Reid Matthews climbed ahundred and fifty feet of the derrick before
stopping to catch hisbreath. TheMarch air was especially refreshingin
the Gulf of Mexico tonight. Helooked up: The starswere asthick as
sequinson ablack evening dress. The navigational lightson the crown
at thetop of the derrick looked amile away. He knew it wasonly forty-
fivefedt.

Helooked down, vaguely awarethat hisweathered hands grasped
even harder the cold rung of the steel ladder. Therig floor of the Sea
Breezewasaswell lighted asany nighttimefootball game, and everyone
was busy: Some were working the tongs used to uncouple drill pipe;
otherswere mopping slippery fluidsfromthedrill floor. That still left a
small army of workers engaged in the hundreds of important jobsre-
quired to drill aholetwo hundred milesfromtheclosest landandina
water depth of more than three thousand feet.

At onetime or another in hisday, Reid had done nearly all of the
jobsthe men and women bel ow were doing. At thismoment hewished
hewas back ontherigfloor and hadn’t volunteered to takealook at the
crown block. But the young tool pusher had couched hisrequest asa
challenge. Hewas calling out the senior vice president of the company.

Reid easily could have resisted the challenge but was bored and
wanted the exercise. Besides, at the top of the derrick, he would be
closer to God. And hehad aquestion. It wasapersonal one, the answer
towhich hefigured healready knew. Hejust needed to go ahead and do
something about it.
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He started to climb again, then stopped when he noticed the crane
operator on the new Liebherr crane drop ahook over theside of therig
to retrieve something. Whatever it was, it was quickly hoisted fromthe
ocean onto asupply boat and into alarge wire basket used by therig to
dump scrap metal and equipment. L ater, thejunk basket would betrans-
ported to shore based facilitiesfor disposition and handling.

Reid nodded approval. The crane operator had seen something that
had fallen overboard. He' d seeabout it | ater.

Hewastill looking at the ocean when he saw an object he couldn’t
guite make out. Hewas up too high to seeit clearly and the moonlight
was causing thewater below to glitter. He squinted. The object seemed
to be self-propelled, moving at aconstant rate of speed. Thenit stopped.
It looked like it could be the turret of a submarine. When he |ooked
again, itwasgone.

Reid shook hishead, guessing hewasjust seeing things. He started
to climb again and was within afew feet of the crown of the derrick
when therig shuddered violently, causing hisright foot to dlip fromthe
ladder. He bashed a shin on arung and when herecoiled, hisforehead
smacked stedl. Dizzinessasthick asaheavy sheet of visgueen blanketed
him.

Hethrashed wildly at the visqueen with one hand and held on furi-
oudly to the ladder with the other. Ashewasregaining hisfooting, he
glimpsed ablinking light above.

Reid fought to stay conscious by focusing on the blinking, rotating
light. There was something important about it. And it was making an
awful, squawking sound.

“Oh, sweset Jesus,” Reid said loudly. “Thewell’skicked.”

Andif thekick wasn't controlled quickly enoughit would becomea
blowout. Then, only asmall electrical spark created from merefriction
would beall it'd take to ignite the natural gas blown from the forma-
tion, and everyone aboard would be turned to ash. L ater, therig itself
would meltinafireball larger than asquare milein diameter.

Reid blinked to clear hisvison. Ontherigfloor everyonewas scram-
bling to get to their emergency stations. They’ d be scared. And sowas
he, evidenced by the fact that his stomach had splashed its scorching
contents on histhroat.
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He scrambled down the derrick, though it seemed to him thevis-
cosity of theair had changed to that of sixty-weight crude oil and that
hewas having to force hisway inch by inch. Hewastwenty feet above
the monkey board before he took thetimeto ook down again.

Thederrickmanwasstill onthemonkey board racking thelast stand
of pipe so he could get down to the rig floor where it was decidedly
safer. Vernon Haydell wasatwenty-year company man, an experienced
hand, but he was moving too quickly.

Reid saw that Vernon was about to get himself trapped between
two stands of pipe. Heyelled. It wastoo | ate.

Vernon'sleft arm and leg were crushed, and hewas stuck fast. Al-
though injured and in great pain, he wastrying to push the pipe aside
with hisright arm. Theweight of the pipewasjust too much.

Reidjumped fromthelast rungsof theladder and dashed for Vernon.
He placed his arm around him, then pushed at the stand of pipe. It
moved, but not enough.

Reid drew adeep breath. Thistime hishuge arm moved asinexora-
bly asabar of hot-rolled steel fresh from the mill’soven. The stand of
pipemoved, clearing Vernon’sarm and leg.

Reid carefully lowered him to the floor of the monkey board. “A
second and I’ l| get usdown from here.”

“Leaveme,” Vernonsaid. “We'reall going to dieanyway.”

“Probably,” Reid said, putting on apair of leather work gloveshe
had snatched from the back pocket of his khaki overalls. “But we're
leaving heretogether.” Reid knew thisman and hisfamily. Oneof his
sonsworked on another of the company’srigs.

Vernon moaned. “| can’'t stand up.”

“Youwon't haveto,” Reid said. Hethen bent at the kneesand scooped
Vernon from thefloor. Assoon ashe stood up, hetucked Vernon safely
in hisleft arm and with the other disengaged the Geronimo line, asteel
cablerunning alength of fifty feet from the monkey board to the drill
floor.

Vernonsaid, “ Thisain’t gonnawork.”

Reid paid no heed to what he had been told and slid down the
Geronimo linewith Vernon cradled in hisarm.
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When they got to thedrill floor, asmall group of men had gathered
to help, along with two safety men with a canvas stretcher. As Reid
lowered Vernon into the stretcher, he overheard Mike M cCoy, aheli-
copter pilot from Petroleum Helicopters and a thirty-year veteran of
the ailfield, telling the younger men that Reid Matthews was part
Comanche Indian and had been called Three Feathersduring the Viet-
nam War.

Reid wished everybody would stop talking about it. It took placea
long time ago, in another lifetime, in another dimension, adimension
years later of nightmares and demons. And the demons would have
won except for his grandfather, who knew of such things and how to
exorcize them with old Comanche chants and magic.

Reid raced for thedriller’s console where he found the tool pusher
and the driller huddled, consulting and examining the gauges on the
driller’sconsole. A company man from Pelican Oil stood behind them
watching over their shoulders.

Reid had met the young man from Pelican only recently. Chad
Wentworth was a new grad from LSU and a bit of a pain-in-the-ass.
Young grads these days always seemed to think they knew more than
they redlly did. Or maybeit had always been that way.

Thefirst wordsReid heard werethedriller’s. “ There' snothing wrong
here,” Charliesaid, turning toface Reid. “ Thewell didn’t kick all that
muchiswhat I’ mtrying to tell these two hardheads.”

Thetool pusher’sface was grim, the muscles of hisjaw bunched.
“ Something surethe hell happened,” Alden said.

“What'sthedrilling status?’ Reid asked.

“Weweretripping out to—" Charliesaid.

Wentworth interrupted. “ Charlie |eft the drill pipe screen in the
drill pipe.”

“Hey, asshole,” Charliesaid. “I’ mtheonewhofirst redized I’ d made
themistake. | faceduptoitand said | wassorry.” Hegazed at Wentworth
with angry eyes. “ You need to get over it. The problem hereisthat you
had me pulling pipetoo fast.”

“Both of you stop it,” Reid said, turning to face the tool pusher.
“What'sgoing on here, Alden?’
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“Weweretripping out to retrieve the screen. Charlie had pulled the
first three stands when Wentworth ordered him to speed it up.”

