Guidry said. “Don’t say you’ve had a change of heart about sending me to Vietnam.”

         
         Who, me? Ed waved away the mere suggestion. He settled into a stuffed leather wing chair and put up his feet.
         

         
         “Boychick,” Ed said, “this is your masterpiece. How’d you do it? You should see how she looks at you. She thinks you’re the
            cat’s meow. Don’t sweat, I won’t blow it for you.”
         

         
         “You just want to see me squirm a little,” Guidry said.

         
         “Just a little, sure.”

         
         “I still need her, remember. I’m not in Saigon yet.”

         
         “Don’t sweat. The kids are on their best behavior. You like their getups? That was my idea. I knew you’d get a kick out of
            it.”
         

         
         Guidry listened to the slap and mumble of water against the hull. He listened to Ray Bolger snoring on the other side of the
            wall. Guidry couldn’t hear what was happening up on deck. Anything at all, he knew, could be happening up on deck.
         

         
         He lifted his glass and admired how the light filtered through the scotch. Don’t rush. If he tried to rush, Ed would slow
            it down and make him pay.
         

         
         Ed lit a cigar. “So. Our dear Charlotte. You really dig her, don’t you?”

         
         “Dig her?” Guidry said. “What do you mean?”

         
         “Frank Guidry, of all people. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”

         
         There was no safe way to play this. Guidry could hold his bluff and pray. He could come clean and pray. Ed might decide it
            was a weakness he couldn’t afford: Guidry’s feelings for Charlotte. Ed might decide it was a weakness he couldn’t afford:
            Guidry sticking to a weak bluff.
         

         
         Guidry shrugged. “Sure, I dig her,” he said, “but what does it matter?”

         
         What does it matter? He asked himself the same question. What did it matter if he might want to spend his life with Charlotte and the girls? What
            did it matter if he’d lost his goddamn mind? Tomorrow he’d be on a plane to Vietnam or he’d be dead. Either way he would never
            see Charlotte and the girls again.
         

         
         Ed kept working away at his cigar. The first match burned down, so he lit a second one. He nodded, satisfied with Guidry’s
            answer.
         

         
         “Ray was supposed to sing for half an hour,” Ed said. “That goggle-eyed bean-eater. He’s not getting his money, I can promise
            you that.”
         

         
         “Let’s toss him in the lake,” Guidry said. “Make him swim home.”

         
         “Come by the house tonight. Nine o’clock or so. I’ll have what you need for tomorrow. You want me to send Leo for you?”

         
         “I remember the way.”

         
         “C’mon.” Ed stood. “Back to the party.”

         
         Charlotte and the girls were safe and sound. It had never been in doubt, Guidry told himself. Ed raised anchor, and they headed
            back to port. Guidry had to prove to the satisfaction of Rosemary and Joan that he remembered the game they’d taught him,
            every word and every handclap.
         

         
         Sweet, sweet, baby,

         
         I’ll never let you go,

         
         Shimmy, shimmy cocoa pop,

         
         Shimmy, shimmy pow.

         
         Charlotte sat by herself, watching them, watching Guidry. Dusk falling, the lights of the marina twinkling. In the fading
            glow, Charlotte seemed to be fading, too, just a figment of his imagination, and that thought—she wasn’t real, none of this
            was real—filled Guidry with a dread unlike any he’d ever known. Unlike any he’d known for a long, long time. He’d lost his
            mind. He’d fallen from grace. Until Charlotte and the girls came along, nothing in heaven or earth had been able to move him.
         

         
         Guidry rode up front with Leo so that Charlotte and the girls could stretch out in the backseat of the Rolls. Rosemary and
            Joan slept all the way to the Hacienda. Charlotte did, too, curled in the far corner, her head resting against the window.
            Images flickered and flared on the glass behind her, headlights and billboards and a forked tongue of lightning far off across
            the desert. It was as if Guidry could see the dreams passing through her mind, projected up onto a movie screen.
         

         
         He couldn’t go to Los Angeles with her and the girls. The idea was too impossible to even entertain. Carlos would find Guidry,
            anywhere in the country, only a matter of time. That was if Ed didn’t kill him first, when Guidry said, No thanks, Ed, I’ve changed my mind about Vietnam, sorry for any inconvenience.

         
         “Leo.” The backseat was a mile away, the tires on the pavement a noisy hum, but Guidry kept his voice soft anyway. Leo, absorbed
            by thoughts of his own, didn’t hear him the first time. “Leo.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir?” Leo said.

         
         “I could use some good advice, Leo,” Guidry said.

         
         “As could we all, sir.”

         
         Guidry couldn’t go to Los Angeles with Charlotte and the girls. But what if they came with him to Vietnam? Guidry would have
            to convince Ed. Wasn’t that an even more impossible, and dangerous, idea?
         

         
         “A man finds himself in a dark wood,” Guidry said. “And then he finds himself in a different, even darker wood. He becomes
            exasperated with the hand of fate.”
         

         
         “Quite understandable,” Leo said.

         
         “It’s Milton, isn’t it? Where Lucifer falls from grace? I never read Milton. I never really read Dante either. Just enough
            to fake it.”
         

         
         “‘Awake, arise, or be for ever fall’n.’”

         
         “Is that Milton? Don’t show off, Leo. With that accent of yours, it’s not a fair fight.”

         
         Leo nodded in pleasant agreement.

         
         “I know the knack to a happy life, Leo,” Guidry said. “So that should make every decision an easy one, should it not? I’ve
            never had any struggle before.”
         

         
         Leo didn’t ask Guidry to explain the knack to a happy life. He didn’t even raise a wry eyebrow. He seemed to grasp the point
            that Guidry was making. Guidry supposed that if Ed had detected his feelings for Charlotte, Leo had probably detected them,
            too.
         

         
         “Say something, Leo.”

         
         Nope. Nothing. Not a single twitch of the Clark Gable mustache. Guidry gave up. But then Leo sighed.

         
         “With every decision we create a new future,” Leo said. “We destroy all other futures.”

         
         “That’s heavy, Leo,” Guidry said.

         
         “Is it?”

         
         “It sounds heavy, at least. With the accent.”

         
         Leo raised that wry eyebrow and pulled the Rolls up to the hotel entrance. Guidry reached over the seat to touch Charlotte’s
            knee, but she was already sitting up. She hadn’t been sleeping after all.
         

         
         “Here we are,” he said.

         
         “Yes,” she said.

         
         No one had much of an appetite after the feast on Ed’s boat, so they skipped dinner and watched the go-karts instead. Noisy
            insects, oily little exoskeletons, scuttling around the track. Guidry, Charlotte, and Joan watched—Rosemary pined to be out
            there, her fingers clutching the chain-link and steering each driver around the turn. Guidry smiled, but Charlotte hadn’t
            noticed. After the go-karts, Guidry had a drink at the bar while Charlotte supervised baths and prayers, tucked the girls
            in.
         

         
         Upstairs, his room, Guidry put a hand on Charlotte’s waist and drew her close for a kiss. But she slipped away before he could
            get properly started.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” he said.

         
         She crossed to the window. Her back to him, her troubled face in profile. How had he missed it before now? On the boat, in
            the car. Frank Wainwright had missed it. Guidry, if he’d been himself, if he hadn’t lost his goddamn mind, would have seen
            this coming from a mile away.
         

         
         “Feeling all right?” he said. “Too much dessert earlier?”

         
         “Frank,” she said.

         
         What had Cindy said to her on the boat? God only knew. God only knew what damage Guidry would now have to repair.

         
         He walked over, caressed Charlotte’s shoulder. “What is it?”

         
         She turned to him finally. “Is there something you’re keeping from me, Frank?”

         
         He looked into her eyes. Tell her everything. Everything. Guidry had to fight the impulse. Tell her everything and beg her
            to believe that he’d changed, that he was changing, that he might change, just give him half a chance.
         

         
         She’d be moved by his honesty and throw her arms around his neck, just like the actresses did in the movies, a swirl of perfume
            and violins. Sure, just like that. Oh, Frank, you only needed a good woman to save you, didn’t you?

         
         “Am I keeping something from you?” he said. “Of course not.”

         
         “It’s Ed,” Charlotte said. “Maybe I’m being silly, but it just seems . . . I don’t know. I’ve seen you with him, Frank, and
            something just isn’t quite . . . right.”
         

         
         “Well . . .”

         
         “His niece, Cindy, told us a story about a woman who drowned. A woman on Ed’s boat, a cocktail waitress at the Stardust. Or
            the woman claimed to be a cocktail waitress. Cindy made it seem as if Ed . . . I thought at first it was just a silly ghost
            story, but now I’m not sure.”
         

         
         J. Edgar Hoover’s undercover girl. Guidry silently cursed Cindy. “That’s why I didn’t want to leave you alone with Cindy,”
            he said. “I should have been honest from the beginning. It’s why I didn’t want to go to Lake Mead in the first place.”
         

         
         “Why?” Charlotte said.

         
         “Ed does everything he can for her. She’s his sister’s only kid. He’s paid for half a dozen different private schools. Cindy
            gets things mixed up in her head. She’s a little . . . mixed up. You figured that out.”
         

         
         They were the right lyrics, but Guidry could tell that he was botching the melody. Charlotte’s eyes searched his. You had
            to put your heart into deception, you had to give it everything you had. But Guidry didn’t want to be doing this, he didn’t
            want to lie to her, ever again.
         

         
         She nodded, though. “I could see that, yes.”

         
         “Cindy read something in the papers,” he said. “Or she saw something at the movies. Nobody drowned. She sat next to a cocktail
            waitress from the Stardust on the bus one day. That’s how her mind works. Nobody drowned, not on Ed’s boat.”
         

         
         “Who is he, Frank?” she said.

         
         “Ed?”

         
         “Who is he really?”

         
         Put your fucking heart into this, Guidry warned himself, and do it now. Do it now or everything ends now.

         
         “Look,” Guidry said. “I admit it, Ed’s no choirboy. That’s why I didn’t want you to meet him. Nothing illegal, but he does
            business with some characters. He has to, now and then. It’s Las Vegas, after all.”
         

         
         “I have children, Frank,” she said. “I have two daughters. Do you understand?”
         

         
         “I’d never do anything to put the girls in any kind of danger. Never. I swear on my life. And we’re done with Ed now. We’re
            done with Cindy. All right?”
         

         
         She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She nodded again. She believed him. Guidry felt sick to his stomach with shame.
            If he really loved her, he’d turn around and walk out the door. If she really knew him, she’d walk out the door and run.
         

         
         The thought of losing her, though, losing the girls—he truly couldn’t bear it.

         
         “I love you,” he said.

         
         She sighed. “Frank.”

         
         “It’s crazy. You don’t have to explain that to me. We’ve known each other hardly a week. But . . .”

         
         Guidry had taught himself to drive when he was ten years old. Sunday mornings, while his father slept off the Saturday-night
            bender. The truck was a rattletrap Ford, with a push-button starter and the gearshift down on the floor. Guidry bouncing along
            the parish back roads, palms sweating on the steering wheel and eyes watering because he was afraid to blink. Don’t forget
            to check the mirror. Don’t forget to check the other mirror. Aware of every thought and movement. Every movement requiring,
            first, a thought.
         

         
         He remembered that feeling now. Don’t forget to breathe.

