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Tragedy: n. \trag.e.dy\tra-je-de\
 
From the classical Greek:
tragos = "he-goat"
aeidein = "to sing" (cf. "ode")
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December 7, 1946

The Winecoff Hotel

Atlanta, Georgia

There’s no place to hide on a B-17 when the shooting starts. All you can do is pray Jesus doesn’t call you home, angel song and all. The flack makes vicious tinkling sounds tearing through the hull. Like red-hot dimes blasted through an empty coffee can. The plane pitches and yawls. Then the fighters streak in and blow holes the size of doorknobs through anything in the way. The blood freezes into ruby crystals on the icy interior. It’s only afterwards, on the way back to station, that the shaking starts.

Jefferson blinked himself back to the present. He was cold. The wind swirled around him kicking up ash and cinders. There was a sweet, sickening smell mixed with the wood smoke that he didn’t want to think about. It had been 4:00am when the call came in so he hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep and that was an invitation to Mr. Rattles, no doubt about it. He’d promised Frank they’d get a Christmas tree today. Good luck with that.

He reached for a cheroot. His near useless left arm was tucked away in his overcoat pocket. But he was adept at striking a wooden match with his thumbnail and applying it to his smoke. Many men came away from the war without an arm or even two. The German medics could have just sawed his off. But their doctor overruled them and saved the arm. A little, at least.

It was December now, 1946. The war was long over. He tried again to focus on the matter at hand. The ‘absolutely fireproof’ Winecoff Hotel had burned nearly to the ground that morning. 116 souls were lost, many from asphyxiation. He took a deep breath and zeroed in on a spot on the brick wall in front of him, working to clear his mind. After a while his breathing returned to normal and the tingling in his hands and face eased a bit.

“That’s enough now, Mr. Rattles.” he chided. The dark shadow hovered around him like a shroud, mocking him. “Get the hell away from me now. I’ve got work to do.”

Jefferson drew on the cheroot. The clove flavored smoke pulled the fading anxiety down into his lungs and he relaxed a bit. He took another deep breath and wove his way around the piles of hoses and water-logged debris. His well-worn overcoat snapped around him in the cold breeze, keeping him irritable and jumpy. He stuck his damp right hand deep inside the other pocket to keep it still. 

He hadn’t shaved. A near-shapeless fedora was pulled down low to keep the wind from taking it down Ellis Street. He supposed that some show of respect for the dear departed was in order but, pulled down, the hat made him feel safe. He was there to sniff out any arson at play, but the place was such a wreck he couldn’t get near it. He looked down at a sodden Raggedy Ann doll. Its trade-mark red hair had all been scorched away.

“Detective?”

Jefferson turned to find a fresh-faced young patrolman brushing soot off his already spotless uniform. Jefferson spit out the cold cheroot and waited. When the patrolman looked back up, he started. With his black stubble and coal black eyes, the detective looked sinister and uncaring. Another veteran with cold, lifeless eyes. The boy’s face shaded pink.

“Sorry, detective. The coroner would like you to drop by the morgue as soon as you’re able.”

“Did he say why?” His voice was smooth and even, but his southern drawl thick and strong like the caffeinated tar he gulped down every couple of hours.

“He said to tell you Spots Tolliver.”

“Son of a bitch!” Jefferson blanched. “He was staying here?”

Finding another pinch of ash on his uniform, the patrolman simply nodded. Jefferson glared at the pup. The boy’s face turned red again. “I mean, yes sir. They dragged him outta here a couple hours ago.”

Jefferson spun on his heel and made his way through the shivering crowd, down Peachtree Street and into a dented 1936 Ford. Mr. Rattles swirled after him. He had any number of plans for Jefferson Armistead. Worrying the piss out of him was a near constant pleasure. If he did his job right, the esteemed detective might one day blow his brains out. But that would be a tough dog to drag from under the porch. The man was stubborn as hell.

Jefferson coaxed the Ford down the near deserted street, using a knee to steer when he had to shift gears, and turned left onto Decatur Street. Tolliver was usually holed up down in New Orleans. The guy had his fingers in every kidnapping, murder and narcotics deal in the southeast. His grotesque horror and sex shows were notorious. There’d been intelligence he’d be coming to Atlanta. So he just walked in and registered at one of the best hotels in the city and no one noticed? How does that happen?

The morgue wasn’t as crowded as he thought it’d be. Most of the victims were being routed to Grady Hospital for identification rather than the cold, pitted police morgue. 

“How’re you this morning, Doc?” he called out.

A doctor looked up over the hustle and bustle as orderlies moved gurneys here, there and everywhere. He ambled forward, a pear-shaped man in worn tweed, his doctor’s coat smeared with the stains of burnt offerings. 

“Hell’s bells, how do you think I am? Everybody’s over at Grady trying to match teeth to jowls and we’re stuck here with the runoff. You come to see Tolliver?”

“Patrolman said y’all had him on ice. That true?”

“Yeah, it’s true alright. I had him brought over here to see for myself. I figured you’d want to see him.”

“How y’all know it’s Tolliver?” Jefferson asked, lighting a cheroot and dropping the match on the floor.

“You mean aside from the spots?” Doc bent down and retrieved the burned-out match from the stained but clean floor. He silently admonished the impatient detective, then broke the match in half and dropped it into a trash can.

“Lot’s come down on folks during the war, Doc. I guess a lot of fellas were left with one disfigurement or another.”

