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Chapter One

The events in this tale occurred very close to the turn of the century, when some early celebrants were popping rockets and raining sparks on Bayou Teche, although the tree frogs paid them no mind and droned with such volume the night air seemed to have a voice of its own. Who would have thought such complexity would fall upon us?

As usual, the Acadian Saturnalia was a grand and innocent mix of paganism and Christianity, the breeze balmy, smelling of fish roe, more like spring than winter, more like a fecund and pastoral piece of Eden that had drifted loose from the South Seas. But for me, lying on top of my bed in my shotgun house that creaked with loneliness, listening to the long-dead voice of Jimmie Rodgers yodeling in the dark, I wondered about the plantation world in which I was born and the one in which I now lived. Sometimes I felt the year was 1861, although my Acadian family certainly did not descend from the agrarian aristocracy that readers of Gone with the Wind would associate with the historical South.

Both my parents were illiterate, although my mother wanted terribly to learn. Education of any kind was a luxury in the world in which she lived. She worked in a laundry for twenty cents an hour, alongside black women who spoke no English at all.

My father’s world was certainly more lucrative but more severe in its own fashion. He racked pipe on the monkey board of an offshore drilling rig and thought his drinking and womanizing and carefree ways under the stars would never end, until the drill punched into an early pay-sand and blew oil and gas and half the Gulf of Mexico through the rig, the floor spikes popping like corks, pipe clanging and bouncing in the network of steel stanchions. My father hooked his safety belt on the Geronimo wire and leaped into the darkness just as the wellhead exploded, sending a ball of flame into the heavens and taking my father down to the bottom of the Gulf, the heat boiling the surface, the bodies of the dead bobbing in the waves, their faces burned off, the unlit oil as black and shiny as paint rolling in the waves.

Those were the kinds of images floating through my mind while Jimmie Rodgers sang, maybe because he was tubercular and doomed to an early death. Maybe that was the true South, the best of it strewn across a cornfield at Dunkers Church or littered in front of the cannon on Cemetery Ridge, the worst of it in the cockneys’ whip whistling across a black man’s back.

When I was growing up, the people in the Victorian and antebellum homes along East Main Street in New Iberia were never hurtful toward me, although my class of people would often be asked to go to the back door. To me, however, they seemed kind. They were not profane, nor harsh nor curt, and were called “genteel.” I wasn’t sure what the word meant, but it was obviously associated with the way they did things. If a difficult situation came about, such as an argument over money or a disrespectful remark from a person of humble origins, a lawman or landlord or an employer would appear and the situation would be settled.

It took me a while to understand what those gestures indicated. It might not be 1861 to others, but in our world the calendar meant nothing and the mention of a surname could freeze the sweat on a black man’s face or leave a white field worker unemployed and not certain his family would eat that night. Serenity along Bayou Teche sometimes was acquired at a heavy price.

From its inception, Louisiana has been a home for pirates, brothels, gambling halls, corrupt politicians, legal and illegal slavery and terrorism. The torch and the whip. The slave insurrection of 1811 in Orleans Parish was the most brutal atrocity in the history of our country. To this day it is hard to believe it happened. I won’t even describe it here.

Later on, the White League made General Forrest’s Ku Klux Klan look silly when they invaded New Orleans and shot former Confederate General James Longstreet and struck a deal with the Republicans to shut down Reconstruction. Angola Plantation, on the Mississippi River, became one of the first rental prisons in that nation. It was called Angola Prison or Angola Pen or the Farm, but Hell would have been a more accurate title. Even today no one knows how many of Angola’s convicts died of disease or gunshots or beatings or starvation or the sweat boxes on Camp A. Their bodies are still in the levee along the river, the bones and teeth broken into chips.

For many years the Farm’s electric chair was kept in the Red Hat House. A black convict I knew by the name of Guitar-get-it-and-go Welch wrote a song about it. And here’s what he had to say: “How come they electrocute a man twelve o’clock at night? The current much stronger, the peoples turn out all the light.”

I don’t wish to continue. Evil is evil, and giving it another life, other than to prove it’s real, serves no purpose. But I will tell you about one event that for me was worse than the memories I brought back from Indochina. The emblematic nature of the story needs no interpretation; evil requires support and consent and organization. It doesn’t create itself.

A hundred-dollar hit man, Johnny Massina, whom I busted in New Orleans, asked me to visit him when he was about to be electrocuted. I didn’t want to do it. But he had become an AA member on death row and I couldn’t turn my back on a fellow member. When I was about to leave, he stuck his right hand through the bars and slipped it into mine. The rims of his eyes were red, his head already soaped and razor-shaved, the tiny remnants of his hair like flecks of dirt on a rock. I could smell the stink on his body and the bile in his stomach. I thought his grip would break my hand. It didn’t. His voice was a whisper, his hand as light as air. “I ain’t up for this one, Streak,” he said. “I cain’t control my sphincter.”