“Weweregoing to beall year pulling pipe,” Wentworth said.

Reid put hishand on the young man’s shoulder. “ Son, be quiet for
amoment, please.”

Aldenwent on. “We had pulled six standswhen therig rocked like
crazy. | don’t think we' ve been pulled off location, though. But thewell
isflowing some.”

“Shut herin,” Reid said.

“What?Don't do that,” Wentworth barked to Charlie.

“Consider it done,” Charliesaid to Reid.

“You can’'t dothis,” Wentworth said angrily. “I’min charge here.
My company ownsthiswell and it’sthe one paying thebills.”

“Hush, son,” Reid said. “I’m hoping you haven't already caused the
well to be swabbedin.”

“There’' sno dataindicating adownhol e condition that’s conducive
to swabbing,” Wentworth said, rolling hiseyes upward. “ You people
need to go back to school.”

“You' reright on both counts, but...” Reid said. Charlieand Alden
looked at Reid intently. “ Speeding up thetripping of the pipe may well
have allowed gasto be swabbed into thewell. My guessisthat therea-
sonthewell isflowingisbecause of areductioninwell bore hydrostatic
dueto theswab gas.

“Get themud man ontheradio,” Reid said to Alden, “and find out
why that alarm went off.”

A moment later Alden said, “ He sayseverything’sokay now. The
alarm went off when therigtilted. The PV T thought wetook on abig
increasein mud volume and reacted accordingly.”

“Inany case, keep thewell shutintill wefind out what’sgoing on
here,” Reid said. “I’m going to the ballast room to seeif anybody there
knowswhat happened.”

Reid left thedrill floor and was at the foot of the walkway leading
to both the upper and lower decks of the rig when therig's electrical
superintendent waved him over. Reid was in a hurry, but there was
something desperatein theway Leroy was behaving.

“Hold up aminute,” Leroy said.
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“Got only asecond,” Reid said.

“Thought you might want to know that the same thing that hap-
pened tonight happened a month ago on the Ocean Javelin. Thevery
same thing. The Jav suddenly rocked and rolled, then was quiet. No
problem. No kick. Nothing.”

Reid frowned. “Why didn’t | know about this?’

“1 don’t know. | guess no onethought it wasabig deal .

“Itisabigdeal,” Reid said. “ A good man got hurt tonight. And all
of usgot the peewaddie scared out of us.” Pause. “What el se?’

“Well, there was arumor—just arumor, mind you—that it was a
submarineand it had dragged one of the anchor chainsafew yards.”

“A submarine?’

“The derrickman said he saw one, or thought he did, just minutes
beforetherigrocked. Roger Leemanain’t nogreenhorn. Soif hesaidhe
saw one, | guesshesaw oneall right.”

Reid put hishand on Leroy’sshoulder. “ Thanksfor theinfo.”

“Doyouthink it could have been asubmarine?’ Leroy said.

“1 don't know. I’ ll send some diversto check thingsout.”

As soon as Leroy was out of sight, Reid dashed up the walkway,
taking three steps at atime. He had acrane operator he wanted to talk
to—and now. Maybe the crane operator had seen something.

Reidwasat hisdesk in hisofficetherig crew called the Dog House
when the crane operator came in. He was a gangling man everyone
called Pepper. Pepper’seyeswere dazed and had crow’ s-feet at the cor-
ners, despite hisbeing only thirty or so.

Reid thought Pepper had the look of someone who had run the
gauntlet oncetoo often. “ Take aseat,” Reid said. “An hour ago | saw
you pick up something from the ocean floor. What was that about?’

Pepper’s eyes suddenly became clear. Hisright forefinger started
tapping the arm of the chair.

Reid hadn’t expected this sort of nervousreaction. He had asked the
guestion only asawarmup to asking the one about seeing asubmarine.
Pepper hadn’t done anything wrong: He had done something right, and
Reid had intended to tell him so.

The company had strict rules about throwing junk overboard, and
if found, it wasto beretrieved and disposed of properly.
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Reid stared into Pepper’ seyesand waited for an answer.

A long moment later Pepper said, “ A bag of ragsor something. I'm
not sure.”

The company bought huge quantities of rags, using them for all
sorts of things. The rags came wrapped in bundles about the size of a
square baeof hay.

Reid suspected Pepper waslying to him for somereason. “Why put
itinthejunk basket?’

It was another |ong moment before Pepper answered. “ It waswet
with seawater and al. | guessedit’ d be usel ess after that.”

Theanswer wassensible.

“What was the name of the boat you put it on?’ Reid asked. “I
don’'tthink I’ veseenit before.”

“The Cassandra. It'sthe boat that picks up junk basketsfor us—or
at least the one that doesit for aslong as |’ ve been working for Tidal
WaveDrilling.”

“How long hasthat been?’

“Two months.”

Reid figured it was now time to move on to the real question he
had. “Whileyou were picking up the bundle of rags, did you happen to
notice anything off to your right about five hundred yards from the
rg?’

Beadsof sweat popped up on Pepper’sforehead. And hisforefinger
tapped even faster onthearm of the chair. “No,” hesaid, thistimetoo
quickly.

Reid was certain now that the man waslying. But why?

Reid decided to avoid aconfrontation. Short of torturing the man,
hedidn’t think he' d get anywhere asking more questions. Reid knew
someone, though, who could get the truth out of him. The Cgjun from
Chackbay, Roland Guidry, the company’shead of security. Roland could
get thetruth out of the most hardened politician—even during an el ec-
tionyear.

Pepper was opening the door to leave when something occurred to
Reid. “You said you' ve been with ustwo months. What other rigshave
you beenon?’

“TheOcean Javelin. A month ago.”
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Assoon as Pepper was out of earshot, Reid putinacall totherig's
radio room. “Rick, get Roland Guidry onthelinefor me, please. And,
yes, | know what timeit is.” Pause. “By the way, who owns the boat
cdledtheCassandra?’

When Reid heard that the boat was owned by Singleton Enter-
prises, he clenched hisfistsand used aword of profanity he’ d promised
himself once to never use again. Now he feared other promiseshe'd
madeto himself would collapse under theweight of having to deal with
Lyle Singleton and hisprofessional thugs.
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f CHAPTER TWO

Lyle Singleton, with aphoneto his ear, waved Bruce Chimesinto his
officeat afew minutesbeforeeight o’ clock. AsBrucetook asest, Lyle
leaned back in hischair and puffed on ahandmade Cuban cigar. Out-
side of his floor-to-ceiling window a foreign flagged ship on the
Mississippi River moved by onitsway past New Orleansto one of the
plantsupriver.

“You tell that goddamn captain he’ s getting the sub too closeto the
rigs,” Lylesaid. “ Andif hetweaksanother anchor chain, he'll find his
lead ass being used for an anchor. Out where the water’samile deep.”
Lyleslammed down the phone.

He was expecting to hear from Bruce the latest report on the two
companies Brucewaskeen on acquiring—oneascrap dead er in Morgan
City, Louisiana, the other, an equipment rental company in Houston,
Texes

These companieswould help inlaundering all of the new money
coming in after the success of the submarine he had gotten from his
Chinaconnection. It seemed to Lylethat the more money he made, the
more companies Bruce had to acquire.