         
         “I’m not a kid anymore,” he said. “I can tell what’s fake and what’s real. I think I can. You can tell it, too, can’t you?”

         
         She said nothing but let him take her hand and press it against his cheek.

         
         “I didn’t rub a lamp and wish for this,” he said. “But now what can I do? I want to be with you and the girls, for the long
            haul. I just can’t imagine it, my life, any other way.”
         

         
         “Frank . . .”

         
         “Ed offered me a job overseas,” Guidry said. “In Asia, in Vietnam. I have to go see him about it in a minute. It’s a legitimate
            opportunity, no funny business. I want you to come with me. You and the girls.”
         

         
         “Come with you?” she said, startled. “To Asia?”

         
         “Come with me. Vietnam is a beautiful country. Think of the pictures you’ll take. Shadows you won’t find anywhere else. I
            can’t turn down the job. But just for a year or two, and then we’ll go wherever we want.”
         

         
         She stared at him, trying to decide if he was serious.

         
         Guidry needed that first yes again. He needed the chance that she’d given him back in Santa Maria, when he first offered the
            ride to Los Angeles.
         

         
         “Just think it over before you decide,” he said. “Will you do that? That’s all I’m asking. Think it over before you decide.
            The girls can learn a new language. We’ll all learn a new language. You said you wanted to see the world. Let’s see it together.”
         

         
         “Frank,” she said. “I’m not even divorced yet.”

         
         “That doesn’t matter.”

         
         “It does. I left Oklahoma so that I could make a new life for myself, for the girls. I have to do that on my own. I want to do that on my own.”
         

         
         “You can. You will. We don’t have to get married. That doesn’t matter either. All that matters is I’m with you and you’re
            with me. I love you. I love the girls.”
         

         
         “You’re not listening to me, Frank.”

         
         “I am,” he said. “Please. I don’t know what the hell’s happened to me. My life made sense to me before I met you. Now . . .
            it’s like I bumped into you and the girls and something inside of me tumbled off a shelf. No. It’s like all of me fell off
            the shelf and broke to pieces on the floor. I don’t . . .”
         

         
         Words were failing him. When in Guidry’s life had that ever happened?

         
         She turned back to the window, away from him again. He couldn’t tell if she was looking out at the lights of the go-kart track
            or at her own reflection in the glass.
         

         
         “I’m so thankful that I met you, Frank,” she said. “You’ve no idea. I think I must have rubbed a lamp and wished for you, wished for this week we’ve had together. I just didn’t realize it.”
         

         
         “Do you love me?” he said.

         
         “I can’t come with you, Frank.”

         
         “We’ll make a life together. Any kind of life you want.”

         
         He gripped her slender arm so tightly that he could feel her pulse beating. He’d made a point of it, his entire life, of never
            wanting anything he didn’t already hold in the palm of his hand. Of never wanting anything he wouldn’t mind letting go.
         

         
         Not now. Not now.

         
         “Please,” he said. “I’ll be back in an hour, and we can talk about it. Just think about it. Give me a chance.”

         
         “Oh, Frank.”

         
         “We love each other. Nothing else matters.”

         
         He pressed his lips against hers. After a moment she kissed him back.

         
         “Just think about it,” he said. “Yes?”

         
         She nodded again. “Yes,” she said.
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         Searchlight was an hour south, on the way to Bullhead City. Barone had been through it on his way up to Las Vegas. He’d passed
            right by the El Condor.
         

         
         Moe Dalitz’s meat had names. Joey, the driver, the talker, the younger of the two, the dumber of the two, thick neck striped
            with razor burn. He was the one who’d put his arm around Barone back at the Hacienda. Shelley, in the passenger seat, not
            a talker, snapping his gum and cracking the knuckles on his right hand, one by one. A former boxer, by the look of his chewed-up
            ears. He didn’t seem too bright himself.
         

         
         I could use a guy like you around here. What Dalitz had said to Barone, but it wasn’t true. Dalitz and Sam Giancana had a couple of guys almost as good as Barone.
            But instead Dalitz had sent Joey Won’t Shut Up and Shelley the Broken-Down Palooka to pick up Barone and babysit him.
         

         
         Did that mean something? Was Dalitz sending Barone a message? Was he telling Barone one thing and wanting him to do another?
            Barone didn’t know. Not his line of work. Moe Dalitz, Carlos, Seraphine. They disguised every move. They told the truth with
            a lie and a lie with the truth. They arranged the dominoes and let some chump knock them over.
         

         
         Barone could feel the fever building, brewing. Like it had back in New Mexico. His head would be steady for a long stretch,
            and then without any warning he’d be out to sea, bobbing around. Jumping through time, back in the Quarter as the old colored
            man played “’Round Midnight.”
         

         
         The ditch where he’d left the kid was on the other side of Bullhead City. Theodore, don’t call me Ted, don’t call me Teddy.
            Maybe the cops had found his body by now. Just some colored kid, who cares? The cops wouldn’t go to any trouble for him.
         

         
         Maybe after he took care of Guidry, Barone would forget about New Orleans. He didn’t know where he would go, what he would
            do. His mind traveled to a place covered with snow, the air cold and sweet. Alaska, maybe.
         

         
         “Your hear me?”

         
         Barone came back from Alaska. “What?”

         
         “I said here we are,” Joey Won’t Shut Up said.

         
         Barone walked into the El Condor. His head was steady again for the time being, the clouds gone and the sky bright. Joey came
            inside with him. Shelley stayed in the car to watch the parking lot. In case Barone tried to sneak out of the hotel and give
            them the slip.
         

         
         Joey talked to the manager and came back with Barone’s key. The ratty little room had a bed, a chair, a dresser. Barone didn’t
            see anything that he could use against Joey. The TV antenna ears, maybe. The glass ashtray. On a good day, he’d take Joey
            nine times out of ten, even Joey with a piece and Barone without one. But it wasn’t a good day for Barone, and nine times
            out of ten wasn’t good enough odds anyway.
         

         
         If it’s a fair fight, Barone learned early on, you’ve screwed up somewhere.

         
         He took a seat on the edge of the bed. Joey took a seat in the chair. Barone stood back up. So did Joey.

         
         “I’m getting a drink,” Barone said.

         
         “Whatever you say, Mr. Barone,” Joey said.

         
         The bar was dim and almost empty. They sat on the rail. Barone picked a spot by the jiggers and shakers, the spoons and the
            strainer, a bin full of ice. He ordered a double rye and Coca-Cola on the rocks for himself, one for Joey, too.
         

         
         “Thank you,” Joey said. “Now, that’s the brotherly spirit.”

         
         “You have to sit on my lap?” Barone said.

         
         Joey smirked. He scraped his stool an inch closer. “I’m just doing my job, Mr. Barone.”

         
         “Call me Paul.”

         
         “I got a brother named Paul,” Joey said. “He lives back east, Providence, works construction. You think I’m a load, you should
            see Paulie. I’m the runt of the family.”
         

         
         “Who tipped your boss?” Barone said. “You have any idea? You weren’t tailing me last night. I would have made you.”

         
         Joey smirked. Barone didn’t make him nervous. Why would he? Joey was one of Moe Dalitz’s guys. You hit one of Moe Dalitz’s
            guys, you’re hitting Moe himself, and then watch out. Nobody would be so foolish. That’s what Joey believed. Barone understood
            that it was more complicated than that. He understood better than anyone.
         

         
         “Paulie played right tackle at Notre Dame,” Joey said. “You should have seen him play. When he hit the defensive line, it’d
            blow up like you threw a hand grenade at it. Boom. Could have played in the pros. Everybody said so.”
         

         
         It was driving Barone up the wall. Nobody knew that he’d tracked Guidry to the Hacienda. Just Stan Contini. Just Seraphine
            if Stan had talked to her. So how then . . . ?
         

         
         Seraphine.

         
         But she wouldn’t want to gum up the works. She wanted Barone to finish Guidry. She needed him to finish Guidry. Seraphine was on the hook for all this, the same as Barone.
         

         
         Somebody had tipped Moe Dalitz, though. Somebody . . . Fuck, Barone saw it now, he started to pick apart the knot. Go all
            the way back to Houston. How did Guidry get past Remy, that first night at the hotel bar? Because someone had tipped him.
            Guidry had known that Remy was waiting for him.
         

         
         Seraphine. She’d tipped Guidry in Houston. She was gumming it up for Barone in Vegas. Or it was whoever owned that green Rolls.

         
         Joey pointed his swizzle stick at Barone’s wrapped-up right hand, his bad hand. “What happened to your mitt there?”

         
         “It was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Barone said.

         
         “Hurt much?”

         
         “Only when my heart beats.”

         
         “I got another brother, Gary, he works for Ray up in Boston,” Joey said. “You ever heard of him? Gary Ganza. He’s the brains
            of the family. He’s on his way up. Gary Ganza. Watch the marquee. His name’ll be up in lights one of these days.”
         

         
         Barone waited until Joey leaned and reached for a handful of peanuts. He gave the barstool a nudge with his knee. Joey was
            almost as big as the mark back in Houston—bigger, even—but give me a lever and I can move the world.
         

         
         Joey caught himself just in time, before he toppled over. Slapping the bar top, though, spilling peanuts, cussing. The bartender
            had seen it before. He shot Joey a dirty look and moved away to smoke in peace.
         

         
         “You’re wet already, Joey?” Barone said. “After only one drink?”

         
         Joey wasn’t grinning now. He bent over and glared down. “Something’s wrong with the goddamn stool.”

         
         “Better write a letter to your congressman.”

         
         “Screw you,” Joey said.

         
         “I’ve heard of a Gary who works for Patriarca,” Barone said. The lacquered cherrywood handle of the ice pick was curved, shaped
            like an hourglass. The wood cold in Barone’s left fist, because the bartender had left the pick lying right next to the bin.
            “What’s the last name again?”
         

         
         Joey finished giving the leg of his stool what for. “Ganza. What did you hear about Gary?”

         
         “I don’t want to tell tales out of school,” Barone said.

         
         “C’mon. Spill.”

         
         Barone put his right arm around Joey’s shoulders, and Joey leaned in to listen, and Barone brought up his left hand and jammed
            the five-inch needle through Joey’s earhole. So quick and clean, in and out, that Joey didn’t realize for a second that he
            was dead. His lashes fluttering, his lips puckering. And then he slumped. Barone, ready, caught him before he could slide
            off the stool. Not a drop of blood. The angle had to be just right, but that was the beauty of an ice pick through the brain.
         

         
         Now the tough part. Barone ducked under Joey’s arm and lifted him to his feet. The runt of the family, hard to believe. Barone
            staggered, dug in, held up. The dead weighed more than the living. It was a fact.
         

         
         “C’mon, buddy,” Barone said. “You’ve had enough to drink. Let’s put you to bed.”

         
         Barone left a five on the bar. When the bartender glanced over, Barone gave him the Moe Dalitz shrug, shoulder up around his
            ear. Hey, what can you do?
         

         
         He lugged his blacked-out pal from the bar. Slow work. Heave. Ho. Barone started to sweat, his legs shaking. Past the blackjack
            tables. Nobody paid any attention to him and Joey. Down the hallway. Good thing the El Condor was such a runt itself, the
            entire joint not much bigger than the lobby of the Dunes or the Stardust. If Barone had to lug Joey through the Dunes or the
            Stardust, he’d never make it.
         