Two hours later I watched the executioner go about his procedure. I could not look into Johnny’s face. My heart was thudding. I could not imagine the stress on his organs, the dryness in his mouth, the incontinence that was inevitable.

The electrician, as he was formally called, dropped the black cloth over Johnny’s head and waited for the warden to look up from his pocket watch. One second after the warden nodded, the electrician pulled the switch and Johnny’s body jerked, as though he were trying to run away, the leather straps straining and squeaking against the oak chair, the metal cap on his head clattering as loud as dishware.

A smell bloomed inside the room that seemed familiar, one I didn’t expect. It was like the warm, damp clothes my mother ironed at the laundry with the black women. Exactly like it.

Sometimes I still cough when I think about the connection in my mind with my mother and Johnny Massina in his last moments. Was it because they were both pawns of the same system? No, I don’t think so. I know so. My mother was as disposable as Johnny was. Now as I lay in my bed, a recording of “T for Texas” by Jimmie Rodgers playing over and over on my ancient record player, I wished my mother was there with me. Even though she tried, she never learned to read at an eighth-grade level. If she were alive, I would teach her. Time surely gets away.





Chapter Two

I got up from my bed and walked, sock-footed and in my trousers and strap undershirt, into the kitchen, took a carton of chocolate milk from the icebox and sat at the breakfast table and drank it watching the fireworks exploding above City Park. I also had a carton of eggnog, but I had bought it only on the premise that it was for guests who might drop by, perhaps with a bottle of Jack or brandy.

In all probability, my subconscious was finding another way to get me to the package store. See, alcoholism is a disease that says you don’t have a disease. And “disease” is the word for it. The carrier taints everything he touches or breathes on. Family, friends, employers, and even other drunks. My friend Clete Purcel says most alcoholics belong in old-time diving suits with brass helmets. Better said, alcoholism is a form of psychological and moral insanity. The schemes you perpetrate on yourself are the deadliest of them all.

It had rained earlier, but now the rain was only a mist that had been followed by a blanket of cold fog, one that was as white as cotton bolls between the mudbanks and cypress trees along Bayou Teche. I saw some kids in a boat fire up a bottle rocket and send it across the water into my backyard. They sounded young, and I don’t think they meant me any harm. But that’s what they did. The rocket bounced off a wood post on my little dock, then went right through the flap on an old army tent I had propped up for an armadillo who had lost a foot after laying her pups, which are what baby armadillos are called. In minutes the tent was glowing with an unwelcomed flame and dark smoke.

I slipped on a pair of boat shoes and grabbed a fire extinguisher and headed down the slope. It didn’t take much to put out the fire. I went to my toolshed and picked up a tarp and flashlight and replaced the burned army tent, then tried to round up the mother armadillo. The hardest job was to find the pups. They had scattered over the slope and were difficult to see in the fog and tall grass. My kind feelings toward the kids who set fire to the tent were beginning to thin.

“Hey, you guys!” I yelled. “How about obeying the law and not shooting fireworks inside the city limits?”

“Sorry, Mr. Dave,” a boy replied. I could see the boat now. There were three or four kids sitting in it. They were all about fifteen or sixteen. Maybe two of them were girls.

“We thought somebody was up to no good on your lawn,” the boy said. “We don’t have a flashlight. I thought I could light up your yard.”

“You lost me, podna,” I said.

“There was a man there, suh,” the boy said.

“Yes, suh. An ugly guy,” one of the girls said.

“Y’all row to the dock,” I said.

“We ain’t in no trouble, are we?” the same girl said.

“Of course not,” I replied. “I appreciate y’all looking out for me.”

I heard the oars move in the locks and the wood blades dip into the water. It’s funny about Cajun kids in what we call Acadiana. The accent never changes; the simplicity and humility and vulnerability remain the same, generation after generation. When a tragedy finally wends its way into their lives, the destruction is total, like a kitchen match flaring around a rose.

The bow of the boat scraped on the mudflat.

“Okay, tell me about this ugly guy,” I said.

They glanced at each other, not sure what they should say.

“I will not give out your names to anyone,” I said.

“You cain’t make a promise like that, can you?” the boy said. He wore a baseball cap backward. His face was soft and grinning. He was afraid. They all were. Cajun parents can be strict.

“He was a tall man in a black raincoat,” the same girl answered. “His hair was black. It hung straight down. It was dirty, like it had sticks in it. For a few minutes the moon came out from behind the clouds. His skin looked like it had knots on it.”