It took only afew minutesfor Lyleto discover Brucewasnotinhis
officeto talk about acquiring companies. Bruce seemed to be cowering
before him for some reason: He sat on the office couch with hischin
sumped to thischest and with hiseyesfixed on aspot on thefloor only
afew inchesinfront of hisfeet.
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Lyle often expected to see men cower before him. Even when he
was young, the other kids in the neighborhood were intimidated by
him and found it easier to givein than to stand up. But Brucewas his
cousin. They had grown up together.

Assoon as Bruce started talking about stepping down from the com-
pany and about hisbeing inlovewith Kelly O’ Connor, Lyle stood up
from his chair and sat down next to him on the couch. Kelly wasthe
big-timefinancia anayst that Bruce had hired several monthsago from
abank in Savannah, and Lyle wished now that he had made him hirean
ugly gal instead of someblack-eyed beauity.

“You can’'t dothisto me, pal,” Lyle said, poking aforefinger into
Bruce'sshoulder. Brucewinced. “1 need you. Too many thingscoming
down. Anyway,” Lylelowered hisvoiceto take on the reasoned tone of
apersona confidant, “| seethe problem here. You' vegot satin bedsheets
onthebrain.”

Bruceraised hiswhipped-dog eyesto protest, but before he could
speak, Lyleheld up hishand asasign hedidn’t want to beinterrupted.
Lyle'seyeswerelime-green and behind those eyeswas a starting gate
containing awild animal the gate was barely ableto hold in check.

Lylewent on. “You have enough money to have any gal you want.
You can havetwo of them. At thesametime. Hell, I’ ll fix it up for you.”

“No,” Brucesaid, straining to sound defiant. “1 just can’t takeit any
more. | can’t sleep at night.” His chin began to quiver. He put his el -
bows on hisknees, resting hisforehead in the palms of hishands, and
sobbed.

Lylestared at Bruce and absently started cracking the knuckles of
hisright hand. He had known for afew monthsthat Brucewassliding
down backwardsfrom atower of strength, but he had never suspected
him of becoming somekind of pantywaist. Bruce had been useful. But
this made him not only worthless but a substantial risk. And one that
may well haveto be eliminated.

Lylelooked up and scowled at the ceiling for amoment, then reached
over and grabbed Bruce' sshoulder, shaking him violently. “ Stop snivel -
ing.”

When Bruce didn’t stop, Lyle slapped him hard on the side of the
head, theimpact nearly knocking him from the couch. Lylewastaking
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his hand back to slap him again, when Bruce collapsed face down on
thefloor.

Lyle stood up and used the toe of his Italian-made loafer to roll
Bruceover. Hefdtlikekicking himintheside of thehead ashard ashe
could. Hewent over to the bar andfilled himsalf atumbler full of Scotch
whiskey, draining most of it with two swift gulps. He smoothed back
hislong sandy-colored hair, stopping for amoment to massage hisneck
and to admire himself in the bar mirror. He moved his head alittle to
theleft in order to see hisprofile. He put hishand under hischin: The
skin wastight, the neck muscular. He held up an arm: biceps bulged,
shoulder wasthick.

Helooked over at Bruce and shook hishead indisgust. Bruce knew
too much. And he' d probably told that bitch, Kelly, morethan he should
have. “| never should' velet him hire her.”

He decided theway to gain sometimewastolie, to go along with
Bruce, letting him believeit wasokay for himto leave. After crushing
out his cigar and finishing what Scotch was left in histumbler, Lyle
walked into hisoffice bathroom where he found awash towel hanging
on atowel rack and soaked it with cold water. He went back to the bar
and poured two fingers of whiskey.

Bruce responded to the wet towel, rose, and shook his head. His
breathing wasin short, heavy bursts. “What happened?’ he asked, his
speech slurred. “1 feel like my head isgoing to explode. My ears are
ringing.”

Lyle put on aface he believed was both fatherly and concerned,
then said, “ Ole buddy, you conked out on me. We were talking when
all of asudden your eyesrolled back into their sockets, then you leaned
forward andfell tothefloor.” Lyle put atumbler of whiskey into Bruce's
hand. “Here, takeasnort of that. It'll makeyou feel better.”

Brucedrank.

Lylesaid, “I’'mreal sorry about what | said earlier. | seenow that you
have been working too hard. I’ m sorry. | wasn't paying enough atten-
tion to my best buddy.”

Bruce' seyeswere now making contact with Lyl€'s, and hewas nod-
ding to hiswords.
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Lylewent on. “ThisKelly gal seemsreal nice.I’'mgoingtoneeda
few weeks to get a replacement for you, ole buddy. So we can keep
thingsmoving smoothly. Two weeks. Okay?’

“Okay,” Bruce said eagerly. “1 know thisisabig shock. You have
been agood friend. Thanks.”

Lylelistened with revulsion. He couldn’t imaginewhat he' d ever
seenin Bruceto have made him histrusted partner. He now saw clearly
all of Bruce'sfaults: Hewastoo handsome, like one of those prissy men
on soap operas, and hewas physically weak and drank too much.

“No problem, sport,” Lyle said, winking at Bruce. “1’m going to
quit thisbullshit business myself one of thesedays. I’ [l comeand live
withyou and Kelly.” Lylelaughed.

Brucelaughed. “ Anytime. You' [l awaysbewelcome. We' |l name
our first child after you.” Bruce stood up, still alittlewobbly on hisfeet,
and walked to the door. “I guess I’ d better get out of here and start
thingsrolling. | havealot of work to doin ashort time, huh?’

“You suredo,” Lylesaid, following Bruceto the door and playfully
slapping him on the back.

After Bruceleft, Lyle walked to the bar. He grabbed the bottle of
Scotch and quickly filled histumbler. Helifted thetumbler to hisnose
beforetaking an enormousgulp. Afterward, hewalked over to the phone
on his desk and punched in a number. The phone on the other end
rang twice beforetherecorder kickedin.

Lylesaid gruffly, “ Cdl me. | haveaseriouswarranty problem here.”

Reid wasin the Dog House when Roland Guidry’s phone call was put
through. Roland was not only the company’ s chi ef-of -security, report-
ingtoReid, but also Reid'shest friend. They first met when they were
both eighteen and competing in PRCA -sponsored rodeos. Roland was
a bull rider from Chackbay, Louisiana; Reid a steer wrestler from
Fredericksburg, Texas. Roland already had his card from the Profes-
sional Rodeo Cowboys Association; Reid never would, for heleft the
rodeo when hewas nineteen and enlisted inthe Army.

Roland told him that by thetime he had gotten to the docks at Port
Fouchon, thejunk basket onthe MV Cassandra had nothing unusual in
it, other than awet bundle of rags.
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“Figures,” Reid said. “Haveyou found Pepper yet?’

“Thismorning. Face down in Bayou Segnettewith agunshot wound
to the head. Gun clutched in hishand. They’recallingit asuicide.”

“I can'tgetinvolvedinthis,” Reidsaid. “I’dliketokill Lyle Single-
ton.”

“Don’t,” Roland said ruefully. “I tried it years ago and spent the
next two monthsin the hospital. Besides, we don’t have proof of any
misconduct on hispart. The only thing we haveishisreputation. His
reputation, however, won't do anything for us at the courthouse. He
ownstoo many judgesthere. I’ ll sic the Coast Guard on thissubmarine
business, but | don’t think much will come of it. What would help alot
isfor youtotalk to hiscousin Bruce Chimesfor me.”

Reid disliked Bruce: He was the younger brother of afriend who
had hel ped Reid escape from a prison camp in Vietham and who was
killed only dayslater. Reid felt like he owed something to thefamily. So
he had kept in touch with them over the years.