         
         The room, finally. Barone unlocked the door and dumped Joey on the bed. He tried Joey in a couple of different positions,
            arms and legs here and there, with the pillow and without, before he decided on an arrangement that looked right, looked natural,
            like a guy flopping off a bender.
         

         
         He took Joey’s piece, the .45. A dribble of blood now, curling out of Joey’s ear and down his cheek, along his jaw. Barone
            found Joey’s handkerchief in the breast pocket of his sport coat. He dabbed the blood clean and then folded the handkerchief
            back up, tucked it away.
         

         
         In Belgium when a shell burst close by, the concussion sucked you out of your body and then shoved you back inside, wrong
            side up. Barone’s fever was more gentle than that, more like the universe breathing you in and out, in and out, but the same
            general sickening sensation. Barone needed to puke. He went into the bathroom and bent over the bowl. Nothing came up. The
            sweat poured off him. But he just needed to wait a minute. It would pass.
         

         
         Seraphine. Was she the one who’d tipped Guidry in Houston? Who’d gummed up Barone in Vegas?

         
         He would find out. You could count on it. After Barone took care of Guidry, he was going to hop the first flight back to New
            Orleans, kick in the door of Seraphine’s house on Audubon Park, and do to her for pleasure all the things that over the years
            she’d had him do for business.
         

         
         Shelley the Broken-Down Palooka had the car window open, his arm resting on the frame. He saw Barone and tried to figure it.
            Barone alone, but not running away. Barone alone, walking toward him with a calm, friendly expression. Barone saying, “Better
            come inside, Joey is puking up his breakfast. Must be some kind of bug.”
         

         
         By the time Shelley started fumbling for the piece in his holster, Barone was already there, and it was too late.
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         When Charlotte said that she’d consider going with him to Vietnam, that she’d give him a chance to convince her, the relief
            Guidry felt was such sweet thunder—the sky breaking open and the rain raking across parched fields. But he enjoyed the moment
            for exactly that long: a moment. By the time the elevator dropped him to the lobby and the doors rattled open, his stomach
            was clenched, his mouth dry.
         

         
         First the hard part, now the harder part. Here we go.

         
         He walked across the parking lot. Cold tonight, the wind slashing. What would Ed say when Guidry asked if he could bring Charlotte
            and the girls along to Saigon? Ed might say yes. He might shrug and say, Why the hell not? Because Ed was, let’s be honest, certifiably cuckoo. He might think it was a gas—Guidry in Saigon with June Cleaver and the
            two little Beaverettes. As long as Guidry did the job that Ed wanted him to do, as long as Guidry did it well. Sure, boychick, why the hell not? Ed would want to hear all the amusing details. He’d tune in every week.
         

         
         Driving, Guidry prepared his case. Ed, I’ll do the job you want me to do. I’ll do it well.

         
         Charlotte and the girls would be an advantage in Vietnam, not a vulnerability. Consider the angles. Guidry needed to make
            friends in high places. A lot of the Americans in Saigon—the lieutenant colonels and brigadier generals, the embassy officers
            and economic advisers, the procurers and suppliers—a lot of those men would bring along their own wives and kids. They’d trust
            a fellow family man. Cookouts and dinner-dances and sunbathing by the hotel swimming pool. Say, Jim, have you and Susie found a reliable babysitter yet?

         
         Don’t you see, Ed?

         
         Ed might see, if he let Guidry get that far. If Ed didn’t just laugh and shoot Guidry before he even got started.

         
         But why worry? The time for that had passed. Guidry’s history was already written. He thought about what Leo had said: With every decision we create a new future. We destroy all other futures. Guidry had made his decision. He’d destroyed all futures but this one.
         

         
         He turned off the highway and followed the winding drive to Ed’s house. The night couldn’t make up its mind. Black or bright?
            For a hundred yards, Guidry couldn’t see an inch past the reach of his headlights, but then the moon would punch free of the
            clouds. The saguaro rearing up, the red rock walls about to topple down on him.
         

         
         He kept his window open. Freezing his ass off, but he didn’t want to start sweating.

         
         Ed’s glass house was dark. In one far window, Guidry caught what might have been the tip of a cigarette glowing.

         
         The front door had a heavy brass knocker that Guidry hadn’t noticed the first time. It was the mournful face of a gargoyle,
            eyes closed. When Guidry lifted the face to knock, he found a second face underneath. The same gargoyle, but grinning now,
            eyes open, staring back at him.
         

         
         After a long minute, Leo opened the door. He’d traded his black Savile Row suit for a sport shirt and faded blue jeans and
            a pair of leather huaraches.
         

         
         “Sorry,” Guidry said. “I was looking for my old pal Leo.”

         
         Leo’s eyes twinkled. “Good evening, sir. Mr. Zingel is in the library. If you’ll follow me.”

         
         They passed through the dark and empty living room. Through the dark and empty dining room. Not a sound, just their footsteps’
            tap-tap-tap on the marble and the wind booming against the plate glass. Out over the desert, the moon blinked on, the moon blinked off.
            Guidry wished that Cindy and her friends were here, splashing in the pool or lounging on the zebra-skin rug. Ed’s lost boys
            and girls gave him the creeps, but this deserted house was worse.
         

         
         “Where’s the gang tonight, Leo?” he said.

         
         “Mr. Zingel sent them to the pictures in town,” Leo said.

         
         A light at the end of the tunnel, the golden frolic of a fireplace, Ed’s library. Ed sat behind a big oak desk. Guidry took
            one of the club chairs in front of it. There wasn’t much on the desk. A telephone, a box of cigars, a manila envelope stuffed
            thick. Ed’s gun.
         

         
         “Romantic, Ed,” Guidry said, “and I appreciate the effort, but turn on a lamp for God’s sake, will you?”

         
         “I do my best deliberating in the dark,” Ed said.

         
         The moon blinked on. Two walls of the library were nothing but glass.

         
         Guidry nodded. “That’s better,” he said. “Thank you.”

         
         “Anything for you, boychick.”

         
         “You’re still deliberating?”

         
         “Not about this. Not about you.” Ed glanced at his watch. “I made up my mind minutes ago.”

         
         Leo brought Guidry a glass of scotch, neat. Ed pointed to the manila envelope.

         
         “The paperwork that’ll get you onto Nellis, out of Nellis, into Vietnam,” Ed said. “It’s all on the up-and-up, more or less.
            You toil in middle management for a company that has an army contract. Rain-suit parkas and combat trousers, lightweight,
            Limited Procurement Order 8901. Fletcher and Sons Fabric and Apparel, Holyoke, Massachusetts. It’s a real company, a real
            contract. I might even turn a profit.”
         

         
         “You know, I’ve always wanted to get into pants.”

         
         “You’re hitching a ride with a fine pilot and degenerate gambler by the name of Colonel Butch Tolliver. His bird flies tomorrow
            evening at seven sharp, a transport Cargomaster. I’m still working on a passport. Give me a few weeks. You won’t need one
            right away, since you’re flying into Tan Son Nhut. That’s the air base. Nguyen’s greased all the necessary wheels. So for
            the time being, you’re still Frank Guidry. Can you remember that?”
         

         
         “I’ll do my best,” Guidry said.

         
         “Leo, run downstairs and get us a bottle of the good stuff, will you?” Ed said. “The ’46 Macallan. We’re celebrating. Grab
            yourself a glass, too.”
         

         
         Ed gave the manila envelope a flick of his finger. It spun across the polished wood to Guidry’s side of the desk. Guidry didn’t
            reach for it.
         

         
         “What are you waiting for, boychick?” Ed said. “There’s no surprise twist. The surprise twist is that there’s no surprise
            twist. You’re going to have a long and fruitful life. We’re going to have a long and fruitful partnership.”
         

         
         “I’ve a favor to ask, Ed.”

         
         Ed had been about to clip the end off a cigar. He put down the cutter. He put down the cigar. “Another favor, you mean.”

         
         “You’ve already done a lot for me,” Guidry said. “Nobody understands that better than I do.”

         
         “It appears not,” Ed said, “or you wouldn’t be asking for another favor. Do you have any idea what I’ve sacrificed for you?
            The money and the goodwill I’m leaving on the table? Guess how much you’re worth to Carlos.”
         

         
         “So you’ve made the discreet inquiry.”

         
         “Of course I have. Don’t sound so shocked.”

         
         “I’m not shocked.”

         
         “You would’ve done the same thing, boychick, if you’d been in my place. I hope so, anyway.”

         
         Guidry drank his scotch, all of it, one long swallow. “I want to take Charlotte and her daughters with me to Vietnam.”

         
         The moon blinked off. The room went dark again. Guidry couldn’t make out Ed’s expression. The wind outside paused to gather
            itself and then charged again, yowling at the glass.
         

         
         “You’ve got some balls,” Ed said. “I’ll say that for you.”

         
         “Let’s look at the advantages,” Guidry said.

         
         “What’s the expression you always use? ‘Ye gods.’ That’s it. Mind if I borrow it?”

         
         “I’ve thought it through, Ed. I’ll do the job you want me to do. I’ll do it well. This won’t change anything.”

         
         Hearing the words out loud, Guidry knew that his argument was doomed. He’d known it all along and just refused to admit it.
            Balls were well and good, but a man who put those balls on the block for a woman and two kids he’d met a week ago? Who in
            the world would ever have faith in that man’s judgment again?
         

         
         “Ye gods,” Ed said.

         
         “Ed . . .”

         
         “All right. I can arrange it.”

         
         Guidry’s momentum had almost carried him into the next sentence. Ed, just listen to me, they’ll trust a family man even more than they’ll trust a single . . .

         
         “What?” Guidry said.

         
         “I’ve picked my horse, boychick. Now I want to see him run. You’ll pay off for me or you won’t. Besides, who am I to stand
            in the way of true love?”
         

         
         What?

         
         But then Ed was shifting in his chair, his smile was flashing from the darkness, his hand was resting on the gun.

         
         “Just one condition,” Ed said. “I keep one of the little girls for myself. Your choice, I don’t care which one.”

         
         Guidry tried to smile back. “Hilarious, Ed,” he said.

         
         “Is it?” Ed said. “It’s a good deal, I think. You still come out ahead. We can flip a coin if you want. What are their names
            again?”
         

         
         A log in the fireplace burst into brilliant confetti. The moon blinked on. Ed roared with laughter. “You should see your face,
            boychick.”
         

         
         “Goddamn it, Ed.”

         
         “Am I a monster?” Ed said. “Is that what you think of me? I’m disappointed. I’m flattered.”

         
         “Goddamn you.”

         
         Ed picked his cigar back up and clipped the end. “I’ve already arranged it. Charlotte, the kids. All four of you are on that
            flight tomorrow.”
         

         
         “You already . . .”

         
         “I knew you’d want to take them along,” Ed said. “Well, I gave it even odds. Everything you’ll need is in the envelope. Go
            ahead, take it.”
         

         
         Ed noticed that Leo was still lingering in the doorway.

         
         “Did I just imagine it, Leo,” he said, “or did I ask you to run downstairs and get that bottle of ’46 Macallan so we can celebrate?”

         
         Guidry picked up the manila envelope. He wanted to climb over the desk and give the big bastard a hug. “Goddamn you, Ed.”