“Not like his.”

“But how do y’all know? The FBI doesn’t have any prints on him. There aren’t any mugshots or photos, at least not anything we can verify.”

Doc started collecting files off his desk and sliding them into manila folders. He stopped and looked up at Jefferson over the top of smudged and greasy glasses, crinkling up his nose in the process. He reminded Jefferson of a near-sighted gopher. He stayed like that for quite a while, then snapped his attention back to his filing.

“I’m not proud of it,” the doctor said flatly.

“Okay...”

“You wouldn’t arrest me, would you, Jefferson?”

“What in the hell are y’all talking about? It’s gonna be a long day, Doc. I’d appreciate you getting’ to the point.”

“Sure.” The doctor opened a drawer and pulled out a bottle of buttermilk. “You want a shot of this?”

Jefferson pushed back his hat and shoved his right hand in his pants pocket. “Y’all wanna beat a dead horse next?”

The doctor took a long pull then put the bottle back in the drawer. “Helps my ulcer... Okay... son of a bitch this is difficult.”

“Just say it, Doc. You’re among friends.” Jefferson looked around at all the dearly departed.

“Okay, okay... Back in 19 and 43 I was a young, stupid medic down in The Easy.”

“You weren’t in the military?”

“Look at me, Jefferson. You want a guy like me fighting in your army? Sunken chest, flat feet, not to mention a heart murmur. All that put the kibosh on anything military. I was down there working with battle fatigue cases.”

Mr. Rattles eyed the doctor with weepy, reddish eyes. This was the enemy.

“Okay, so then what?” Jefferson asked.

“One night I got a call that I could make a lot of money if I knew how to keep my mouth shut and was I interested. Turned out it was one of Tolliver’s boys callin’. He’d taken a slug in the shoulder, so I took it out, cleaned him up, got my cash and left.”

Jefferson chewed on this for a while. “And y’all never told nobody?”

“That was the deal.”

“Show me.”

Doc took him into an adjoining room, colder and smaller than the first, and up to a lone gurney covered by a sooty sheet.  He pulled the sheet back and there he was. He was a young man who’d been handsome once. But then half his face got violenced and left him ugly as home-made sin. The doctor pointed at a large star-shaped scar on the boy’s right shoulder.

“I’d know that scar anywhere. I tried to keep him down, so it’d heal properly, but he was hell-bent on finding the guy who shot him. Police found the son of a bitch a few days later. He’d been chopped up and deposited in 12 separate mason jars left in the middle of Jackson Square. A love note from Mr. Spots here. See...” Doc pulled the boy partially up-right.  “...the bullet cut straight through the pectoralis major and exited...”

“Lay him down, Doc,” Jefferson said, taking off his hat.

“What?” The medic turned to look and was shocked at the sight of him. The man’s face had gone colorless, like he’d bled out all of a sudden. And he was all bent over and turned away.

‘’Just... lay him down.” Jefferson said it soft as a whisper. “You know what happened to him?”

Doc laid the boy back down. “You mean to his face? The cuts are pretty obvious. For the rest, sulfuric acid if I had to guess, or some sort of chemical. It’s the application that’s the puzzler. The spots... With the surgical procedures available now, this could have...”

“Goddamnit, Doc, you were there! You were talking to him. Didn’t you ask him about it?” Jefferson was shaking all over.

“I was told before I met him that I was not to mention his face under any circumstances. He wasn’t a pleasant person, Jeff.”

“There was a time he surely was,” Jefferson said in a breath.

“There... what did you just say?”

“Skip it. Just...” Jefferson was struggling to compose himself.

Doc recognized battle fatigue when he saw it. Memories of New Orleans in battered hues of blue flannel, gray wool and jerking men unable to stop crying or even talk. During the war, the worst cases had been shipped state-side for treatment. He’d seen more than his fair share of splintered men who could never be put right. He was looking at one now.

The shadow danced. Mr. Rattles knew Jefferson was in a bad way, so he conjured up images of a terrified Tolliver buried alive, trying frantically to scratch his way out of a coffin made of hardwood and coiled with metal bands.

Jefferson wiped his face with a handkerchief and took a long, deep breath. “Sorry, Doc.” He stuffed the sodden rag into his back pocket and took another deep breath. “Not an explosion as far as you can tell. Or a fire? The face, I mean.”

“No. The cuts in particular... Why don’t you come out of here, Jeff?  Let’s walk down to the corner and get a cup of coffee.” 

“In a bit. I’m going to take some notes first... If y’all don’t mind, I’d like to be alone for a little.”

“Alright, Jeff. Sure. I’ll be right outside.” The medic ambled out, praying they wouldn’t be rushing back after a few minutes to scrape Jefferson’s brains off the wall. God only knew what the hell this was about.

Jefferson struggled as waves of anxiety battered him again and again. He felt like he’d been split lengthwise and one half of him was grounded in the floor while the other half was floating upwards by about 3 feet. Then the whole room seemed to suddenly tilt at a 45-degree angle and for a moment he thought he was going to slide down into some awful place. He steadied himself on the gurney until the room settled down.

Mr. Rattles cloaked him in loss and regret. He looked at the body. It was mangled in such a fine way. He sensed Jefferson’s guilt. That could be depressed and squelched, and then made to come rushing back like an unstoppable wave. And always at the most inconvenient time. 