“Why would | want to talk to Bruce?’ Reid said.

“He's the one who signed the contract between Tidal Wave and
Singleton Enterprises. Maybehe'll agreetojust tear up hiscopy.”

“1 don’'t carewhat he does. WEe re not doing businesswith Singleton.
Period.”

“Well, thelegal department saysthere' spunitive damagesif we uni-
laterally violate the contract.”

“Crap. I’mtired of thelawyers and accountants running the com-
pany. I’m going home and never leaving. | dmost had achanceto talk
to God about it, but instead He got in thefirst word by nearly pitching
me off the derrick afew nightsback.”

“When you' releaving for home, why don’t you stop by ontheway
and have dinner with meand Adele? She' dloveto seeyou.”

“That’'saroger ondinner.”

Reid leaned back in hischair. Hiseyesfollowed acolumn of sun-
light streaming through asmall round window to whereit collided with
apictureonthewall of hishomeinthe TexasHill Country, aplacehis
great grandfather named The Comancheria.

Reid saw it asasign of confirmation: Go home. Maybe there he
could acquireanew life. The one he had now seemed empty. Lonely.
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Hesuddenly stretched and yawned. Yes, he’ d go homeand hide out
from theworld. Theworld was going to hell in ahandbasket anyway.
No onetook responsibility for anything anymore: Thugsand criminals
blamed their misconduct on their mothers; mothers blamed Hollywood
when their kids misbehaved; and Hollywood blamed its trash on the
American people, using pollsthat said violence and sex werewhat ev-
erybody wanted to seefor three hours every night.

Reid stood up. I' moutta here!



Kelly O’ Connor walked to the curb, looked right and I eft, then quickly
crossed St. Charles Avenuein the central businessdistrict of New Or-
leans. She had been away from her desk for alittle less than twenty
minutes, the usual timeit took her at the bank. As soon as she entered
the front door to a small office suite, Cassandra LeBlanc, her office
assistant and only friend in New Orleans, waved her over.

“Theprincipa at St. Patrick’scalled,” Cassandrasaid. “ Said it was
imper ative he meet with you thisafternoon at five 0’ clock. So | called
the dance studio and told them we couldn’t makeit to our lesson.”

“Thanks,” Kelly said, handing aleather portfolio to Cassandracon-
taining forty-fivethousand dollarsin cash.

Shewalked into her office and sat behind her desk. She had hoped
moving away from Savannah, Georgia, and her ex would improve her
son’s attitude. Brandon had been an A student and had gotten along
well with hisclassmates until hisfather showed up, having never seen
his son before, but now wanting to keep him on weekends. Shewished
shehadn’t allowedit, because her ex started coming over alot, frequently
unannounced and drunk. There had been words.

She picked up the phone and punched in the school’s tel ephone
number: Brandon had misbehaved again. Fortunately, the student was
not injured too badly. The purpose of the meeting was to discussten-
year-old Brandon'sfutureat St. Patrick’s.

Kelly grabbed atissue from abox on her credenza and wiped her
eyes, then stood up from her desk and walked to the couch in the left
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corner of her office. It wasthelargest office shehad ever had, and it was
nicely furnished: an oak desk, with matching credenzaand file cabinet,
guest chairs, conference table, and the couch she was sitting on. She
wasn't surewhat all thefurniturewasfor, sincetheonly guestssheever
had were Cassandra and her boss, Bruce Chimes, the chief financial
officer of the company.

Cassandracameinwith aservingtray of coffee and sat on the couch
next to Kelly. They talked about men, and little boys, asthey divided
the money from the bank into three brown envel opes, each one con-
taining fifteen thousand dollarsin cash.

Theremainder of the afternoon passed quickly. Kelly worked on
financial research and continued to compileinvestment analysesonthe
six companies Bruce had asked her to study. Mr. Singleton might be
interested in buying an equity interest in one or two of these compa-
nies. She also arranged with the bank to have thirty million dollars
availablein the company’s operating account to transfer to Chinafor
the plant being built thereto process scrap metal .

At three-forty Kelly took aphonecall from Bruce. He asked her to
cometo hishousefor dinner Saturday night: Business, hesaid. Kelly
found their frequent dinner meetingsto be sometimesinformative, some-
times bewildering. Brucetried to answer her questionsabout Singleton
Enterprisesand its operations, but she often found him elusive, hisex-
planations confusing.

Atfirst shehad asked Brucelotsof questions. Why did she haveto
convert so many checksto cash? Why could only Cassandradeliver the
envel opes containing the cash to Singleton’s suppliersand empl oyees?
Why did Singleton do so much businesswith China?

Shefinally stopped asking questions, because Bruce became so de-
fensive—and she needed her job. She had not left her position as
vice-president of consumer loansat the bank in Savannah on very good
terms. When Kélly discovered her salary therewasagood deal lessthan
some of the male employees —even those with less experience—she
had |ost her temper and said some things she probably shouldn’t have.

At four-thirty Kelly cleaned off her desk, filled her briefcase with
reportsto read later, and told Cassandrashewasleaving for her meeting
at school and would be taking Brandon straight home. “ You shouldn’t
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miss dance classon my account,” Kelly said. “ Steveis supposed to be
showing somegreat stuff inthewaltz tonight.” It had been Kelly’sidea
to start taking lessons and they had been doing so two nightsaweek for
several months.

Cassandrasaid shedidn’t want to go alone and wished Kelly luck at
her meeting.

Kely waved goodbyeto her friend, theonly friend she had ever had
inher wholelifefor whom shefelt sorry. CassandrawasLyle Singleton’s
mistressand sheknew that hewas abusing her, both mentally and physi-
cally. And shewished she could do something about it.

Thecampusof St. Patrick’swaslocated inthe Garden Digtrict. The
school’sbuildingswere built in 1875 and were constructed of acrim-
son-colored brick imported from Georgia. The main building of the
school was originally achurch for a convent of Irish nuns. Two sur-
rounding buildingshad beenthenuns' living quartersand were occupied
by the nunsuntil 1930, whentheboys' school was established.

When Kelly arrived she was escorted immediately into Father
Murphy’soffice. Theroom was small and cluttered with files, books,
and boxing trophies. Heanswered Kdly’ squestions: Brandon had tripped
Raymond in class, causing himto hit hischin on the corner of adesk.
No, Raymond wouldn't haveascar. Yes, Raymond'’ s parentswere upset
but were not unreasonable. No, hewasn’t going to expel Brandon this
time. He had a plan and should have insisted on it immediately after
thefirstincident six weeksago.

Kelly wanted to hug him.

“Easter isatimefor forgivenessand compassion,” Father Murphy
said. “Next week isspring break. When Brandon returnshewill haveto
enroll inan extracurricular athletic activity, such asboxing.”

Kelly was unenthusi astic about Brandon learning to box, because
shedeplored violence of any kind and thought boxing to be an unusu-
ally brutal and violent sport. Football, too. Track and swimming were
okay.

Father Murphy discussed the prosand consof all the various sport-
ing activitiesoffered at the school. Ultimately, they agreed tolet Brandon
decide which sport hewould enrall in.
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Brandon was brought in from Penance Hall, led by Father Mac.
PenanceHall wasasmall, dimly lit room set aside for studentsto con-
templatetheir misdeeds.

As soon as Kelly got Brandon home he went immediately to his
room, slamming the door behind him. Kelly left him alone. Or at |east
shewouldfor awhile. If hehadn’t come out of hisroominfifteen min-
utesor so, she’dgoto him.