         
         “I was in love once,” Ed said. “I bet you didn’t know that. Long ago, but I remember what it feels like. Love doesn’t last,
            but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t ever there.”
         

         
         “I don’t know if it’s love,” Guidry said. “I don’t know what it is.”

         
         “Just don’t come crying to me. When you get bored and want to ship the wife and kids back stateside. By the way, you’re staying
            here tonight. You’ll be safer.”
         

         
         “Safer?”

         
         “I’ll send Leo for the ladies. Give them a call. Let them know he’s on the way.” Ed looked over again. “Leo! Wake up, for
            God’s sake!”
         

         
         Leo still hadn’t moved from the doorway. Guidry had only half a second to wonder why, half a second to wonder why Leo had
            a gun in his hand, and then time jerked forward, jumped ahead, Leo’s arm already raised and the trigger already pulled, the
            earsplitting rip of blue fire leaping toward Ed and Ed’s head snapping back, a puff of blood.
         

         
         Leo.

         
         Leo.

         
         Leo, who knew how much Guidry was worth to Carlos, dead or alive.

         
         Guidry had been shot at before, plenty of times during the war, so he didn’t freeze when Leo turned and pointed the gun at
            him. He dove for the desk. Oak and heavy, between him and the doorway. He felt and then heard, thump and crack, the second
            bullet miss him by inches. The glass wall behind the chair where he’d been sitting frosted over.
         

         
         All Leo had to do was take a few steps to his left. Guidry was in a corner, nowhere to hide. Ed, one last favor before he
            died, had managed to grab for his gun and knock it to the carpet. But it was too far away, on the wrong side of the desk.
         

         
         Leo. Making his big move. Take out Ed, cash in Guidry. Ed, if his brains hadn’t been blown loose, would have been impressed.

         
         “Come out,” Leo said.

         
         “Leo. Let’s discuss this.”

         
         What was Leo waiting for? He hadn’t spotted Ed’s gun yet. He thought Guidry might have it.

         
         “Come out,” Leo said.

         
         The moon blinked off. He who hesitates. Guidry scrambled for Ed’s gun, and blue fire blazed, and out of nowhere a girl screamed.
            A scream of blistering, bloodthirsty fury.
         

         
         The shot missed, Guidry wasn’t dead. He didn’t think so. He came up and saw some kind of demon thrashing around on Leo’s back.
            Cindy, digging her fingers into Leo’s face, like she was trying to peel the skin off his skull.
         

         
         Leo spun, looking for a clean shot over his shoulder. They lurched together across the library, and Leo fired, and Cindy’s
            head snapped back. Still she hung on to him. Leo spun again and flung her off, into the window already frosted by the bullet.
            The glass shattered. Cindy and all the winking shards spilled onto the black lava rocks outside.
         

         
         Leo turned toward Guidry, and Guidry shot him in the chest. Leo dropped his gun and went down on one knee. He shook with laughter.
            Ha! Ha! That’s what it looked like. Guidry shot him again. Leo tipped over. He blew one last dark bubble of blood.
         

         
         Cindy was dead, too. Ed was dead. Guidry allowed himself three deep breaths. One, two, three. That was it, all he could afford,
            no more. He made sure he had his car keys. He made sure he had the manila envelope.
         

         
         He walked through the house and out the door. He didn’t hear or see anybody else. Either Cindy had returned alone from the
            movies or the other kids had fled when they heard the gunshots.
         

         
         One last deep breath, for the road. Guidry got into his car and started the engine.
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         It was clear now to Charlotte that Frank was hiding something from her. Hiding everything, perhaps. About Ed, about himself.
            But a different realization—he wasn’t listening to her, he’d stopped listening to her—made her heart grow even heavier.
         

         
         “I left Oklahoma so that I could make a new life for myself and the girls,” she said. “I have to do that on my own. I want to do that on my own.”
         

         
         “Just think about it,” he said. “Give me a chance. We love each other. Nothing else matters.”

         
         He kissed her. She kissed him back.

         
         “Will you think about it?” he said. “Yes?”

         
         Charlotte nodded. “Yes.”

         
         She did love him, she supposed. But at this point in her life, so much else mattered, too. So much else mattered more. He
            would have understood that, if only he’d been listening.
         

         
         “Good-bye, Frank,” she said.

         
         “I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

         
         The door closed behind him. Charlotte took a seat on the bed to wait. The cream-colored chenille spread was patterned with
            rosebuds. She counted them one by one. When she reached fifty, when she’d given Frank enough time to take the elevator down
            and walk to his car, when she was sure that he wouldn’t return for forgotten car keys or wallet, she stood and crossed the
            hall.
         

         
         She left the light in her room off—the glow from the miniature-golf course would have to do—and slid open the dresser drawers
            as quietly as possible.
         

         
         The girls would be indignant. They always insisted on packing their own suitcases and placed great importance on what went
            where, in which order, exactly. But Charlotte didn’t want to wake them yet, not until everything was ready. Rosemary would
            have too many questions. Charlotte would have to stop and explain to her why they were leaving now, why Frank wasn’t coming
            with them, why they needed to hurry, hurry, hurry. Charlotte had only an hour until Frank returned. She didn’t want to say
            good-bye to him twice.
         

         
         Get in the cab, girls, hurry, hurry, hurry. I’ll explain everything once we’re on the bus.

         
         Was there a late-evening bus to Los Angeles? Yes, surely there was. If not, Charlotte would cross that bridge when she came
            to it.
         

         
         Would the girls ask why Frank hadn’t said good-bye to them? Oh, yes, surely they would. Charlotte had no idea yet what she’d
            tell them. She’d cross that bridge later, too.
         

         
         One of Joan’s shoes was missing. Charlotte got down on her knees and felt around beneath the bed. The dog padded over and
            pressed his cold nose against the side of her neck.
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” she whispered to him. “I haven’t forgotten you.”

         
         The dog flopped down next to her and heaved a skeptical sigh.

         
         “They won’t keep you off the bus,” she told him. “I won’t let them.”

         
         Charlotte felt . . . good. Bright-edged and clearheaded and optimistic. It was only a bit more than a week ago that she’d
            sat numb and exhausted at the dining-room table as Dooley carved the Sunday roast. Only a bit more than a week ago that the
            prospect of yet another day of this—her life, in her skin—had made her want to curl into a ball and never move again.
         

         
         Now, even though she knew that there were trials yet to come, she couldn’t wait for tomorrow. She couldn’t wait to see what
            it might bring.
         

         
         Joan’s missing shoe finally revealed itself, wedged between the wastebasket and a leg of the desk. Climbing to her feet, Charlotte
            saw an envelope on the desk. She’d almost missed it in the dim light. Inside the envelope were the prints from the roll of
            film she’d entrusted to Gigi.
         

         
         Charlotte shuffled through the stack. The shot from the miniature-golf course had turned out rather nice, though not quite
            the way she’d expected. The shutter had lagged a bit, spilling the shadows from the windmill onto Frank and the girls. But
            the extra split second had given Rosemary’s pirouette an extra inch of lift and thrown Joan’s golf ball into stark white relief
            and caught Frank at the very beginning of a smile.
         

         
         She stuffed the photos into her purse and finished packing. She checked to make sure that the girls were still asleep. Their
            day at the lake had knocked the stuffing out of them, and they hadn’t stirred. It would be a struggle to wake and dress them,
            but Charlotte had time.
         

         
         Back across the hall in Frank’s room, she found a pen and a sheet of hotel stationery. She didn’t know what to put in the
            note. What more was there to say? Already he was beginning to transform in her mind, changing from a real person to a fond
            memory. A memory that would grow perhaps even fonder over time, but also less real.
         

         
         She considered giving the photo to him, the one from the miniature-golf course. It was the best of the batch, though, so she
            decided to keep it for herself.
         

         
         When she opened the door to leave, she was surprised to find a man standing there. He’d been about to knock, she assumed,
            though his arms were at his sides.
         

         
         “Oh,” she said. “Hello.”

         
         “I’m with the hotel,” the man said.

         
         “Is there a problem?”

         
         “Back inside.”

         
         Her sudden panicked thought: a fire, the girls, why had she not heard the alarm? She had to go to them, she had to go to them
            now. “My daughters. I need to—”
         

         
         “Back inside,” the man said. He took a step forward, and Charlotte had to take a step backward and before she realized what
            was happening, the man had closed the door behind him, he’d locked it.
         

         
         He was chalky, sweating, a fringe of dark hair damp and jagged against his forehead. His suit looked as if he’d slept in it.

         
         He didn’t work for the hotel. His eyes moved around the room. His right hand was bandaged, from the wrist to the tips of the
            fingers. She hadn’t noticed that before. In his left hand, he held a gun. Where had the gun come from? She hadn’t noticed
            it either.
         

         
         She felt dizzy. Maybe, maybe this man did work for the hotel. Hotel security. Maybe . . .

         
         “Where is he?” the man said.

         
         “This isn’t my room,” Charlotte said.

         
         “Where is he?”

         
         “He’s not here. He went to visit a friend.”

         
         “Sit down. The bed.”

         
         If she screamed, the girls might wake. They might come running. They knew where she was. Every night when she’d tucked them
            in, she’d made sure that they understood. I’m just across the hall. I’ll be back by ten. If you need anything, anything at all, come and get me.

         
         If she screamed and the man fired his gun at her, the girls would hear the shot and come running. He would shoot them, too.

         
         The girls, the girls, the girls. Charlotte’s brain stammered and stalled. The girls, the girls, the girls—she could think
            of nothing else. Whatever happened, whatever she did or did not do, whatever this man did or did not do to her, she had to
            keep him away from Rosemary and Joan.
         

         
         She’d been so stupid. This was about Frank. No, it was about the man she’d thought was Frank. How could she have been so stupid?
            Her hands were shaking. She clenched them and pressed her fists flat against the chenille bedspread, the patterned rosebuds.
         

         
         “When will he be back?” the man said.

         
         “I’m not sure,” she said. “In about forty-five minutes, I think.”

         
         The man peeked into the bathroom, into the closet. He pulled the drapes shut. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

         
         His voice, quiet and conversational, should have calmed her. It didn’t. He pulled the chair away from the desk and took a
            seat by the door. He used his bandaged hand to swab the sweat from his temple, his forehead.
         

         
         He was Frank’s age. Shorter, slighter, just . . . ordinary. That was really the only way Charlotte could think to describe
            him. If not for the pallor, he might have been just any one of a dozen men—clerks and waiters and fellow guests—she’d encountered
            at the hotel. Eyes, a nose, a mouth. She waited for him to blink as he looked around the room one more time, but he didn’t.
         

         
         He crossed his legs. He draped the arm with the bandaged hand over the back of the chair. He rested the gun on his knee, the
            barrel angled casually at a spot a few feet to her left.
         

         
         He wasn’t nervous. Why was he sweating? He wasn’t drunk either.

         
         “You understand what happens if you give me any trouble?” he said.

         
         She forced herself to ignore the gun. She concentrated on the nodding toe of his black oxford. The girls, the girls, the girls.
            What if Rosemary had one of her nightmares and could not be consoled? Joan knew what to do. Let’s go get Mommy. What if Joan
            woke with a tummyache? Rosemary knew what to do. Let’s go get Mommy. She’s just across the hall.
         