Jefferson lit a cheroot with a shaky hand and then ran his thumb over the boy’s ruined face. He had seen all kinds of wounds during the war, but these were unique. What he must have gone through. 

He pulled off the sheet and dropped it on the floor. The boy lay naked on the slab, purple and stiff. He’d have recognized him anywhere, even with the disfigured face. Whatever had happened, it was the right side of his head and the upper torso that were ruined. ‘Cept for the nose. The slice was at a careless angle. In his mind’s eye there was a flash of horrific struggle. Then he’d lost. His right eye had been damaged, though it was rumored he could see well enough. He always wore orange-tinted wire-rimmed spectacles. 

Jefferson ran his hand gently down the young man’s arm.  It was like marble, cold and unyielding. He held the hand. There were no other marks on him except soot and ash. He studied the manicured fingernails, blue under clear varnish. He hoped it had been quick. Still, there must have been fear. He must’ve known he was finished.

His letters had gone unanswered from late 1942. Then he’d gotten a note from his Gran that the boy’d burned to death when Cooper’s Lodge mysteriously went up in flames on a Thanksgiving week-end. But he hadn’t burned. Why hadn’t he let them know? Gran could have forwarded on any information the boy had wanted to share. And who died in the fire?

But he was disfigured and must have wanted to hide. That wasn’t too hard. Even if you wanted to hide from the police. He wondered if he’d come to Atlanta wanting to meet up, then got cold feet. Because of the scars, maybe? Or his being a wanted man? Jefferson knew it wouldn’t have mattered. None of it would have mattered.

He sucked in a blast of emotion and cursed as his eyes teared up again. He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped away the tears with an impatient sweep. There was one final check and he had to see clearly to be sure. He ran his fingers down the boy’s smooth right thigh and there they were. Three small dry patches, slightly off-color about midway down. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to keep him out of the military. That’s why he’d been left behind, though certainly not forgotten...

“Who in the hell are you?” The words were so heavily accented in mumbling Cajun that Jefferson had trouble understanding them.

Mr. Rattles sailed across the room and watched quietly from a grimy corner.

A disheveled young tough let the door close behind him. He was only 18 or 19 years old, but he projected hostility fairly well in spite of a young face and lean frame. Jefferson reflected that if he wasn’t so jumbled and tired, he would have been handsome. A wooden matchstick moved in the corner of his mouth. At the moment, it vibrated at tempo rubato.

He picked the dirty sheet up off the floor. His hands were heavily bandaged, and he smelt of smoke, expensive cologne and custom-crafted pomade. Deep circles laid under dark, expressive eyes.

“What in the world were you doing to him?” the tough demanded.

In spite of his bandaged hands, he managed to gently drape the sheet over Tolliver’s body. He paused for a moment, staring intently at the gangster’s ruined face before kissing his forehead and pulling the sheet up the rest of the way, like a mother covering her child. 

Jefferson produced his badge and showed it to the boy without saying anything. The raging anxiety confined him to one action at a time.

“Oh. Les keufs,” the boy said derisively, a derogatory Cajun word for police. “Did you enjoy the view?”

Jefferson ignored the insult, his curiosity peaked by the tenderness the boy had shown the body. He struggled up past the numbing unease and pointedly tried to settle on a direction he could take with the guy.

“How well did you know Cade?” he asked with pretended calm. He took a small notebook from his shirt pocket and braced it against his questionable left hand. Then he drew out a pencil, then flipped opened the notebook with his thumb. He wrote a word, thought, wrote another word. Each move was like he was made of stone. Stiff, clumsy, with no subtlety or ease.

The name gave the boy pause. He tried reaching in his coat, but his bandages were too thick. He sighed to himself. “Do you have a...” he mimed smoking a cigarette.

Jefferson took a moment, then produced a cheroot, set it between scalded fingertips and lit it for him.  

The boy took a long drag then wrinkled his nose at the glowing brown stub. “Man, this is really shit. Where do you find such things?”

“In a prisoner of war camp,” Jefferson said matter-of-factly. Then he waited. His focus on the boy eased his anxiety and he relaxed a little. Jefferson watched the boy filling in blank after blank, patching up a story he had yet to hear.

“So, you called him Cade,” the boy finally said.  “Man, that was from another life, that name.” The boy looked up at him from under long, dark lashes. Jefferson considered that if he’d told him he was going to hang him the boy would have merely shrugged and asked if he could finish his smoke.

“What’s your name?” Jefferson asked.

“They call me Atcha.”

“Would that be short for Atchafalaya?”

The boy smiled at the name. A simpler time in that wild and beautiful place.

“Is that where you’re from?” Jefferson asked.

“My dad and me had a place on the river, just below Chène Bayou.”

“And what’s your real name?”

“Ghislain Saint-Scene. A bit hard to pronounce, so... And you are...?”

“Jefferson Armistead.”

The boy was quiet for a long time. If the name Cade had moved on him like a wrecking ball, then the name Jefferson Armistead finished the job and what was left of his world came crashing down.  

There was no panic or fear or anger because he understood these would only serve to diminish him. He took another drag off the cheroot and studied Jefferson through the smoke. When finished, he dropped the butt on the floor and crushed it out.

“He never would have let you see him... like this.”

“Do you know what happened to him?”

“Before my time,” Atcha said, shaking his head. Of course, he was lying. But something so brutal... the boy had to sound out this trembling detective before he let loose with all his secrets.