Her son was becoming like every man she had ever known when
facing aproblem: He clammed up, then went somewhereto be by him-
self. It was a pretty stupid thing for aman to do; but she had found it
alwaysbetter tolet it pass, otherwise, one small problem expanded into
lotsof problems, with the usual result being somekind of agiant wreck
instead of asmall one. It wasawaysabetter choiceto keepwreckssmall
if you could.

It wastoo lateto fix supper, so Kelly ordered pizza. It wasoneof the
few things Brandon would eat. Shewasbecomingincreasingly worried
about hisdiet and that he didn’t eat enough. And she thought maybe he
was getting alittletoo skinny. He was ahandsome boy, tall for hisage,
like she had been. He had hisgrandfather’s, her father’s, Irish-red hair
and hazel eyesand crooked grin. Thegrin wasespecially crooked when
hewas being mischievous.

Not long after Kelly phoned in the pizza order, Brandon came out
of hisroom and sat forlornly in the living room in front of the televi-
sion. He had yet to say aword and she could tell hewasn't really paying
attention to what was on television.

She walked over, sat on the floor, and snuggled up next to him.
Brandon stretched out hislegsand put hishead in hismother’slap. She
smoothed hishair with her hand.

“I"'m sorry,” Brandon said. “I didn’t mean to be bad. | promise |
won'tdoitagain. I'll enroll intrack, if youwant meto. But you' re not
going to send me away somewhere, are you? To my father, or some-
thing?’

“Good Lord, no!” Kelly said. Shepaused. “Your father? Did hedo
something toyou?’

“No-no.”
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Shethought Brandon’sresponsewastoo hesitant. “ Did he say some-
thing to you about me?’

“No, Mom.”

She decided to drop the subject for now. “I love you very much,
Brandon. I’ m only disappointed with your conduct. Because you know
better and can do better. And you know how much | hate violence.”

They spent an hour together eating in front of the television and
watching anature special.

Afterward, she sent Brandon to hisroomto study for hismid-term
exams, while shelooked over some of the paperwork she brought home
in her briefcase. She was distracted by thoughts of her son, however,
and paid little attention to what she was reading.

At nine-thirty Brandon interrupted her to say hewas going to bed.
She asked him questions about hisupcoming exams: Werethey going
to be hard? How did hethink hewould do? Did he study enough?

Later that night in bed, Kelly couldn’t dleep. Brandon had promised
her time and time again hewouldn’t be disruptivein school. And with
each promise, hewas more adamant hewould be good. Shefelt surethe
promise he’ d made today would be as short-lived asall the others. She
was|osing her son somehow and didn’t know why, or what to do about
it.

At one point she cried aoud into her pillow, “ Oh, Dad, | need you
so much. What am | going to do?’

Abruptly, shesaw her father ashewastoday afflicted with Alzheimer’s
disease. She missed most hissmileand theway hiseyes sparkled when-
ever helooked at her. Shewas, after al, Daddy’slittlegirl. Now, al day
long he' d sit quietly inhisrocking chair and stareaimlessly out thefront
window of acottagein Ireland. From thewindow he could see awood-
land of sessile oak, silver birch, and wych elm filled with red-breasted
chaffinch.

Kdly’sparentsdidn’t own the cottagethey lived in, so she had been
saving for years, not only to buy the cottage, but to return permanently
to Ireland to help her mother. Her job at Singleton Enterprises paid her
more money than she ever dreamed of making and would make both
thingspossibleinafew years.



Thirty minutesbefore Kelly wasto leave her apartment for dinner with
Bruce, her babysitter called and canceled. She phoned Bruce immedi-
ately to say shewouldn’'t be ableto makeit tonight.

“Bring Brandon along,” Bruce said. “| should’ ve thought of it to
begin with. He can watch moviesin theden.”

Brandonwasagreeable, preferring theideaof going with hismother
to staying homewith ababysitter.

Kdly arrived at Bruce'shouse at seven-twenty and parked her blue
Toyotaat thecurbinfront. A terra-cottawalkway guided her and Bran-
don through a manicured yard. The house was a two-story southern
antebellum home, with columned portico and French windows.

Laterinsde, Kelly talked to Bruce ashe prepared dinner. Thesmells
of sauteed onionsand bell peppersfor thejambalayalingeredintheair.

“ And my second choice of companiesto acquirewould be—" Kelly
was saying. She quit talking because of the ugly frown that came to
Bruce' sfacewhen thedoorbell rang.

Bruce stopped cutting vegetablesfor the salad he was making and
took off hisapron. “1’ll beright back,” he said impatiently, glancing at
hiswatch. “ This'l| takelessthan two minutes.”

When Bruceleft the kitchen, Kelly walked into the den to check on
Brandon.

Her son wasreclining in athick-cushioned chair and channel surf-
ing on thetelevision. Hewaswearing baggy denim pants, an oversized
T-shirt, and athletic shoesthat |ooked morelike combat boots. Helooked
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up at her when shecameintotheroom. “Thishig TV isreally cool. We
need one of these.”

Kely smiled. “ Sure, why not two?’

She heard Bruce open the front door, then overheard him start to
say something. Another voice, deep and guttural, interrupted, “ Inside,
motherfuck!” Thefront door slammed shut. “Where’ syour bitch?’

Kelly was puzzled and frightened but reacted quickly. She grabbed
Brandon and raced into the kitchen to escape through the back door. In
her haste she stumbled ontheleg of achair, recovered after amoment,
and opened the door.

“Stop right there,” she heard behind her. “Or I’ [l shoot the boy.”

Kdly stopped, turned, and pulled Brandon behind her, holding him
theretightly. She stiffened at the sight of the giant man in front of her.
Her eyeswent first to thelarge gun he held, then to hiseyesresembling
two black holes.

She started to tremble but forced hersdlf to focuson Brandon’s safety.

Bruce was on his knees at the giant’s side mumbling something.
The giant had Bruce by the hair and had been dragging him through
the house aseffortlessly asachild dragsateddy bear.

“Let thewoman and her son go,” Bruce said, hiswords barely au-
dible.

“Shut thefuck up,” the giant said, violently shaking Bruce'shead
and kicking at him.

The giant wagged hisgun at Brandon. “Thislittlefuck’s supposed
to bewith the babysitter.”

Kelly wondered vaguely how he knew that. The giant must be a
burglar. Hewasn't hereto kill anyone. Bruce had afortunein art objects
in hishome. He had shown them to her, bragging about their value.

“My purseisintheother room,” Kelly said, pointing. “ Takeit. Just
leaveusaone.”

A wicked grin cameto the giant’sface, revealing several broken,
jagged teeth. The sight unnerved Kelly and she shuttered.

“Where sthe bedroom?’ hesaid, yanking on Bruce'shair.

“Over there,” Bruce answered meekly, pointing to adoor downthe
hallway directly behind the giant.
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Thegiant lifted Bruce completely off thefloor and kicked him down
the hallway, causing him to stumble and crash to the floor in front of
themaster bedroom. “ Stay there, asshole!” Thegiant grabbed and jerked
Brandon toward the bedroom.

Kelly saw Brandon’sface redden. Sheknew hewasangry and hoped
hewouldn’t do anything foolish. She could tell hewasfighting to hold
back tears. She herself wastrying to smother the panic rising up within
her.

Brandon kicked the giant on the shinbone as hard as he coul d.