         
         A soft, tentative knock on the door. Any minute now. The man would turn. Charlotte would scream as loud as she could. Run! She’d throw herself at the man and grab for his gun and keep screaming. Run!

         
         Would they? Would the girls run? Almost every decision that Rosemary and Joan made together required much discussion. How
            many times had she come across them whispering, their heads together, deliberating like a pair of lawyers in the courtroom?
            Charlotte’s scream might blast them into action, or it might freeze them in place.
         

         
         She wouldn’t live long enough to find out which. She would die without knowing if they were safe or not.

         
         “You understand what happens if you give me any trouble?” the man said again.

         
         She looked up at him. “Let me go,” she said. “Please. I’m leaving. I’ve already packed my bags. Whatever it is, whatever you
            want with Frank or with Ed, I don’t have anything to do with it. I . . . I don’t care.”
         

         
         “I’m not going to hurt you.” But the man said it only after a pause, as if he were an actor prodded from offstage to deliver
            a line required of him.
         

         
         “Please,” she said. “Let me go.”

         
         His shoulders sagged. His eyes softened. What was happening to him? One time Charlotte had taken a chocolate cake from the
            oven too soon, an early poor effort, and watched it slump in on itself before her eyes.
         

         
         The man managed to steady himself. He straightened back up. He didn’t drop the gun.

         
         “Ted?” he said.

         
         “No,” she said. “His name is Ed. I don’t know his last name. He’s Frank’s friend.”

         
         A shiver rippled through the man. Rippled away. Color, a little, returned to his cheeks and his lips.

         
         “You’re ill,” Charlotte said. “You have a fever.”

         
         “I’ve been worse,” he said.

         
         “My name is Charlotte. What’s your name?”

         
         She knew that it was hopeless. He looked at her the same way he looked at the goosenecked lamp on the desk or the glass ashtray
            on the nightstand or the blank wall behind her.
         

         
         “If anyone asks me,” she said, “I’ll swear that I never saw you.”

         
         “Shut up,” he said.

         
         “Would you like me to bring you a glass of water?”

         
         What could she do? The girls, the girls, the girls. The knock on the door, any second now. What would happen when Frank returned?

         
         “Where are your kids?” he said.

         
         Now the shiver rippled through her. He could read her mind. No. She remembered that she’d told him about the girls, even before he entered the room. So stupid.
            She’d been so stupid from the beginning.
         

         
         “I said where are your kids?”

         
         “Downstairs,” Charlotte said. “In the nursery.”

         
         “The nursery’s closed.”

         
         He didn’t know if the nursery was closed or not. But Charlotte realized it too late. He caught her initial hesitation.

         
         “Are they next door?” he said. “Across the hall?”

         
         “What happened to your hand? I have aspirin in my purse.” Anything to change the subject. “Is Frank Wainwright his real name?
            He told me that he sold insurance in New York. I’m so stupid.”
         

         
         The man uncrossed his legs and planted his black oxfords on the carpet. He braced his elbow against the back of the chair
            but managed to lift himself only a few inches before he sank down again. Charlotte thought he might set his gun on the floor
            or the dresser, so that he could use his good hand to pull himself up. He didn’t, though, and when he tried a second time
            to stand, he succeeded.
         

         
         “Toss it here,” he said.

         
         “What?” she said.

         
         “The aspirin.”

         
         She unsnapped her purse. The stack of photos, an emery board, a box of matches, her compact and lipstick, a room key attached
            to a diamond-shaped plastic tag. Nothing that Charlotte could use as a weapon. A stick of gum. Rosemary’s beloved Rickshaw
            Racer, a snap-together toy from a box of Rice Krinkles.
         

         
         “Toss it here,” he said.

         
         He caught the bottle between his bandaged hand and his chest. He unscrewed the lid with his teeth. He shook tablets into his
            mouth and chewed them.
         

         
         “I can bring you a glass of water,” he said.

         
         “Let’s go see your kids.”

         
         He might have said something else, too, but Charlotte didn’t hear it. For a moment she went deaf. Just a thin, whining buzz
            in her ears, growing louder and louder, the steam pressure building and building. How long, after your heart had stopped beating,
            could you stay alive?
         

         
         “No,” she said.

         
         “Take me to your room,” he said. “We’re going to wait for Frank there.”

         
         “We can wait here.”

         
         “Don’t you want to be with your kids?”

         
         He was going to murder her and the girls. Charlotte knew that without a doubt. She could see it. Could see the gleam of porcelain and tile and mirrored glass. Rosemary’s lifeless body in the bathtub. Joan’s lifeless
            body nestled against her. Two peas in a pod. The plastic shower curtain torn from its rings. Charlotte’s own lifeless body
            on the floor. The sink faucet running and a man’s hand cupping the water.
         

         
         Charlotte saw exactly what the man with the gun saw. It was as if the two of them stood side by side at a window, gazing out
            together at the future they would share.
         

         
         “Get up,” he said.

         
         “No,” Charlotte said.

         
         He lifted the gun and pointed it at her. She panicked. She came apart at the seams. The girls, the girls, the girls. And yet,
            at the same time, something more powerful than panic held her still, calmed her mind, emptied it of every fear, every dread,
            every distraction.
         

         
         Let him shoot her. The girls would hear the gunshot, but so would the other people in this wing of the hotel. Someone would
            call the front desk, the police. The man would have to flee. He knew that. That was why he didn’t want to shoot her. He wanted
            to take her across the hall and keep everything quiet. He expected Charlotte to keep the girls quiet for him. Shhh, he expected her to tell them. It’s all right, he’s not going to hurt us.

         
         “Get up now,” he said.

         
         She knew that he would shoot her. She didn’t care. Charlotte saw him for what he was: a weak man, powerless to move her as
            long as she refused to budge.
         

         
         And she could do that. She had not a doubt in her mind.

         
         “How did you hurt your hand?” she said.

         
         “Get up or else,” he said. “I won’t tell you again.”

         
         “Do you have someone?”

         
         “Do I have someone?”

         
         “A wife. A girlfriend. Someone who can take care of your hand.”

         
         He was unsteady on his feet. Sweating, shivering. She watched as it began to happen again—the sag, the swoon, his fever bursting
            into fresh bloom. He watched, too. They stood side by side at their window and looked into the future together. His eyes glazing,
            his knees buckling, the gun slipping from his grasp and thudding to the carpet.
         

         
         “You’re very ill,” she said. “Don’t you think you should sit down again?”

         
         He set the gun on the dresser. And then he was across the room, two startlingly swift strides—he was standing above her, he
            had his hand around her throat, he’d shoved her backward onto the bed. The weight of him astonished her. A thousand crushing
            pounds falling from the sky. She couldn’t breathe. She tried to twist away, but that made it worse. Her throat. The steady
            crushing strength of his fingers astonished her. He’d pinned her shoulders. She couldn’t breathe and she couldn’t move. Her
            vision started to warp and pulse.
         

         
         “Shit,” he said. His voice in her ear. She smelled the aspirin on his breath. She smelled the sweet, rotten tang of the dirty
            bandage. His sweat dripped down and stung her eyes. “Shit.”
         

         
         Because he’d begun to float. That’s what it felt like. Like he was lifting slowly away from her, all that weight, ounce by
            ounce, flakes of ashes scattered by the breeze. He struggled to hold on. He shivered, his eyes glazed.
         

         
         She could move one arm now, just a little. What was she searching for? She didn’t know. His gun, tucked into his waistband.
            No. He’d left the gun on the dresser. He was too smart.
         

         
         Ounce by ounce, flake by flake, he lifted away, the pressure on her throat easing. The fever had taken him again. But not
            far enough, too slowly. She still couldn’t breathe.
         

         
         Her searching hand was trapped now—tangled in a pocket, the pocket of his suit coat. She touched a smooth wooden handle. She
            touched a steel shaft attached to the handle, slender as a needle. The sharp tip pricked the pad of her index finger.
         

         
         She gripped the wooden handle, and then with the rest of the life left in her she thrust the ice pick into his side. Into
            his stomach? His thigh? Between his ribs? She didn’t know. She didn’t know if he even felt it. His breathing quickened slightly,
            but that might have been the fever and nothing else.
         

         
         And then she felt his grip on her neck go slack. He slid off her, turning to recline languidly on his side, head resting on
            his arm. She didn’t know if he was alive or dead. He might have been a man just waking from a nap, about to open his eyes
            and yawn, if not for the dark stain spreading out from beneath his belly.
         

         
         She rolled off the bed and stumbled to her feet. Her throat was on fire. She had to learn how to breathe again. In, out. She was alive. She was fairly sure of that.
         

         
         She found her purse and closed the door of Frank’s room behind her. At some point, soon, all this would overwhelm her. Whatever
            black magic that Charlotte was using to keep away the panic, the fear, the horror—soon it would vanish with a thunderclap,
            and in the flood that came afterward she’d be lost for hours, for days, she’d not be able to remember her own name or put
            one foot in front of the other.
         

         
         Soon, but not yet.
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         Guidry forced himself to drive the limit. Steady Eddie, sticking to his lane and signaling well in advance of every turn.
            He forced his mind to slow down, too. Take your time. Look at the big picture. Don’t miss anything.
         

         
         Ed’s house was in the middle of nowhere. Good. No nosy neighbors, no visitors dropping by for a chat or a cup of sugar. Cindy’s
            friends wouldn’t call the cops. Those kids had been around, they understood how the world worked. If they hadn’t bolted already,
            they would scatter when they sniffed the shit they were in.
         

         
         So Guidry had time. Ed’s housekeeper wouldn’t report to work and find the bodies until tomorrow morning. Or maybe Ed didn’t
            employ a housekeeper. Maybe it was Leo who’d mopped the floors and scrubbed the toilets and fished the golden hair of youth
            out of the drains. And that indignity was why he’d turned on Ed and made his grab for the brass ring.
         

         
         Guidry didn’t take it personally. Leo saw his chance and jumped. But Guidry needed to know if Leo had negotiated a price for
            him in advance. He hoped Leo had been acting on impulse when he pulled the trigger, because if not . . .
         

         
         Had Leo talked to someone about Guidry? Did he spill the beans that Guidry was at the Hacienda? A good-faith gesture, proof
            that Leo had the golden goose in hand?
         

         
         No. Leo wouldn’t do that. Giving up Guidry’s whereabouts would’ve made him disposable. Leo wouldn’t have cut himself out of
            his own deal. Guidry hoped not.
         

         
         He checked the speedometer. The needle had begun to creep. Easy, now. He’d be at the Hacienda in ten minutes. He’d have Charlotte
            and the girls packed up in twenty. He’d have them in the car and the car back on the road and the road singing beneath the
            tires all before the blood on the floor of Ed’s library had stopped steaming.
         

         
         They had to get out of Vegas. Not too far out of Vegas. A motel in one of the little dried-out desert towns that littered
            Highway 90 like molted snake skins, a safe place where they could wait out the day.
         

         
         A day was all they needed. Because Ed might be dead, but Colonel Butch Tolliver, degenerate gambler, was still alive. His
            plane would still fly out of Nellis tomorrow evening at seven o’clock, with Guidry and Charlotte and the girls aboard.
         

         
         Why wouldn’t it? Colonel Butch had been paid up front, Guidry assumed, and wasn’t waiting for Ed to give the go-ahead. Ed
            would have used a cutout to make the arrangements. Probably Colonel Butch didn’t even know from where in heaven his bread
            was falling.
         