“Were you his lover?” Jefferson hoped the question sounded professional and not green-eyed.

“I was a place holder.”

“That’s harsh.”

“Oh, you were always with us, detective. At home, at work, even in our bed. I grew so tired of you... I suppose you have questions.”

“Five years’ worth. But I can’t compel...”

The boy waived this off, as though Jefferson was accusing him of weakness. “And I suppose you’ll want to arrest me afterwards.”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to check for warrants.”

“You can buy me a coffee then. No... a full breakfast. It’s only fair. We will be a while, I think...”
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July, 1940

Carville, Louisiana

Jefferson breathed in brilliant shades of crimson, yellow and green, swaying beauty laced through with heat and humidity. He stretched and thanked God he hadn’t been put on a road gang or a farm detail, but his ankles were still chained together, like it or not.

The compound in front of him was nestled against a levee that protected the low-lying parcel from wind, rain and flood. A lean-to Catholic church with uneven stained-glass windows dominated the place along with a modest plantation house. It all sat back from the river road, rumpled and carless, behind stands of willow and white oak. The breeze through the branches added to the music of the bees and giggling birds preying and tumbling across the terra cotta earth.

Breezeways connected the plantation house to casually arranged long buildings. In the center was a smaller compound shielded from the world by a high brick wall and well-kept shade trees. The place gave Jefferson a feeling of great peace, but also one of near overwhelming sadness, though he couldn’t say why. 

“Now listen to me, son,” the captain said. He was a powerful, handsome man in his late 40’s who always wore a straw fedora. “I’m not going to run you on the chain gang. Understand? You...” he pointed at Jefferson like he was about to get elected for the best job in the world. “You...are going to chop this high grass all the way around this fence line.” He indicated the tall chain link fence topped with barbed wire. “From here...” he punched out to the left with a straight arm directly off his shoulder, “...all the way to here.” He pointed his right arm straight out in front of him and took six large steps away from the fence. Then he pulled a cigar out of his mouth and spit. “Understand?” He returned the cigar to his mouth and puffed on it until the end glowed red and smoke swirled up. He leaned in and looked Jefferson straight in the eye. “You... are going to be all alone here, but I trust you until you give me a reason not to. Then God help your scrawny ass. Understand?”

Jefferson understood. He was a good-looking kid with short, rough-cut dark hair and shimmering black eyes, lean from want and hard work. He’d already gotten glances from some of the men. A boy knows when a man is undressing him with his eyes.  

After the captain left, he tested the edge on his sickle and then started to swing it to and fro, slowly at first until he got the hang of it and then faster, mowing down the grass and weeds in wide swaths. He kept his head down, concentrating on his form and swing, like an athlete in training. And when he finally looked up, there he was.

“Son of a bitch...” Jefferson started.

He was a young man, lean and barefoot, with a slightly turned-up nose and a patch of freckles. But the eyes shone a luminous light brown flecked with gold, and he had a look so intense that Jefferson thought he might be a wood sprite or even a ghost.

“That’s about the friendliest greeting I’ve ever had, so help me,” the boy said. 

“Sorry,” Jefferson stammered. "You just surprised me, that's all."

The boy smirked at him. “They’s got oranges over at the guard shack if y’all want one.” His voice had a pleasant, even sound and it put Jefferson at his ease. He had heard of oranges, but he’d never tasted one. He studied the boy and noticed the bulge in his pocket.

“Why don’t y’all just give me the one you're hiding there and save me the trouble?”

“'Cuz that one's a secret and you ain't supposed to see it so you just ignore it. Now, if you run and get one, from the guards, we can have a picnic right here.”

“Y’all must have a tree full at your school or whatever it is...”

“We had a whole bowl of ‘em. With almonds yet. Some rich fella from down N’Orleans dropped ‘em off.”

“Musta been a kindly man to think so,” Jefferson said.

“Or his conscious needed soothin’.” The boy looked over his shoulder like he was scouting the place. “Maybe he’d just gone to confession and the priest scared him with hell and damnation,” he said, looking back.

“So, he decided the Almighty would be satisfied with almonds and oranges, huh?” 

The boy smiled at that. “And peppermint stick candy.” He rolled his eyes. “Oranges dropped off here are worth 10 times anyplace else. Anyway, this is my last one.” The boy indicated his swollen pocket.

“Then why’d you offer?”

“I just thought you’d like one, that’s all. They taste like sunshine if you want to know.”

Jefferson wiped the sweat off his forehead with his forearm. The boy watched him with great interest, though Jefferson wasn’t sure why. He looked around and pointed to a gnarled oak 20 yards away. The shade covered the fence a good ten feet in all directions.

“See that tree over yonder?” Jefferson asked.  “I’m just trying to chop the grass up to there so I can sit in the shade a spell. If you run and get me an orange, we can have our picnic right there.”

The boy looked at the tree. It looked rugged and independent and he envied it. “I’d like to, believe me," he said, yanking himself back to the matter at hand. "But I ain’t got the run of the place, ya know? Just go ask them guards at the front gate. They’ll give you one if you ask ‘em nicely.” 

“Well, split yours with me.” He reached down and jiggled the shackles wrapped tight around each ankle. “Running isn’t exactly in my cards, ya know?”

The boy’s eyes went wide and his face turned red. “I’d didn't even see those,” he exclaimed. "Well, that changes everything."