That was a pretty good description, the kind that can cause a witness a lot of trouble.

“Mr. Dave?” the boy said.

“Yeah?”

“He was dragging a big plastic garbage bag. I ain’t seen what he done wit’ it. He was standing by the cattails wit’ the bag, then he walked off in the trees and I couldn’t see him no more.”

“Maybe he doesn’t like to pay for his garbage pickup,” I said.

The kids didn’t laugh. I bounced the flashlight beam on the bank so I could see them more clearly. Their foreheads were furrowed, their arms folded across their chests. They kept looking over their shoulders, like they wanted to row back across the bayou. “What is it, you guys?” I asked.

“He was really scary, Mr. Robicheaux,” the boy said. “I’m glad you come out. We gotta go now.”

“Give me a minute or two,” I replied.

I walked toward the cattails, the flashlight’s beam carving through the dark, the eyes of the tree frogs glittering on the cypress limbs. When I got close to the frogs, they scattered over the water like birdshot. A big black plastic bag tied in a knot at the top rested half in the mud and half in the reeds and the water and cattails. With one hand I dragged it onto dry ground. I couldn’t say it was heavy, nor could I say it was light. Nor was it lacking solidity. That last part bothered me.

I opened my Swiss Army pocketknife and sliced across the top of the bag, just below the knot, then folded the blade and replaced the knife. I set down my flashlight, then with two hands tore the plastic wide.

My breath went out of my lungs, audibly, as though someone had dropped a steel storm sewer lid on my chest. The woman was young and thin and nude and had olive-colored skin and was in a kneeling position. She was also dead. Her eyes looked straight at mine. They were pale blue, like a Creole might have. Each breast was tattooed with a large rose. Her body had no odor.

“You okay there, Mr. Dave?” asked the boy from the boat.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Y’all stay there, please.”

“Anything wrong, suh?” he said.

I kept the flashlight’s beam on the dead woman, with my back to the kids. I’ve seen many bodies, overseas and in this country, and in each instance I did not want to see how they died. I always felt I was a voyeur, an intruder who had no right to violate the most private moment in a person’s life. Most importantly, I did not want to witness retroactively the suffering that had been imposed on them.

But I was a cop, and cops don’t get to make the rules. With my left hand I held the flap I had torn in the bag and with my right hand I lowered the light into the hole, flattening the beam’s brilliance on the woman’s throat. A thin, bronze-colored wire had sunk deep into the woman’s throat. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought it was a guitar string.

I heard a rustling sound behind me and quickly clicked off the flashlight and rose to my feet. The three kids had gotten out of the boat and were staring at me. “It ain’t garbage in there, no?” the boy said.

“No, it’s not,” I said.

“It’s an animal?” the second girl said.

I couldn’t keep the kids straight in my mind, even though they obviously knew me. I thought the boy used to throw my newspaper. They seemed like visitors from another dimension. I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead. “I have to take back my word,” I said. “Y’all come up to the house. Your folks are probably wondering about y’all.”

They followed me up the slope into the kitchen, and I gave each of them a cold drink and a piece of cake, then went into the living room alone and dialed the private dispatcher’s number at the Iberia Parish Sheriff’s Department, then made a call to Clete Purcel at his motor court farther down the bayou. I wanted to tell Clete everything about the young woman’s body before my colleagues got to the crime scene, as odd as that sounds.

“What are your first thoughts?” I said when I finished.

“Sounds like a real perv wants to do you some damage, noble mon,” he said.

I guess that was one way to put it.

Clete beat the ambulance and Sheriff Helen Soileau and the coroner and two cruisers and a new homicide plainclothes named Valerie Benoit to the house. I was sorry for the kids, but glad that Helen was there. She took their statements herself, then told them to beat it and keep their mouths shut and don’t violate our fireworks laws again. The real issue, of course, was the possible danger to the kids. If they saw the man with shaggy hair drop the body in the cattails and shallows, he probably got a good look at them, too. How would you like a guy like that looking in your kid’s window? Sometimes I really hated my job.

If I seemed to have portrayed Helen as rough, it’s intentional. She worked her way up as a NOPD meter maid with no help from several NOPD males who were one cut above white trash, plus she was bisexual, which gave them an extra handle to make her life miserable.

Clete not only stayed out of the way, he sat in my stuffed chair with his feet on a stool in the living room and watched Turner Classic Movies while eating a ham-and-onion sandwich loaded with extra tomato and lettuce and mayonnaise, his porkpie hat crown-down on the TV. Clete was a movie addict, and believed The Godfather, Shane, My Darling Clementine, and For Whom the Bell Tolls were the best films ever made. He also believed he had spoken several times to Joan of Arc, the real one. He even visited the town in which she was burned to death and cried openly in front of a group of tourists from Iowa who treated him with great kindness. Clete Purcel led many lives.