         
         Guidry glanced at the manila envelope in the seat next to him. The paperwork was clean an hour ago. With luck it would remain
            that way.
         

         
         You’re staying here tonight. You’ll be safer.

         
         Ed’s last words. Guidry hadn’t pondered them until now. What did they mean? Maybe that Seraphine had tracked Guidry to the
            Hacienda. Maybe that Guidry’s time, if he didn’t turn the car around right now, was already up.
         

         
         He didn’t turn the car around. The girls would be asleep already. It was almost ten-thirty. Guidry would carry them to the
            car, one on each hip, the way he’d carried them that first night in Flagstaff. He could still feel the dense warmth of them,
            Rosemary’s soft cheek against his rough one, Joan’s breath on his neck. He could still see Charlotte, at the top of the steps,
            smiling down at him.
         

         
         Guidry remembered the first time she smiled at him. He remembered the first time he made her laugh. The diner in Santa Maria,
            Pat Boone on the jukebox, not long after Guidry had launched his devious scheme. The laugh started in her eyes, and in that
            first spark he caught a glimpse of her from beginning to end, her past and present and future, the little girl she’d been
            and the old woman that one day she’d become.
         

         
         This is going to work, he remembered thinking. I hope this works.

         
         What kind of father would he be? What kind of husband? A lousy one, Guidry had to admit, let’s be honest. He knew nothing
            about being a father and a husband. But he planned to give it everything he had, everything. That was a price he was prepared
            to pay.
         

         
         And who could say? Maybe twenty or thirty or forty years from now, Guidry would look back at the man he’d once been, that
            sharp-dressed fella sitting in the Carousel Bar at the Hotel Monteleone in New Orleans, and barely recognize him, just some
            old acquaintance whose name he could no longer recall.
         

         
         The southern end of Las Vegas Boulevard. The runway lights of McCarran just ahead. Across the street reared the Hacienda’s
            neon cowboy on his bucking bronco, waving hello, good-bye, hello, good-bye. Guidry parked as far from the sign as he could
            get, in the darkest, most deserted corner of the lot.
         

         
         You’re staying here tonight. You’ll be safer.

         
         Guidry realized that he had it wrong. Those hadn’t been Ed’s last words. Ed’s last words had been, Leo! Wake up, for God’s sake!

         
         The girls had left their Disney book in the backseat. True-life adventures of the creatures who lurked and maneuvered in darkness.
            Secrets of the Hidden World.

         
         He stashed Ed’s gun in the glove box and went straight up to Charlotte’s room. He knocked lightly. How the hell was he going
            to sell her this late-night, last-minute dash?
         

         
         He knocked again. To calm his nerves, he picked out a place for them to live in Saigon. A cream-colored town house with tall,
            arched windows and wrought-iron balconies, on a cobbled lane shaded by palms. He didn’t know if the streets were cobbled in
            Saigon, and his imaginary town house bore a suspicious resemblance to one on Esplanade Avenue in New Orleans. But Indochina
            had been a French colony, had it not? So maybe.
         

         
         A garden in back where the girls could read and play and spread out a blanket for picnics, with a little bubbling fountain
            and the bougainvillea spilling over the stone wall like foam over the lip of a beer mug.
         

         
         He tried the knob. Unlocked. Guidry didn’t turn it. As long as he didn’t open the door and step inside, as long as he didn’t
            switch on the light and see with his own eyes the empty beds, the naked hangers, the missing suitcases, he could continue
            to pretend that Charlotte and the girls were still here.
         

         
         But he knew they were gone. Of course they were gone. That last kiss. Good-bye, Frank. Guidry had known right then what was happening, but he’d just refused to believe it. Of course Charlotte was saying good-bye.
            She was too smart to stick around, to trust a man like him a second time. It was one of the reasons he’d fallen for her in
            the first place.
         

         
         Though maybe Rosemary hadn’t been able to sleep and the three of them had trekked down to the café for cookies and warm milk.
            Maybe they were on their way back to the room right this minute. . . .
         

         
         Oh, the power of self-deception. What superhuman strength, what feats of derring-do.

         
         He opened the door, switched on the light. Beds empty, hangers naked, suitcases missing. Of course Charlotte and the girls
            were gone. Of course.
         

         
         Guidry thought he’d prepared himself for the pain. No. Not even close. He’d expected a blow, a blast, a ripping, and a tearing.
            Hunker down, weather the storm, let it pass. Instead the pain inside him was like a dark tide, rising inch by inch, with nothing
            to contain it but the far edge of his life on earth.
         

         
         He didn’t bother going back to his own room. He could buy a new toothbrush. If Charlotte had left him a note, he didn’t want
            to read it.
         

         
         In the hotel lobby, a bellhop noticed Guidry.

         
         “Mr. Wainwright,” the bellhop said. “I wondered where you were. I loaded the ladies into a cab to the bus depot, half an hour
            ago. They were in some rush. You better . . .”
         

         
         And then the bellhop put two and two together. Oops. He realized that poor Mr. Wainwright had been abandoned.

         
         “Oh, jeez, Mr. Wainwright,” he said, “I just figured . . .”

         
         “Don’t worry, Johnny, I’m meeting them there.” Guidry gave the poor kid a reassuring smile. “Life couldn’t be peachier.”

         
         Guidry walked across the parking lot. Made it all the way to his car with the smile on his face, the tide of pain rising,
            rising.
         

         
         “Frank.”

         
         From the shadows emerged a man, his face so white it seemed to glow. A ghost. Maybe Cindy had been right about the afterlife
            after all.
         

         
         “You’ve got me confused with someone else, friend,” Guidry said.

         
         The ghost stopped ten feet away and lifted a gun. Guidry felt relief, not fear. Charlotte and the girls were safe. They’d
            escaped Guidry in the nick of time. Only he and he alone, right now, was going to die. Any grievance that Guidry might have
            had against God and the universe was instantly forgiven.
         

         
         “Car,” the ghost said.

         
         Guidry didn’t understand. “What?”

         
         “The car.”

         
         “You want the car?” Guidry said. “Help yourself.”

         
         “Get in. You drive.”

         
         Now Guidry got it. Somewhere out in the desert, a hole had been dug for him, his grave awaited. Well, forgive him if he declined
            to make his killer’s job easier.
         

         
         “Forget it,” Guidry said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

         
         The ghost moved slowly around to the passenger side. A breath, a step. A breath, a step. At first Guidry thought he was missing
            his right hand, but no, the hand was just slipped between the buttons of his suit coat. The ghost was hugging himself, bent
            over like he had a stomachache, but he kept the gun on Guidry.
         

         
         “You work for Carlos?” Guidry said.

         
         “What do you think?”

         
         “Who killed you?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “You look like a ghost.”

         
         The ghost managed to get the passenger door open. The dome light clicked on and lit him up. He looked worse than any ghost.
            Guidry doubted there was a drop of blood left in him.
         

         
         “Are you Paul Barone?” Guidry said.

         
         “What do you think? Get in.”

         
         In the confines of the car, Guidry might be able to wrestle the gun away from him. Or might be able to get to Ed’s gun in
            the glove box. What, though, was the point?
         

         
         “I told you,” Guidry said. “I’m not driving you anywhere.”

         
         “New Orleans,” Barone said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Get in. You drive.”

         
         “You want me to drive you to New Orleans?” Guidry said.

         
         Barone wasn’t making any sense. He tried to climb into the car but slipped and fell to one knee. When he tried to pull himself
            up, he slipped again and dropped the gun. He stayed down on his knee this time, head bowed, like he was praying.
         

         
         Guidry came around to the other side of the car. He kicked the gun away. He saw that the bottom half of Barone’s shirt was
            soaked with blood, the front flaps of his suit coat soaked, too, his trousers soaked all the way to the crotch.
         

         
         He really was missing a hand. That’s what Guidry thought at first—a bloody stump hooked onto the door handle. But then he
            realized that the stump was a hand wrapped in a bloody bandage, fingers with bloody fingernails poking out the top.
         

         
         Barone didn’t look up at Guidry. His breathing sounded like a dead leaf scraping down the sidewalk when a breeze blew.

         
         “I’m going to kill her,” Barone said.

         
         Guidry considered again how close to the fire he’d dragged Charlotte and the girls. It was unforgivable. He was unforgivable.

         
         “Too late,” he said. “You’re out of luck.”

         
         “She tipped you,” Barone said.

         
         Guidry crouched so that he could hear him better. But he kept his distance. If this was Barone, or someone like Barone, he
            might have a last sting left in his tail.
         

         
         “What did you say?” Guidry said.

         
         “She tipped you in Houston,” Barone said. “She tipped you here.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “She knew what she was doing. Bitch. All along.”

         
         Guidry realized that Barone had to be talking about Seraphine. The guy was off his rocker. “Seraphine never said a word to
            me,” Guidry said. “Not here, not in Houston.”
         

         
         “I’m going to kill her,” Barone said.

         
         “You’re not going to make it out of this parking lot,” Guidry said.

         
         Barone seemed to know it. Head hanging lower and lower, breath barely scraping along. “Carlos will find you,” he said. “He
            always does.”
         

         
         “Long may he search,” Guidry said.

         
         “If he can’t find you, he’ll go after her. He knows how to hurt you now.”

         
         Seraphine had been trying to kill Guidry for the past week and a half. He lacked much sympathy for her.

         
         “Seraphine’s not my problem,” Guidry said. “I’ll be just fine.”

         
         “Not her,” Barone said.

         
         “Who then?”

         
         Finally Barone turned his head to regard Guidry. Stick a few gallons of blood back into him and he’d look like half the guys
            Guidry had served with overseas. He’d look like half the guys in New Orleans. Just another one of Carlos’s boys. Guidry had
            probably bumped shoulders with him a dozen times.
         

         
         “The woman,” Barone said. “Her kids. Carlos knows how to hurt you now.”

         
         For a second, Guidry’s lungs wouldn’t fill. His heart wouldn’t pump. He could feel all the machinery inside him seize, the
            belts shredding and the gears grinding.
         

         
         Charlotte. The girls.

         
         Barone had tailed Guidry to the Hacienda. He’d seen Charlotte and the girls. Which meant that he’d probably told Carlos about
            Charlotte and the girls.
         

         
         “Carlos can’t hurt me,” Guidry said.

         
         “You know he doesn’t like to lose,” Barone said. Not a warning, not a threat. Just a fact so plain and obvious to both of
            them that it hardly needed to be said. “Help me up.”
         

         
         “The woman’s nothing to me.”

         
         “Help me up,” Barone said. “Get in the car. You drive. New Orleans.”

         
         “Carlos will never find them,” Guidry said. “He doesn’t know her name. You don’t know her name. They’ll be fine.”

         
         Barone didn’t answer. Dead, finally. He let go of the door handle, one bloody finger at a time, and sank to the pavement.

         
          

         That night Guidry stayed in Henderson, half an hour south of Las Vegas, at a motel attached to a bowling alley. Guidry’s room
            shared a wall with the bowling alley. He lay in bed, listening to the whunk of the ball hitting the lane and then a couple of seconds later the sharp ceramic clatter of flying pins. Whunk! Crash! Over and over again.
         