“Yeah? And why is that?”

“Because you're surely a notorious criminal, that's why. What’s your name, anyway?”

“Jefferson Armistead,” Jefferson said, pausing again. “What’s yours?”

“Cade Parnell, at your service!” The boy bowed from the waist. It was oddly precise and formal. “How old are ya, Jefferson?” The boy tilted his head down a bit like he’d gone shy asking the question.

“I’m 18 and ain’t that just a bit personal?”

“I’m gonna ask where you live next, so get ready.”

“Now, not so fast. How old are you, Mr. Curious Cade?”

“Me?  Oh... well, let’s see now...” He made a big play of counting up on his fingers.  “I’m 25.”

“25, huh?”

“No, wait... 26.”

“If you’re 26, I’m the king of England. You’re 15 if you’re a day.”

“I ain’t no kid, Jefferson, let’s get that clear. I can read and write and do multiplication and division. And I’ll be graduatin’ high school in the fall.

“16 then maybe.” Jefferson was back focusing on the grass.

“I’m an honor student.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, just tell me how old you are and don’t lie. You always make such a production out of everything?”

“Okay, okay. There’s no foolin’ you, and that’s a fact. I’m 15 just like you said. That’s God’s honest truth.”

“Now that wasn’t...”

“And, yes.”

Jefferson stood up and leaned on his blade. “Are you gonna share that orange or not.”

“Nope. It's all I got and I don't know you well enough to be making any sacrifices,” Cade looked away and turned a little red, like the outburst was unexpected and, perhaps, impolite. He decided a change of subject was required. “You out from the work farm?”

“I surely am," Jefferson answered. 

The boy’s grin was back, and he hung onto the fence like this news was enough to make him swoon. “Did ya kill a man?” 

This stopped Jefferson cold. “Did I what?”

“Kill a man. I can’t make it any plainer.”

Jefferson laughed at this. Cade grinned, but Jefferson could tell he wasn’t quite sure what he was grinning at. He was just happy that he’d made him laugh.

“No...” Jefferson said shaking his head. “No, I don’t think you can. Well, to answer your question, I didn’t kill anybody. Or rob a bank. Or embezzle from the orphan’s relief. “

“Then what did you do?” Cade was trying to hide his disappointment at not meeting a killer, so he asked the question with great enthusiasm.

“I just kinda picked up a wallet.”

“A wallet? You mean, like off the street?”

“Well, no. It was still in the man’s pocket and that’s what they objected to.”

Cade was quiet for a moment, then burst out laughing. Jefferson soldiered on.

“So, for the next 90 days I get carted around here and there doin’ odd jobs until, I don’t know, I’m rehabilitated or something. What about you? What is this place?’

“It’s like a school,” Cade said, wiping his eyes.

“What kind of school?”

The Angelus in the slipshod church rang noon and a shade came down over Cade like day to night. He looked back toward the cluster of buildings and then back at Jefferson. His smile disappeared and the color came up in his face. This seemed to make his eyes larger than before, and more luminous.

“You gonna be here tomorrow?” Cade asked, running toward the buildings ahead of the question.

“I guess. I gotta chop this long grass all the way around the place. You come visit with me again?”

“Yup. But I gotta go now.”

Without anything further, Cade ran away. Watching him go, Jefferson couldn’t help but wonder if he’d ever see the boy again. Suddenly Cade turned around and caught Jefferson staring at him. Jefferson felt something of a shock go through him and he found himself waving, though that hadn’t been his intention. The boy grinned and waved back, an exaggerated gesture, full of joy and excitement. When Cade reached the buildings, he paused and looked back a second time. This time Jefferson looked away, embarrassed, and when he looked back the boy was gone.

Jefferson went back to chopping the grass, shaking his head at the strange encounter.

“Never did get my orange,” he thought.
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The truck dropped Jefferson off where he’d stopped work the day before, well past the tangled oak. The trustee driving the rig ground the gears, causing something under the frame to clatter and clank, then it belched bluish-white smoke and puttered away. Jefferson waved a hand in front of his face to get rid of the smell. 

It was a typical delta day, hot and humid, like a wet blanket tossed over your head. The sweat and cloying had inspired countless stories of ghosts and mayhem, murder and assault. He shuddered. He'd never gotten used to how it could go all spooky in broad daylight.

He moved up into a grove of shade trees where the birds crisscrossed between the branches in streaks of red and blue. The sun filtered through the leaves so that the heavy air left dusty shafts of sun and mist between them. Yellow pollen dusted the leaves and ground, turning the bees into buttery globs straining to get back to the hive. 

Jefferson pulled off his jacket and shirt. He folded them neatly and set them on the grass. It was when he stood up that he saw it, a canvas sack tied to the fence. He immediately thought of Cade. He felt through the canvas, things round and heavy with something like sticks and loose pieces at the bottom.

He untied the sack, grinning from ear to ear. There were two oranges, a handful of almonds and three pieces of peppermint stick candy. His first impulse was to sit down and enjoy the gift, something to offset the grits he’d been fed for breakfast. But then he figured he’d wait and see if Cade showed up and if he did, why, they’d maybe set for a spell and he’d share his feast with the secretive boy.

Two tin cans with a string tied to one end lowered from a nearby tree branch. It jerked up and down, clattering in the still air.