“Ouch, youllittlefucker!” the giant yelled. He slapped Brandon on
thesideof thefacewith the palm of hishand, catching most of Brandon’s
right ear. Brandon winced.

Kely screamed. She punched the giant ashard as she could, but she
wasineffective. He pushed her aside harshly, causing her tofall next to
Bruce. Helaughed as he shoved Brandon through the door of the bed-
room. “ Stay there.”

The giant pointed his gun at Bruce, who was still sitting on the
hallway floor and was now shivering uncontrollably, and said, “Nowatch-
ingwhilel have someyoung ass.”

Kelly’sblood coursed through her veinslike steam through ahigh-
pressure hose. She could feel her heart pounding so forcibly shewas
certain it was going to rupture. The giant wasn’t interested in her. He
wanted Brandon.

Tearsstung her eyes. Sheyelled, “ Take my purse, for God's sake.
Bruce, tell him he can haveyour paintings.”

Bruce douched awkwardly, staring blankly ahead. Hewasabizarre
sight, and it did not raise any hopes within Kelly that he would be of
any help. She had to do something herself. Maybe Brandon could get
away, evenif shecouldn't.

Thegiant raised hisgun and pointed it at Bruce'sface. Therewasa
dight poof and a hol e appeared between Bruce' seyes. Hisfacefell be-
tween hisknees.

Kelly jumped up and struck out at the giant. “ Run, Brandon, run!”

The giant grabbed for Brandon at the door of the bedroom.

Kelly saw her son duck, pivot, and scramble down the hallway to
thefront of the house. Shetried to hold the giant back.



A KILL LINE 23

He backhanded her, knocking her sprawling to the floor. She got
up quickly to fight back.

She saw the gun but couldn’t get out of itsway. She saw her blood
flow, then felt aweakening queasinessas shefell into the spiraling black
holes of the giant’seyesand was overtaken by darkness.

Reid Matthewsarrived on the outskirts of New Orleansjust asthe sun
was setting. At the last minute he had reconsidered talking to Bruce
Chimes, waiting until latein the afternoon to telephone him. That way
he' d catch him off guard.

Despite saying, “Good to hear from you,” Reid knew Bruce was
not glad at all. Bruce pressed for details. Reid was vague, saying only
that he needed to see him now. It’ d take five minutes, maybeless.

Brucefindly relented.

Reid picked up hiscell phonewith theintention of calling Bruceto
tell him hewasrunning late. He thought better of it and instead phoned
Roland and Adele Guidry. Hewas expected for dinner.

“I'll bealittlelate,” hetold Roland. “I’ ve decided to see Chimes.”

“Boss, | hadn’t intended for you to do that without backup.” Roland
rarely called Reid boss. Hedid it only when he was upset with him.

Roland went on.” Watch yourself. If Brucetold Lyle Singletonyou're
stopping by—whichislikely—who knowswhat Lyle might do. And
don't besurprisedif it'sacop that meetsyou at thefront door. Singleton’s
got plenty of them on hispayroll.”

Reid knew if Roland said Singleton had copsonthe payrall, it was
true. Roland was an ex-L ouisiana state trooper and former head of the
state’sDrug Enforcement Administration. “I’ || be careful.”

Reid was now at the apex of the Crescent City Connection, the
bridge crossingtheMississippi River a an elevation of amost five hun-
dred feet and stretching for more than two miles before delivering
passengersinto the heart of thecity. Reid quickly noted the city skyline.
But of moreinterest to him wasthe setting sun, which waspainting the
sky areddish-orange. Reid admired the sun’shandiwork and touched
the brim of his Stetson hat in recognition of ajob well done.

Reid was upon Bruce' shouse before heknew it. He had intended to
park in the driveway, which he recalled being in back of the house,
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facing adead-end street running along one side. Quickly, hebraked his
truck and turned sharply onto the dead-end street. In front of him,
parked at the curb, was adark-col ored van partially blocking thedrive-
way. When histruck’s headlights strafed the van, alarge bird swooped
infront of the van’swindshield. Somebody moved insdethevan. Reid
put histruck in reverse and quickly backed up onto the main street.

He parked, then looked over his shoulder to make sure whoever
wasin thevan could not see histruck. Hetook out a.45-caliber Army
Colt and tucked it in thewaistband of hisjeans, then slipped out of the
truck slowly, noting that no one seemed to be watching. He decided to
check out the van before knocking on Bruce'sfront door.

Hekept closeto ahigh row of ligustrum bushes separating Bruce's
house from the one next door, and within moments was behind a
hedgerow of azaleasnext to the van. Hekneeled and listened. He heard
nothing out of place. The fragrant smell of wisteriawas carried on a
gentle breezethat rustled theleavesin nearby live oak trees.

Hesaw alight flicker in the van, then the glow of acigarette. Reid
could tell it wasaman in the van, youngish, maybethirty.

Reid inched backward, stopping to flipacoin highinto theair di-
rectly abovethevan. The coin hit thetop of the van with aloud clack.

“What the hell?” themaninthevan said. “ Joseph? You asshole. Is
that you?’

The man in the van reached up and flipped off the switch to the
overhead light, then slowly opened the door, stepping out. In hisright
hand was an Uzi. Mounted on the end of it wasasilencer.

Theadrenalinehit Reid’sveinslikeapiledriver’shammer hitting
steel drive pipe. That was no damn party favor! He instantly lunged
through the azal ea bushes, bringing the barrel of his gun down hard
behind theman’sear.

Theyoung man collapsed half-in half-out of thevan. Reid picked
up the unconscious man’sdangling legs and folded them inside, shut-
ting the door behind him.

Moving cautioudly to the back of Bruce'shouse, Reid searched for a
window to look through. Thecurtainsonall of thewindows at the back
were pulled. He walked to the front of the house, stepped onto the
front porch, and tiptoed forward. A curtain at one of the French win-
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dowswasnot closed tightly, leaving perhaps an inch of space. He stood
tothesideand peakedin: A giant, thug-of-a-man with agun was strug-
gling with alittle boy. He appeared to be squeezing the boy’s neck so
hard the boy was doubled up in pain. No one el se seemed to be around.

Reid darted from the window and pounded on the front door. The
door shuddered. “Bruce, | know you'rein there. | saw your shadow
through the window.”

The giant shouted through the closed door. “We don’t want any.
Goaway.”

Reid shouted back. “ I’ m here to meet with Bruce Chimes. He'sex-
pecting me.”

“Heleft town.”

“Well, at least take thispackage | wastoldtoleave,” Reid lied.

“Dropit near the door or leaveit in the mailbox.”

“Listen, asshole, there’ stwenty-five thousand dollarshere. And |
can’t leaveit outside somewhere. Open the goddamn door. You can give
it to Bruce whenever he comes back.”

Thedoor opened. “All right! All right!”

Reid’sfist found the side of the giant’ sface. Theimpact of the blow
ruptured skin and crushed bones. Blood splattered the room, hitting
furnitureten feet away. Thegiant collapsed into aheap and lay motion-
less.

Reid quickly walked up to the fallen man and rapped him over the
head with his Colt. He picked up the gun the man had dropped on the
floor and tucked it safely under hisbelt.

Hewent up to the boy, frozen inthe middle of theliving room. The
boy’s shirt and pantswere spotted with blood. He dropped to one knee,
took the boy in hisleft arm and hugged him, keeping his gun pointed
toward the open hallway.

“You' regonnabeokay now,” Reid said. “But | need your help.”