         
         That wasn’t what kept him awake till the wee hours, though, the whunk and the crash. What kept him awake was the stretch of silence in between, the anticipation, the wait for the other shoe to drop.
         

         
         Whunk.

         
         Charlotte and the girls would be fine. Carlos had no way to track them down. Sure, he’d send someone out to the Hacienda to
            nose around. But all the employees there assumed that Charlotte’s last name was Wainwright.
         

         
         Crash!

         
         Whunk.

         
         The bellman knew that Charlotte had taken a cab to the bus depot. The cashier at the bus depot might remember Charlotte, too,
            might remember the attractive lady with the two well-behaved little girls who’d bought a ticket on the late bus to Los Angeles.
         

         
         Crash!

         
         Whunk.

         
         But so what? Charlotte was a needle and Los Angeles was the biggest haystack on the West Coast. Though it was possible that
            someone might recognize Charlotte at both the bus depot in Las Vegas and the bus depot in downtown L.A., and then . . .
         

         
         Crash!

         
         Sleep came. Dreams came. A dream strange in that there was nothing too strange about it. Guidry was back at the Monteleone,
            talking to old Mackey Pagano again. The same conversation they’d already had.
         

         
         I’m in a bind, Frankie. I might be in a real bind.

         
         I’m sorry, Mack.

         
         A new dream bled into the old one. Guidry was a kid again, fifteen years old. He knew exactly how old because he stood on
            the sagging porch of the shitty little house in St. Amant saying good-bye to Annette. She was eleven years old when he left
            home for New Orleans. Two months later, Christmas Eve, their father got drunker than usual, felt meaner than usual, and beat
            her to death with the fireplace poker. Normally their father used the fireplace poker on Guidry, but Guidry was no longer
            around—he’d hightailed it to the big city and saved himself.
         

         
         Why you gotta go, Frick?

         
         Sorry, Frack. I’ll send for you when I have a big, fancy house.

         
         Guidry had returned to visit that moment every single day for the past twenty-two years. What would he give, to turn back
            the clock and live it out differently? He hoped the dream might let him, but it wasn’t that kind of dream.
         

         
         So long, Frick.

         
         So long, baby.

         
         Guidry killed the next day—Tuesday, departure day—without too much trouble. He slept late. He went next door to the bowling
            alley for a hamburger and a couple of beers. Whunk. Crash! He read the morning paper. The hue and cry about the assassination continued: Find the truth! Carlos, in New Orleans, raged. At the Warren Commission, at Guidry.
         

         
         At six o’clock the cab dropped Guidry at Nellis. He handed the corporal at the gate his pass. The pass looked official. Maybe
            it was. The corporal picked up his phone. He said a few words that Guidry couldn’t make out. He put down the phone and wrote
            something in his log. He wrote and he wrote. If a couple of MPs were lying in wait to arrest Guidry, now was the time for
            them to pop out of the cake.
         

         
         The corporal finished writing and handed the pass back to Guidry. “You know where you’re going, sir?” he said.

         
         “I’m thumbing a ride with Colonel Tolliver tonight,” Guidry said. “Know where I can find him?”

         
         “Try the BOQ. Bachelor Officer Quarters, straight ahead, last building on the left.”

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         Guidry slipped the pass back into his pocket. Once he walked through that gate, once he climbed aboard the plane and it lifted
            off the tarmac, he’d be a free man.
         

         
         Would Carlos go after Charlotte and the girls? Would he find them and kill them? Would he do worse than that? Would he make
            them pay for Guidry’s sins?
         

         
         Guidry didn’t know. He’d never have to know. In Vietnam, thousands of miles away, he would be a free man again. He could choose
            to believe whatever he wanted to believe.
         

         
         The corporal had better things to do than watch Guidry stand there. “Is there a problem, sir?” he said.

         
         Guidry thought about the question. He shook his head. “No.”
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         They approached from the west, dropping out of the bright blue empty and into the clouds. Just a few frivolous puffs at first
            and then more serious stuff, layer on top of layer, so dense and soggy that the plane seemed to labor, a dull knife trying
            to saw through waxed gray canvas.
         

         
         Vietnam was supposed to be even hotter and more humid than New Orleans. That’s what Guidry had heard somewhere. He relished
            the return to hot and humid. The desert, with air too thin and too dry to sustain meaningful life, had almost killed him.
            He was glad to be back in his natural habitat.
         

         
         Falling, falling, the landing gear clanking into place. Out of the clouds, a lush tropical patchwork below, the streams and
            swamps and canals a silvery stitchwork in the flat afternoon light.
         

         
         Guidry considered stopping off for a quick bite first. But the muffuletta from Central Grocery or the muffuletta from Frank’s?
            The gumbo from Bozo’s in Mid-City or the gumbo from Uglesich’s? Or the gumbo from . . . Ye gods, whose gumbo? Guidry would
            never be able to choose, the decision would cripple him. He picked up his car and drove straight to The Famous Door on Bourbon.
         

         
         It was too early for any Dixieland, but a few years ago the club’s owner had squeezed in a kitchen and turned the back room
            into an invitation-only social club. The Spot, he called it. Reprobates and street rats only, thank you very much. On Wednesdays,
            when the owner’s wife made her legendary braciole with tomato gravy, the joint jumped. Carlos, a champion eater in a town
            of champion eaters, wouldn’t have missed his Wednesday braciole if the whole Quarter had been on fire.
         

         
         He was sitting at his usual table, Seraphine on his right and Frenchy Brouillette on his left, Frenchy yammering away and
            keeping Carlos entertained while he ate. No bodyguard. Carlos almost never used one, not around town. What was the point?
            Take a crack at Carlos in New Orleans and you’d hit the ground before he did.
         

         
         Frenchy spotted Guidry first. Frenchy almost fell off his chair. Seraphine, who’d just taken a drag from her cigarette, held
            the smoke for a moment and then exhaled through her nostrils. That was her almost falling off her chair. She wore a demure
            little sweater dress, seafoam green, with a gathered waist and pleated skirt. A white cardigan draped over her shoulders,
            hair with spit-curled bangs and a ponytail in back, a headband that matched the dress. She looked like she was ready to integrate
            an Alabama high school in 1954.
         

         
         Carlos glanced up but kept eating. “Frenchy,” he said.

         
         “What?” Frenchy said. “Oh.”

         
         Frenchy scrammed. Guidry sat down across from Carlos.

         
         “You want a plate?” Carlos said.

         
         “No thanks.” Guidry liked the braciole at The Spot just fine, but he’d never grasped the general hysteria. Maybe it tasted
            better if you were Italian. “I’ll take the rest of Frenchy’s wine, if you don’t think he’ll mind.”
         

         
         “Take it,” Carlos said.

         
         Seraphine looked at Guidry without looking at him, tenser than he’d ever seen her before. She was wondering what he’d say
            about her, to try to save his own skin.
         

         
         Barone claimed that she’d tipped him. Guidry had thought it over during the flight from Vegas. He’d recalled the last conversation
            he had with Seraphine. From the phone box at the filling station on La Porte, back in Houston, right after he dumped the Eldorado
            in the ship channel.
         

         
         You’ll spend the night at the Rice?

         
         The slip that got him thinking. Why is she asking that? She knows I’m spending the night at the Rice.

         
         Except it hadn’t been a slip. Seraphine never slipped. She knew the fertile soil of Guidry’s suspicious mind. She’d planted
            the seed of doubt with purpose. She’d saved his life. Maybe she’d saved his life in Vegas, too, and he hadn’t even realized
            it.
         

         
         Carlos stabbed and shoveled and chewed. The heavy linen napkin tucked into his collar wasn’t just for show. “You suppose to
            be dead, Frank,” he said.
         

         
         “Don’t I know it,” Guidry said.

         
         “You like one of them cats,” Carlos said. “With the five lives.”

         
         “Nine.”

         
         “Don’t count on it.”

         
         By now everyone in the room was trying not to gawk. Even the owner’s wife, chopping garlic in the kitchen, was peeping out
            through the pickup window. Guidry liked to think that people would be telling this story, however it ended, for years to come.
         

         
         He walked right in.

         
         No he didn’t.

         
         Sat right down across from Carlos.

         
         No. And you saw it all?

         
         I was right there.

         
         Carlos mopped up the last of the tomato gravy with a crust of French bread. Seraphine still hadn’t said a word. She lit a
            fresh cigarette, the flame of the match not quite as steady as it might have been.
         

         
         “So what you want, Frank?” Carlos said. “Why you here?”

         
         Guidry reached for the bottle of red and topped up his glass. “I want to make a deal.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         “You back off me and I’ll back off you,” Guidry said. “Tit for tat, quid pro quo.”

         
         Carlos smiled. He only smiled when he was feeling murderous. “You gonna back off me?” he said. “You a real comedian, Frank.
            I forgot that about you.”
         

         
         “Back off me or I’ll go to the feds,” Guidry said. “I’ll tell them what I know, and I’ll tell them everything Barone told
            me before he croaked. Oh, baby, Barone told tales that curled my hair. I’ll tell the feds and the newspapers and Earl Warren,
            too, if he’ll lend me an ear. I bet he will. And just so we’re good and goddamn clear, Uncle, I never would have ratted you
            out, not if you hadn’t tried to cut my string first.”
         

         
         It was a good thing Carlos had already finished his dinner, or he might have choked on it. Guidry watched as the bags under
            his eyes grew darker and darker. Good. Guidry wanted him mad as hell. He wanted Carlos so mad that he forgot about everyone
            in the world but Guidry.
         

         
         Seraphine was staring openly at Guidry now. Disbelief. He turned to face her.

         
         “Was it your idea, darlin’?” he asked her. “To toss dear old Frank Guidry in the trash? Well, the hell with you, too. Because
            once I spread the gospel, you won’t spend the rest of your life in Leavenworth or Guatemala like Uncle here. You’ll swing
            low, swing high, sweet Seraphine.”
         

         
         Can you believe it?

         
         You were there? Really there?

         
         Right there, baby. Couldn’t hear what they was saying, but you could feel it. Know what I mean? The whole joint, everyone’s
               nerves about to fry.

         
         “Do we have a deal?” Guidry asked Carlos.

         
         Carlos yanked the napkin out of his collar. He looked down at the napkin to see if maybe he could use it to strangle Guidry,
            right then and there.
         

         
         “Do we have a deal or don’t we?” Guidry said.

         
         “Yeah.” Carlos smiled. He stood and tossed the napkin onto the table and walked out. Someone else might have missed the glance
            he gave Seraphine, might have missed the subtle acknowledgment that she returned, a subtle dip of the head. But Guidry was
            waiting for it.
         

         
         Once Carlos was gone, Seraphine took out her compact and applied a fresh coat of lipstick. “Thank you,” she said.

         
         “I owed you one,” he said. “Yes? Maybe more than one.”

         
         “I didn’t agree with the decision.”

         
         “But you didn’t fight for me either. Don’t worry. I wouldn’t fight for me either.”

         
         “What are you doing, Frank?” she said, her voice almost too quiet to hear. And lo, could it be? A damp shine along the soft
            pink under-edge of her eyelid, an actual tear beginning to well? Probably not, but a man could dream.
         

         
         “You know what I’m doing,” he said.

         
         “Why are you doing it?” she said.
         