“RING!” said a voice from out nowhere.  

Jefferson wondered if he’d taken a fall down Alice’s rabbit hole. He snatched the cans and spoke into one while holding the other to his ear.

“Ah... hello?”

“Is this Mr. Jefferson Armistead?” the voice asked.

“Sure... I mean, yes, it is.” He couldn’t keep a smile off his face.

“Well, this is Mr. Cade Parnell. Did you receive the gift I left for your liking?”

“I did!” Jefferson hoped he was conveying a suitable level of satisfaction.

“Okay, well, you gonna eat ‘em or not?’

The question made him laugh and he looked up to find Cade perched on a long tree branch that grew out over the fence. He was holding a can to his mouth and one to his ear, the strings punched into their bottoms ran down to the cans Jefferson was holding.

“What in the Sam Hill are you doing up there?” Jefferson felt a jolt at the sight of him.  Stretched along the branch, he looked longer than he was, slim and sleek. He wore nothing but a pair of faded overalls, but only one strap had been brought over his shoulder and buttoned. The bulkiness of the worn fabric emphasized his leanness and the sagging front flap left Jefferson with a glimpse of luscious nipple.

“I wuz waitin’ for you. What do ya think?”

Jefferson held up the oranges. “Want to share?”

Cade grinned lazily and then stretched like a cat. “Sure,” was all he said. And then, “Wait there.”

He slid back down the branch and walked a ways down the fence line before disappearing into a wild bunch of kudzus. A minute later he was strolling along outside the fence, hands in his pockets, the easy, lazy rhythm of his walk spare and efficient.

“How’d you...” 

“There’s a hole, silly. What else?”

“Is that allowed?”

“I won’t tell if you don’t,” Cade said glancing around, slightly bored with the conversation.

He held out his hand, an easy smile on his face. Jefferson tossed one of the oranges in the air. Cade caught it and brought it to his lips in one easy motion, running his teeth over the fruit’s pungent skin. “How far can you walk in them things?” Cade motioned at the chain running between Jefferson’s ankles.

“Well, I ain’t gonna win any races. How far did you have in mind?”

“Just down to the pond. A hundred yards maybe?”

Jefferson felt the electric pulse of attraction. Of course, he should stay put and do his work. The captain might come by at any moment and then there’d be hell to pay. But it was only since meeting Cade that he had started to recognize what he had been feeling since he turned 13. He knew the word loneliness, but until yesterday he had never understood it. And his desire to keep it at bay for a time was sure to inform his decision.

“Sure. Let’s go.”

He followed Cade down a path nearly overgrown with iris, magnolia and pitcher plant.  Dragon flies, wasps and bees went about their business and blue lizards skittered away from them, but then looked after them, curious.

“So, a thief breaks into the local police station,” Cade announced.

“Really? Who’d be stupid enough to do that?” Jefferson was watching each step, the chain making it hard to walk on the incline.

Cade turned and looked at him, before shaking his head and starting over.

“A thief breaks into the local police station and steals all the bathroom equipment. One of the cops is quoted as saying, ‘We have nothing to go on.’”

Jefferson just looked at him. Maybe the guy was a lunatic.

“See, it’s a pun,” Cade explained patiently. “‘We have nothing to go on.’ You know, like...”

“Yeah, I get it. So, it’s supposed to be a joke?
“Skip it,” Cade said, dejected. 
After about 50 yards the path broke into a small meadow, the grass lush and damp with morning dew. It led the two young men gently down to the still water of a sizeable pond, surrounded by rocks and large patches of water lily. A gentle stream of clear water tumbled down the rocks, feeding the tarn.

Without a word, Cade lowered himself onto a patch of grass under the shade of a large willow tree.  The willow branches extended out over the water where some enterprising visitor had tied a long rope so people could take the plunge on a hot summer’s day.

Cade bit into his orange and tore away enough of the skin to gain a purchase. Within a minute or two his lap was littered with scraps of orange peel. He carefully separated the fruit into segments and set them on his legs.

Jefferson watched him and carefully mimicked his actions. Finally, he bit into one particularly fat segment and he laughed as the juice ran down his chin.

“That’s about the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted,” he said licking his fingers. He laughed again at the wonder of it all. “Thanks for this. It’s appreciated.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

“So how much longer you gonna be in school?”

“It’s not really a school. The official name is US Marine Hospital Number 66.”

“That’s complicated. But you’re not old enough to have been a marine.”

“Oh, that’s just what they calls it. Who knows where the name come from. You got any family?” The words were somewhat garbled, Cade’s mouth being full of orange.

“My Granny Slocomb. Papa died when I was 11. Mama a year or so ago. It’s been hard, but we made our way.”

Cade grinned at him, that devilish grin that set off butterflies in Jefferson’s belly. “I know. Borrowin’ wallets from passersby.”

“Well, it seemed like a good idea at the time. I don’t think I’ll be trying that again. What about you?”

“I got a brother and my mamma and papa. Papa came into a lot of money when his daddy died. And I mean a lot of money. But he doesn’t know what to do with it, so he just drinks himself silly until momma can’t take it anymore. Then she ties him to an old ironing board so he don’t hurt himself and sets him out on the back porch until he calms down. Mamma’s a big woman if you wuz wonderin’.”

Jefferson laughed and swept away the orange peel then he cracked open some almonds. He held them out for Cade to share. The boy reached for one, but then paused and pulled back before shaking his head.