When the boy didn’t respond, Reid hugged the boy again and pat-
ted him on the back. “Listen to me, son, I’m going to need your help
for aminute. How many bad guysarethere?’

“Just him,” the boy said weakly and pointed. “Hekilled my mother.
And hekilled Mr. Bruce.” The boy’schin started to quiver.
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“Listen, big guy, stay here. I’ m going to see about your mother and
Bruce.” Reid stood up and mussed theboy’shair. “My nameisReid. If
hemoves, yell for me. Canyou do that?’

Theboy wiped hiseyesand nodded dumbly.

Reid walked to the dining room. At the end of the room was an
antique oak buffet and to itsleft wasamatching chinacabinet contain-
ing acollection of expensive porcelainfigurines. Thetableinthemiddle
of theroom was prepared for dinner with place settingsfor three.

Hewalkedinto alargekitchen. Onthebutcher’stableinthemiddie
of thekitchen wasalarge salad bow! partially filled with pieces of cut
vegetables. On the kitchen cabinet behind the butcher’s block was a
brown accordion folder, and next to it a stack of papers spread out.
They looked like reports of somekind.

Hewalked out of the kitchen and made aright turn down the hall-
way. Thewallsof the hallway were covered with original oil paintings,
mostly scenes of the French Quarter. He saw aman at the end of the
hallway inasitting position, with hishead slumped between hisknees.
When he got closer, hecouldtell it was Bruce.

Reid tiptoed forward to the opened door of aroom to the left of
Bruce'sbody, the master bedroom. It wasfull of expensive-looking fur-
niture. A woman waslying on thefloor. Blood soaked the carpet.

Reid put hisfinger to thewoman'scarotid artery, just below her |eft
ear. Her pulse was strong. The only wound he saw was ablow to her
head. Head wounds were prolific bleeders, as he knew from being
whacked on the head afew timeshimsalf.

He drew a sharp breath and spoke aloud: “What the hell are you
doing herewiththelikesof Bruce Chimes?’ Heknew theanswer: Bruce
was handsome and had |ots of money.

Hewas glad thewoman was alive, but he was also angry with her
for getting herself—and her son—into thiskind of scrape. “ Jesus, lady,”
hesaid, running hiseyesover her. Hethought she wasthe most attrac-
tive woman he had ever seen. He was particularly partial to tall,
full-figured women likethisonewith dark complexionsand long black
hair. Too bad shewasa damnwhore.

For thefirsttimeinalong time, Reid wasat alossasto what to do.
He thought of walking away from the whole thing. It’d be what the
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woman deserved. But her son: What about him?He probably saw Bruce
killed by themanintheliving room. It'd all wind up bad for theboy in
the end.

Reid considered killing thetwo hit men outright. They’ d deserveit.
Andit’ d suredeter them from any further actsof misconduct, especialy
against the boy and hismother. But he' d made apromiseyearsago and
he' dkeepit.

He knew he was pressed for time. He had to do something now,
evenif itwaswrong: Call an ambulance? Thepolice? No, not the police.

Hissensestold him to get thewoman and her son out of harm’sway
before anything el se happened. He could get the woman to an emer-
gency roomamost asfast asan ambulance could. Baptist Medica Center
wasonly afew minutesaway. Then, he' d quickly makeagetaway, leav-
ing them there to sort things out on their own.

He bent down and picked up the woman. As he walked into the
living room, hesaid, “Hey, big guy, you' remomma’sstill alive.”

Theboy rushed to him. “My mother’saive?’ Hewiped tearsaway
with the back of hishands as he came closer to see.

“ She'sbeen whacked on the head pretty good, but | think she'll be
okay. I’m going to put her on the couch herewhilel do afew things.”

Reid carefully put the woman down, then put hishand on theboy’s
shoulder. “ Stay here with your momma. I’ ve got to go outside for a
minute.”

At the van, Reid found the young thug still unconscious. He took
out hispocketknifeand cut the stemsfrom two of thevan'stires. While
the air swished from thetires, he frisked the man and took hiswallet.
He picked up the man’sgun with ahandkerchief.

Reid repeated what he had done to the man outside to the giant
inside. When hefinished, he picked up the stack of gunsand walletshe
had collected and walked over to Bruce' sbody. He placed the gunsand
wallets behind Bruce, so they would not be detected easily by anyone
until the coroner said the body could be moved.

Reid picked up aphoneand dialed 911. Inamuffled voice, hesaid,
“There’'s been amurder at 401 Magnolia.” He dropped the phone to
thefloor.
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Helifted thewoman from the couch and said to the boy, “ Openthe
front door for me, would you, please?We' re getting out of here.” When
helooked back over hisshoulder at the boy, he saw thewoman’spurse
on atable near the door to the dining room. He grimaced at the thought
of hisoverlookingit. “ Son, grab your momma's purse over there.”

Reid took long strides toward histruck. When he passed the cars
parked at the curb, he asked Brandon which car belonged to hismother.

“Theblue Toyota,” Brandon said.

Secondslater, Reid had placed Brandon’smother in the backseat of
histruck, with Brandon alongside her. Just as he was getting into the
truck himself, he saw a man running up the street toward him with a
raised gunin hishand.

Reid didn’t hear the sound of the gun’s discharges because of the
silencer, but he heard the bullets lam into histruck as he sped away.



Reid turned histruck right onto oak-lined St. Charles Avenue, heading
to the emergency room at Baptist. He had already committed himself
to aleft turn at Napoleon Street before noticing the traffic was at a
complete stop in front of him. It was too late to back up, and he was
still along way from the next intersection. He cursed mildly to himsel f
at hisbad luck.

Herealized suddenly hewas sweating profusely. Helowered thecar
window, and for amoment felt the cool air work somerelaxation into
thetight muscles of hisneck. Heturned to ook at Brandon, who was
still holding athick wad of gauze to his mother’s wound. “How you
doin’ back there?’

“I think the bleeding’sstopped. But I’ m afraid there’sblood all over
your backseat.”

“It'sokay. It'll goalong with al the coffeestains.” He paused. “ Bran-
don, doyou haveany relativesintown or who live nearby? Your father?’

“No. No one. My mother and father are divorced. My father lives
in Savannah. But my mother hasafriend, Cassandra, who liveshere.”

Thetrafficinfront of Reid started to break up and move forward.
He phoned Roland Guidry. “I’ ve got asituation here.”

Ashetold Roland what happened, he pulled histruck into thedrive-
way of the Emergency Room at Baptist. Reid parked and told Roland
wherehewas.

“Get out of there. Now!” Roland ordered.

Reid dropped the phoneto hislap and threw the truck in reverse.
But hewastoo late. An SUV had pulled up behind him, blocking his
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retreat. And a man had appeared from nowhere at his side window
pointing agun.

Reidrolled down hiswindow. “ Sorry, gir. | didn’t seethe no-parking
sgn.”

“Put the truck in park and scoot over,” the man said.

“But, Ssr—"

“Doit,” the man said, making athreatening gesturewith hisgun.

Reid complied.

Themandidintothedriver’sseat of atruck used for hauling ailfield
equipment. When he tried to engage the stick shift on the floor he
found he couldn’t makeit go anywhere, because hewasunfamiliar with
anything but an automatic transmission. “ Goddamn this piece of shit,”
heyelled ashefought the stick, succeeding finally in causing an awful
grinding sound. Now distracted, hefailed to keep an eye on Reid.

Reid slid his Colt from hiswai stband and shoved the barrel of the
gun almost all the way though the man’stemple. He then pushed the
man aside and operated the truck from the passenger’sside.