         
         “It’s just a matter of time. I’m a realist. Carlos will get me. You’ll get me. This way I make it quick and easy for you and
            you’ll make it quick and easy for me.”
         

         
         She didn’t believe it. But neither could she fathom any other reason to explain what he was doing. For the first time in their
            long partnership, friendship, relationship, she couldn’t fathom him. He’d surprised her with unexpected depths, secrets of the hidden world.
         

         
         If he told Seraphine he’d decided to trade his life for Charlotte and the girls, she’d be absolutely baffled. She’d gape at
            him like he was a complete stranger.
         

         
         “You’ll make it quick and easy for me,” Guidry said again. “Yes? I want to stress that part.”

         
         “You’re a fool.”

         
         “Promise me,” Guidry said. “One last good deed for an old pal.”

         
         “You’re a fool,” she said.

         
         “How much time do you need to set it up? A couple of hours?”

         
         He thought she might refuse to answer. But then she snapped her compact shut and put it back into her purse and said, “Yes.”

         
         Guidry stood. “All right. I feel like a walk in the park. You know the levee behind the zoo? Nice view of the river, secluded,
            a good spot for peaceful rumination. I must have told you about it a dozen times. You guessed that’s where I would go.”
         

         
         Her composure, if ever it had really fled, returned. She paid the check. “Good-bye, mon cher,” she said, and walked out without looking back.
         

         
         He followed the streetcar line Uptown and left his car parked across from Loyola. The Sacred Heart of Jesus statue out front
            beseeched him, arms raised high, begging Guidry to . . . what? Stay the course? Turn tail and flee?
         

         
         The park was always eerie as a winter twilight approached. Not many people around, the oaks shrouded with Spanish moss, the
            shadows lunging across the path for one another, twining and embracing. Guidry regretted that he’d never actually seen any
            of Charlotte’s photos. It was funny, wasn’t it? She’d have a picture of his shadow, strung across that redbrick sidewalk in
            Flagstaff, but not one of him.
         

         
         The zoo was already closed for the day. Guidry crossed River Drive and climbed to the top of the levee. Not another soul in
            sight. He found a comfortable patch of grass and spread out the ugly houndstooth sport coat he’d purchased in New Mexico.
         

         
         Another regret: He hadn’t stopped by his apartment to change into his own clothes. But which suit? As with the gumbo, it would
            have been an impossible choice. He just hoped that the Times-Picayune didn’t run a photo of him in this getup. His reputation would never recover.
         

         
         He took a seat on the sport coat. The drive from the Quarter had taken him twenty minutes, the walk through the park another
            half an hour. If Seraphine’s man had any sense, he’d drive up Walnut to the cul-de-sac and spare himself the hike.
         

         
         Guidry wasn’t afraid of dying. Well, he was terrified of dying. But more terrified of dying badly. So many of the people who
            crossed Carlos died just so. In this matter, though, Guidry trusted Seraphine. Quick and easy was in her best interest almost
            as much as it was in his.
         

         
         It really was a nice view of the river. The water rippling, the merry lights of the barges and the towboats.

         
         Your life was supposed to flash before your eyes right before you died, was it not? Time slowing and stretching and one last
            stroll through the daisies. Guidry wouldn’t mind. Oh, the redheads, the brunettes, the blondes. Or maybe you had to pack light
            for the afterlife, and the last memory in your head, when the works shut down, was the only one you were allowed to keep for
            the rest of eternity. If you were lucky, if you knew what was coming, you got to choose your memory. Guidry liked that idea
            better.
         

         
         After a few minutes, he heard the footsteps behind him.

         
         He closed his eyes and waited.
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            Epilogue

         
         The thing is, she loves her life. Even days like today, when her son refuses to acknowledge her existence at breakfast (Rosemary
            won’t let him spend spring break in Hana with his dad and Sporty Spice; Rosemary refuses to call her ex-husband’s girlfriend
            by her real name; Rosemary won’t stop being such a hater, Mom, Jesus). Even days like today, when her daughter declares on the way to school that college is a scam, a Ponzi scheme, a something-something
            of late-stage capitalism (Sweetheart, you’re going to college if I have to drag you there with my bare hands). Even days like today, when every writer she met pitched mismatched partners teaming up to solve a murder or pull off a
            heist or open a day-care center.
         

         
         Rosemary loves her life! She has two healthy, smart, kind, occasionally wonderful, always challenging, never dull children.
            She’s a vice president of production at a major studio (how many women in Hollywood can say that?). She has real friends, the sort who would help you chop up a body and bury it in lime, no questions asked. She’s forty-six
            but looks mid-late thirties, thanks to genetically blessed skin and a lifelong aversion to beaches and cigarettes. Mid-late
            thirties is still ancient by industry standards, but whatever. She ran a half marathon last year. Her ex is a good father
            and not a bad guy.
         

         
         She’s a cliché. In so many ways, yes. But who isn’t? At least Rosemary picked a cliché that she’s happy to inhabit.

         
         “You don’t have to marry him,” Joan is saying. “It’s a first date. Have drinks. See what you think. He’s your type.”

         
         Joan must be driving through the canyon. Her voice cuts out, warbles. Rosemary gets the gist. Joan fell in love in medical
            school and has been with her girlfriend ever since, almost half her life. She fears that Rosemary will never find her soul
            mate, that she’ll grow old and die alone.
         

         
         “Guess who’s starting his own production company and wants me to run it,” Rosemary says.

         
         “I have no idea,” Joan says.

         
         “He’s a huge, huge star.”

         
         “I have no idea.”

         
         Rosemary loves how stubbornly oblivious Joan has remained to any- and everything Hollywood. Joan grew up in L.A., she lives
            in L.A., her sister works for a studio, her mother spent twenty-five years working in the publicity departments of various
            studios. And yet there is an excellent chance that if Nicole Kidman walked into Joan’s exam room, Joan would say, “Oh, I like
            your accent, are you from Australia?”
         

         
         “I love what I do now,” Rosemary says. “But a change would be fun. But a change would be risky. In Hollywood you only get
            a second act if you’re under forty. I’m too old to fall down the stairs.”
         

         
         “So stay where you are,” Joan says.

         
         “Or you could say, ‘No, Rosemary, of course you’re not too old. Of course you won’t fall down the stairs.’”

         
         “I’m almost there. Are you almost here?”

         
         “Joan.”

         
         “What.”

         
         “Do you think we’d be friends if we weren’t sisters?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Another thing that Rosemary loves about Joan. She is not one to mince words. Neither, Rosemary supposes, is she.

         
         At the cemetery they walk up the path arm in arm, the way they used to do as little girls coming home from school. Rosemary
            has brought daisies and larkspur, Joan gladiolus. Rosemary also has a ticket stub from her last movie, a rom-com that performed
            better than expected. She tucks it in among the larkspur. Their mother saw every single one of Rosemary’s movies. At the end,
            in the hospital, she read every script. And she gave Rosemary notes, you bet she did.
         

         
         Joan leaves behind a small photo of a beaming African-American girl, seven or eight years old. Every time their mother saw
            Joan, she would ask, “Whose life did you save today, chickadee?” If Joan had saved a life, or two, their mother would want
            to hear all the details.
         

         
         “Do you know what Mom told me once?” Rosemary says. She glances at Joan. Joan is crying, quietly and without expression. One
            of her many talents. “She probably told you, too.”
         

         
         “What.”

         
         “That when she was young, she wanted to be a photographer. A real photographer, I mean. Like, I don’t know, Annie Leibovitz.”

         
         “I know that,” Joan says.

         
         “I just said that you probably did.”

         
         “We have all those boxes of photos in storage. We need to go through them at some point.”

         
         “Every single industry thing I go to,” Rosemary says, “someone comes up and says, ‘Oh, I worked with your mother at Warners.’
            ‘Oh, I worked with your mother at Paramount.’ ‘She was always the smartest one in the room.’ ‘She was always the toughest
            one in the room.’”
         

         
         A tear rolls down Joan’s cheek and catches in the corner of her mouth. Rosemary takes a pocket pack of tissues from her purse.
            She keeps a couple of tissues for herself before she hands the pack to Joan. Rosemary never cries at work or at home. Only
            when she’s here, with Joan.
         

         
         “Can you believe she’s been gone four years already?” Rosemary says.

         
         Joan considers.

         
         “It’s a rhetorical question, Joan.”

         
         Joan blows her nose. “I had a dream about Lucky the other night.”

         
         Their old dog, their faithful companion all the way through elementary school and junior high.

         
         “Do you remember . . . I can’t remember if I remember,” Joan says. “There was a motel, and maybe Mom had to sneak Lucky in
            because no dogs were allowed?”
         

         
         Rosemary’s memory from that time in her life is hazy. The trip from Oklahoma to California is mostly a blur. It’s the same
            for Joan, they’ve compared notes. Rosemary remembers the Grand Canyon and the hotel in Las Vegas. Joan remembers a boat ride
            across a lake and a man who did card tricks for them. She remembers, or claims she remembers, meeting the scarecrow from The Wizard of Oz. Sure, Joan, sure.
         

         
         Neither of them remembers the car wreck that stranded them in New Mexico. Rosemary remembers the Good Samaritan who gave them
            a ride to Las Vegas. What was his name? And what the fuck, by the way, was their mom thinking, hitching a ride to California
            with some strange guy? It was a more trusting time, Rosemary supposes. Hollywood hadn’t yet produced dozens of thrillers about
            mismatched serial killers who partner up to murder helpless hitchhikers.
         

         
         Rosemary wants to say the Good Samaritan’s name was Pat Boone, but she knows of course that can’t be right. He had a nice
            smile, she’s pretty sure.
         

         
         “Do you know what I really remember?” Rosemary says. “That one day.”

         
         Joan blows her nose and smiles. “Yes.”

         
         It’s Rosemary’s first real memory from California, the most intact and fully developed. They’d been staying with Aunt Marguerite
            for only a month or two, her little bungalow on Idaho, five blocks from the ocean. Their dad and their uncle, their dad’s
            older brother, came out from Oklahoma to visit. Their dad took Rosemary and Joan to the pier, and they rode the carousel.
         

         
         When they returned to the house, their mom and their uncle were still sitting in the front room. Their mom on the sofa, their
            uncle in the chair with the scarlet-and-cream striped satin. Rosemary and Joan, in the hall, watched through the arched doorway.
            Their mother and their uncle didn’t hear the girls come in. Their dad was still outside. Parking the car maybe?
         

         
         “Charlie, I’m going to warn you one more time.” Their uncle’s face had turned the color of the chair, scarlet and cream both.
            “I’ll get Dooley the best lawyer money can buy. The two best lawyers. If you and the girls don’t come home with us right this
            minute, I promise you’ll be in for the fight of your life.”
         

         
         Their mom. Oh, their mom. Cool and collected, smiling pleasantly. She might have been chatting with a girlfriend about which
            particular shade of eye shadow looked best on her.
         

         
         “Well, then,” their mom said, “I suppose I’d better be ready.”

         
         A mist has begun to fall. The June gloom in Santa Monica. Rosemary blows her nose, too.

         
         “She was a force of nature,” Rosemary says.

         
         “It doesn’t feel like she’s been gone four years,” Joan says. “But it also feels like forever.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “I don’t want to forget her.”

         
         “Don’t be stupid, Joan,” Rosemary says.

         
         “Okay,” Joan says.
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