“How often does your family come and visit?” Jefferson asked. It was a simple question, asked more out of politeness than to get information.

Cade smiled tightly at him. “Never.” Then he uncoiled himself up off the grass. “You gonna be mad if I take a dip without you?” he worried over his shoulder.

Jefferson played absent-mindedly with the chain keeping him from enjoying the water along with Cade. “One of us might as well cool off.”

Cade only nodded and walked out of his overalls on his way to the tree. His legs were more muscular than Jefferson would have thought. Dark hair peppered his calves, but it petered out as it made its way up past the knee and disappeared altogether before reaching his simple white cotton boxers. Otherwise he was as lean and smooth as Jefferson had imagined.

Cade grabbed the rope and slipped his foot into the loop tied at the end. He grinned back at Jefferson and then pushed off the bank. It wasn’t a spectacular arc, but it did swing him out over the middle of the pond where he let himself go and dropped into the water with nary a splash. After a moment his sleek, smooth head bobbed to the surface and with strong, accomplished strokes he swam back to the shore.

Coming out of the water, Cade’s boxers were nearly transparent. The sight tumbled Jefferson’s gut and sweat broke out on his forehead and down his back. Desire overwhelmed him, and he felt ashamed.

He’d had these desires before, and he’d cursed himself as a sinner. Hellfire and damnation were determined to be his future, but he told himself he didn’t believe in such things. He had no way of knowing what Cade believed, so he kept his eyes to the ground and hoped for a sign. If his feelings were wrong, then a plague of locusts or a pillar of fire would spring up and he's be swept away. But if they weren’t wrong, then a peaceful morning would continue and consequences be damned.

Cade shook himself damp and then picked up his overalls and walked to where he could stretch out in the sun. He folded his sinewy arms behind his head and let out a deep sigh. Jefferson couldn’t help staring at him. It seemed like everything he’d ever dreamt of in a man had been rolled into the one lounging on the grass in front of him.

“You got a couple dry patches on your thigh, Cade. You should rub some lotion on ‘em.” Jefferson was working to cover his lust with care.

Cade opened one eye and shaded his face with a long, elegant hand. He looked at Jefferson for a long while before rolling over on his side and propping his head up on a slightly damp and wrinkled palm. Jefferson tried not to notice as the boy’s junk tumbled over as he turned, leaving a stark outline through his boxer’s thin cotton. “Y’all like me, don’t you, Jefferson?”

“I surly do. ‘Specially if you feed me oranges and peppermint candy.” He thought Cade would smile at this, but he remained serious.  

“I mean really like me. Enough to want to spend time with me?”
“Did I give away my hand already?” Jefferson asked.
“Mmmm. Not in the way you think. It’s more like you give off a feeling. Like a shock that goes straight through me.” Cade paused, turned red, then continued. “Maybe you’d like to take your t-shirt off.”

The suggestion rattled Jefferson. His desire nearly suffocated him and his breath became short and shallow. He reached for the hem of his t-shirt and peeled it off while Cade watched, pale and quiet, voyeurism a new and uncharted aspect of his cloistered life. At the sight of Jefferson’s bare, sinewy chest he sucked in air and shoved his free hand down between his legs to hide his erection.

“That’s a sight, I must say,” he breathed out.

“No more than you,” Jefferson whispered. It was like they were in church, holy and sanctified. “We could move off to those woods, if you’d like.” Jefferson marveled at what he was suggesting. He might just as well consider how they’d rob a bank.

“Then we’d really be stickin’ our necks out,” Cade told him. He rolled over on his stomach. "I'm not sure I'm ready for... that.'

"We could just pleasure ourselves. No touching if that'd bother you. You're practically naked as it is and if I yank down my pants..."

"Please, Jefferson. It just ain't the time." Cade was white, almost in tears.

“We ain't got much time." Jefferson pulled his knees up into his chest. He was so aroused he was sick. "After I finish cutting the grass, then what?”

“You know where I am," Cade said. "I’m not planning a jail break or anything. Anyways, we need to calm down. There are things you need to know."

Jefferson reached out to take Cade’s hand, but the boy pulled away.

“But you like me?” Jefferson asked. He pulled himself back, not wanting to frighten Cade any more than he already had.

“Sure I do. Maybe more than I liked anybody I’ve ever met. But, truth be told, there haven’t been that many. Hardly none, as a matter of fact.” Cade wouldn’t look at him. His head was down while he pulled up clumps of grass and studied them like they held the wisdom of the ages.

“But you want to be with me? Like us caring for each other?” 

“More than anything.” Cade finally looked at him, those intense golden eyes boring through him like the eyes of some prophet. “But, Jesus, Jefferson, we just met and...”

“What are you doing out here, Cade?” The man was tall and lean with a graying, bushy mustache that covered his upper lip.  He cradled a shotgun in the crook of his arm, though it was broken at the hilt and his stance was easy enough. A large floppy hat kept the sun off his face.

“Giving you something to do, I guess,” Cade answered him, not sharply, but the way a fresh boy might talk back to his nanny.

“Y’all get back up to the dormitories. You know better than this." He looked at Jefferson. "Who are you?”

“I’ve been chopping the long grass outside the fence,” he said as matter-as-fact as he could.

“From the work farm?”

Jefferson only nodded.

“Well, y’all get back to it. Come on, Cade. Get your clothes on, for Chrissake!”