Reid shouted back over hisshoulder to Brandon, “Hold onto your
mother!”

Reid revved up the huge diesel engine. The impact of the truck’s
reinforced steel chassisand guard bumper sent the SUV backward ten
yardsand crumpled itsmeager front end into the shape of an enormous
accordion. Theunconsciousdriver of the SUV wastrapped.

Reid stopped his truck just long enough to push the man in the
driver’sseat onto the curb. Ashedidintothedriver’sseat, he saw aman
with agun jumping from the shadows of amagnoliatree. Reid bounded
into the street, tires squealing. For the second timethat night he heard
bullets hitting thetruck ashe sped away.

Reid turned | eft at thefirst opportunity, then switched off the head-
lightsand pulled over. He saw aspeeding van going up Napol eon toward
Claiborne. He searched for and found the phone he had dropped.
“Roland, hold on one second more.”

He got out of the truck to see about Brandon and his mother. The
woman had been knocked to the floorboard after the impact with the
SUV and her head wound had started bleeding again.

Reid returned her to the seat and made her as comfortable as pos-
sble. Brandon'sfacewaspale.
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Reidforced asmile. “We'll be out of thisinaminute.”

He climbed back into the cab of thetruck and picked up the phone.
“That wasclose. If thosejerks keep pumping holesinto my truck, I'll
soon haveaconvertible! don’t want.”

“I’m sorry now | ever asked you to speak to Bruce,” Roland said.

“Forget it. Just get me out of thismess.”

“It getsworse. Whileyou werewrecking carsand smashing heads, |
told Adelewhat wasgoin’ on.”

Reid now heard Adel€' svoice on the phoneand it had adecidedly
unpleasant tenor toit. “What the hell wereyou thinking?” shedemanded.
“Listen to me, you knucklehead, get that woman to aclinic—one out
of town somewhere. Those guys will have every medical center ina
fifty-mile radius covered. Take her to the clinic Tidal Wave usesin
L afayette and be quick about it. And get someice on that wound.”

Adelewasanurse, or used to be. Shewasworking at theclinicin
L afayette when she met Roland. He had been shot up in agunfight.

Reid once more gave thought to abandoning the woman and her
son, maybetaking themto her friend Cassandra. But decided hecouldn’t
doit, at least not yet.

Reid drove asRoland gave directionson what streetsto useto avoid
being found. They decided that beforegoing to Reid'sjet, he' d get some
iceand drop off thewoman’spurseat alocd bar caled Tumbler’s. Roland
would need the contents of the purse—driver’slicenseand credit cards—
to find out who the woman was, as well as keysto move her vehicle
fromthefront of Bruce' shouse.

“If thedoctor at theclinic saysshe sokay and can makethetrip,” Roland
said, “1 think you should take her and the boy to Texaswith you. Get them
out of harm’sway. We' |l figure out what to do with them tomorrow.”

Reid'sCitation 111 diced neatly and precisely through the night sky over
Texas. Reid stood in the cockpit behind the pil ot.

Thepilot talked over hisshoulder. “| see Bill and Williehaveturned
on the runway lights. Don’t they know | can turn them on from here
using thepilot controlled lighting?’

Reid grinned. The Calendars had lived on the Comancheria for
thirty-fiveyears. “They know, but they don’t care. Besides, they drive
therunway and check for any debris.”
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Reid went on. “Bill and Willieare both in their mid-seventiesand
they do asthey dang well please.” Reid had thought of the Calendarsas
hissurrogate parents ever since hisown had been killed.

The planelanded smoothly and taxied to the hangar.

Reidwalked downtheair stairscarrying Kelly, following Brandon.
Kelly was now awake and had initially protested about being carried,
saying shewastoo heavy.

Reid said, “I don’t think so, ma am.” Then he picked her up as
easlly asif shewereasmall child. Kelly discontinued her protest.

With Kely till in hisarms, Reid walked up to Willie, leaned over,
and kissed her on the forehead.

Kelly squirmed. “You can put me down now. | think I can walk.”
Reid put her down slowly, supporting her with hisarm.

Willie put ablanket around Kelly. “We' d better get you out of this
air. It getsalittlechilly at night.”

Willie dlid in the backseat of the truck with Kelly and Brandon,
Reid inthe passenger seat infront, Bill inthedriver’s seat.

Reid inhaled deeply. He had not been homein three months. “You
areasight for soreeyes,” hesaid, poking Bill onthe shoulder just asthe
truck bounced from hitting a deep pothole. He turned to face Willie.
“Did he manageto hit al the chuckholeson theway over?’

Williemoaned. “ Doesaone-legged duck swiminacircle?’

Reidlaughed.

Williesaid, “Hehit every doggone oneof 'em.” Willie put her arms
around Reid’ s neck and kissed him on the cheek. “We' re glad to have
you back onthe Comancheria.”

“Thanks,” Reidsaid. “I think I'll bestayin’ for awhile. | reckonl’'m
gonnaspend alot of timetryin’ to catch BigMoe.”

Brandon leaned forward and supported hischin ontop of thefront
seat between Reid and Bill. “What'saBigMoe?’

Willie put her arm around Brandon’sneck. “Honey, they’ retalking
about astupid old fish.”

“I’venever beenfishing,” Brandon said, sitting back down.

“Why that’d be perfect,” Reid said. “Big Moe just might want a
round with anewcomer.”
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It took them only afew minutesto arrive at Reid’ shouse. It wasa
largehome, partly made of locally quarried limestone, but mainly wood-
framed, white, with eight second-story dormer windows. The stone
portion of the house was the original home of Reid’s grandfather,
Nokahwhek Clancy Matthews, who was half Comanche. After his
grandfather’ sdeath, it had been unoccupied for twenty-fiveyears. As
soon as Reid had enough money, he started building anew house around
the old stone building, which became the den of the new housewith a
fireplaceten feet long and six feet high. The combination kitchen and
dining room wasthe size of asmall restaurant. There werefour large
bedrooms downstairs, each with its own complete bath, and upstairs
there were six bedrooms and an office and communications center. A
wraparound covered porch was at the front and sides of the house, and
each bedroom on the ground floor had a door opening onto it.

Reid helped Kelly to one of thetwo corner bedrooms on the north
end of the house. She sat on the edge of the bed and looked around.
“Thisroomishig,” shesaid. Then shelay down, curled herself upinto
afetal position, and went to sleep.

Willie, having seen Brandon to the bedroom to the left of his
mother’s, went into Kelly’ sroomto hel p out. When shesaw Kelly adeep
ontop of the bed, shesaid, “Poor child. What kind of personwould try
toharmsuchanicegirl?’

“Shebrought it on herself,” Reid said. “But whyishard tofigure.”

Willie put her hand to Kelly’sforehead. “| imagineit’ || beashard to
figureaswhat part of snakeisneck, and what part’stail.” She shook her
head. “My, my, my. Reid, would you pick her up so | can turn the
bedding back?Then, I’ ll try to make her ascomfortableas| can.”

After doing asWillie asked, Reid left theroom so Willie could un-
dressher. Ashewalked by Brandon’sbedroom, hedecided tolook inon
the boy. He found Brandon curled up into aball and fast asleep, his
blanket half on thefloor. Reid smiled and tiptoed over to the bed and
replaced the blanket. He stood there awhile admiring how soundly the
young boy slept and wondering if Brandon would be okay.

He hoped that the violence tonight would be all the violence the
boy would ever haveto endure. But he knew better.