Cade eased back into his overalls and started back up the path toward the fence.

“We wuz just conversating is all,” Cade called back over his shoulder.

“Did he touch you at all?” the man asked Jefferson.  “Did you take anything from his bare hand?” The interrogation was intense enough to make Jefferson uncomfortable. He started to answer, but Cade cut him off.  

“Don’t be silly, Oscar. I’m only bored, not reckless.”

“Okay, okay. But you know the rules. I won’t say anything about this, this time. But don’t let me catch you out here again.

Cade waved at Jefferson and, without a word, trudged back up the path to the fence.

“What the hell is this all about?” Jefferson asked the man, pulling on his t-shirt.

“Y’all just mind your own business and get back to work. That boy’s one of the secret people and the less you know about them the better.”
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Carville, Louisiana

Jefferson hadn’t seen Cade in weeks. The secret people danced in his head. He’d asked other inmates, but no one knew any more than he did, though some worked out dark conjectures about witchcraft and black bayou magic. Finally, one of the trustees told him to shut up and stop asking so many questions. 

The summer continued hot and sultry, the air so thick you could taste it, thick and sweet with pollen. Branches drooped, birds wheezed and the ground beneath the oaks grew damp and musty. When he had finished for the day, he was covered in sweat and blades of bent, fragrant grass. 

It had rained that morning and he had expected some relief. But the storm petered out after about thirty minutes, interrupted by whatever forces control such things. The cool breeze that usually followed the rain didn’t think it was worth it, so the humidity clung to him like barley sugar on an apple.

At lunchtime he stripped off his shirt and t-shirt and used the water in his canteen to rinse off as best he could and have a couple sips besides. Then he eased back into his clothes and settled down on the mossy ground under one of the looming oaks to eat the stale cheese sandwich one of the trustees had given him. 

The air was electric and dark gray clouds dipped close to the ground. He wondered if it was going to rain again, maybe more than last time. But the sky just grew duller and grayer, pushing the heat and humidity down, making it difficult to do much more than sweat. The captain told him it built character.

After lunch, he poked twigs in the ground until he got bored and then he pulled his legs up to his chest, wrapped his arms around them and rested his head against the scratchy denim. He conjured up the image of Cade at the pond, climbing the bank glistening wet and nearly naked, and all his thoughts about the boy jumbled together in his head. Try though he might, he couldn’t stop thinking about him. He just wanted him to go away, but not really, because he had gone away and Jefferson hated him for it. 

With a whirring noise and a bit of a bang the captain’s car came up the road and stopped next to him. It was an old Ford convertible, but it suited the captain who liked having familiar things around him even if they didn’t work as well as they used to. Jefferson noticed that one of the tires was a little flat.

“Get in, son,” was all the captain said. 

“Am I in trouble for something?” Jefferson asked.

“No, you’re not in trouble. But some of the people at the hospital asked me to have a talk with you. Come on, get in.”

“My tools...”

“I’ll have the truck pick ‘em up.”

Jefferson got into the car, his stomach doing somersaults. He wondered if this had anything to do with Cade’s disappearance. The captain eased the car into gear and turned back onto the road. Riding in the open coupe was a relief as the wind swept away all the sweat and bits of grass and weeds he’d missed during his wash-up. Dark clouds stretched across the horizon, lightning flashes boiling up through the seams, and he was reminded of the war between the angles so long ago when God cast Lucifer and his followers into the Pit and locked them there forever. He wondered if he'd be meeting him later, on account of his shameful lust. 

“When I was a boy, my daddy would always take me for a drive when he wanted to have a talk," the captain said. His voice startled Jefferson and made him jump. "He thought it eased the tension.” The captain leaned over the large steering wheel to get out of the wind and lit up a Lucky Strike.

“And did it?”

“Well, it did for him,” the captain laughed. “Didn’t do much for me, though.”

“So, I am in trouble.”

“I guess there was an incident happened a few weeks back? One of the boys from the hospital and you were found outside the fence.”

Jefferson’s stomach did more somersaults, backwards this time, and he thought he was going to throw up. There was going to be hell to pay for them being undressed.

“I want you to tell me in your own words what happened. Ok?”

“Well, it wasn’t nothing, really...”

“What was the boy’s name?”

“Cade Parnell.”

“And have you seen him or talked to him since that day?”

“Nah. And I’ve been kind of surprised really. He seemed to have the run of the place.”

“Okay. So tell me what happened.”

Jefferson cast the morning as a visit to a swimming hole and nothing more. He didn’t mention Cade in his boxer shorts or him with his t-shirt off. But as he talked, the day came back to him in stunning detail, surreal and blown up life size with colors so intense you could breathe them. But above it all, there was Cade, undressed, smooth and golden-toned with every cut and contour soothing and inviting. 

And he was ready to deny everything, to throw the beautiful Cade under the bus if necessary, to dispel any hint of anything improper...

“...so they’d like to admit you for a few days so they can run some tests to see if you picked up the leprosy from him.”

The words tore through Jefferson like a fusillade, shredding his adolescent worries and plunging him headlong into hell. This is what he got for lusting after Cade. 

“Leprosy?”

“That’s what Marine Hospital 66 treats. Didn’t you know that? Carville is the only leprosarium in the continental United States, founded in 1894 on the site of the abandoned Indian Camp plantation. Your friend
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