He was a recipient of the Navy Cross, the Silver Star, and three Purple Hearts, and would never discuss any of them. His complexity was such that he was never predictable, which on occasion made him an instantaneous threat to the Mob, slumlords, jackrollers, drug dealers, racist cops, pimps, women-beaters, and con men who cheated the elderly, primarily because a collection of shitheads like this never saw their destiny coming, namely, having their heads twisted off and spat in.

Example? In New Orleans Clete threw a visiting greaseball from Miami off a balcony into the swimming pool. Except it was the wrong end of the swimming pool. That was minor though. He dropped a steel wrecking ball through the roof of a porn theater that had just set up across the street from a black Baptist church. The pastor was a friend of his. Those were warm-ups.

After Helen and the investigating team left the property, along with the body of the woman who had rose tattoos on her breasts, I walked into the living room and sat down across from Clete, my energies gone. He was drinking a Diet Dr Pepper. He turned off the television. “Better get some sleep,” he said.

“So I can have nightmares?” I replied.

“Did anybody have an idea who the guy was? The tall guy with sticks in his hair?”

“Nope.”

“You said there was one girl who could probably sketch him or help a police artist do it?” he said.

I nodded but didn’t speak.

“There’s no chance she’s seen him before?” Clete said.

“Could be, but I don’t think so. I think she would tell us. I think this one is going to be a bucket of shit. Are you going to stay here?”

I waited for his answer, breathing through my nose, deliberately letting my eyes go out of focus.

“Yeah, if I can listen to your Jimmie Rodgers record,” he replied.

“Sure.”

“What do you like about Jimmie Rodgers most?” he asked.

“Jimmie Rodgers died recording on a cot at age thirty-five, knowing every minute his time was up.”

“I knew you’d say that,” he said.

Clete’s neck was as thick as a fireplug, and a scar like a flattened nightcrawler ran through his left eyebrow. The latter was from a gang beef when he was seventeen in the Old Irish Channel. His eyes were green and intelligent and never dulled-over, his hair freshly clipped and combed, still blond, like a kid’s. He was also overweight and sometimes split the shirts on his shoulders. The liquids he drank and the fried food he ate were a study in coronary and arterial abuse, but he claimed, seriously, that his liver and kidneys were already petrified and hence none of it was worth worrying about.

I wanted to think of Clete as a happy elephant playing with an umbrella on a high wire, but that was too easy. Clete was a tragedy, and most of his problems were buried in his unconscious. I had probably gone along for the ride. In our days at NOPD we called ourselves the Bobbsey Twins from Homicide. At various times the Mob put a hit on both of us, breaking their own code about killing flatfeet. As an addendum, I think most of the department was pulling for the Mob.

“Why are you looking at me, noble mon?”

“No reason,” I said.

He pointed his index finger at me. “You’re thinking about the past, Streak, a great guilt you haven’t paid for. The girl with the rose tattoos is the warning sign.”

“Streak” was a nickname given to me as a child. My hair was black, but there was a white patch in it, caused by malnutrition. “Everybody eventually has to pay his tab,” I said.

“Hey, we’re the good guys, remember?” Clete said.

“I’m just saying, Clete. You can’t reverse time. Dead means dead. I’m not talking about overdue library books.”

“Are you talking about mistakes here or Shitsville?” he asked.

I opened my palms to say, What difference does it make?

Clete got up and went into the dining room and started up my old Jimmie Rodgers LP. Even in his last days, the Mississippi Yodeler’s mournful voice rose to the ceiling like a balloon cut loose from its string:

Now whether I’m right or wrong

I’m gonna be gone before long

And I’ll hush this crazy song

And I never will sing

No mo, no mo.





Chapter Three

The next day was Saturday. I was glad. I felt a lassitude I couldn’t explain. I felt that my life was catching up with me, as though I had ignored the past and needed somehow to change it. But I didn’t feel this just about myself. I believed it of everything around me. In a live oak tree on the bayou were iron spikes and lengths of chain left from the auctions conducted by James Bowie and Jean Lafitte in violation of the 1808 ban on slave importation from the West Indies.

Another instance of our wayward past lay in St. Martinville, ten miles away, the home of the legendary Evangeline. In 1947 a fourteen-year-old black boy was convicted of murdering a white pharmacist. The trial was a mockery. At least one of the executioners was drunk and botched the electrocution. The plea for mercy was turned down by Governor Jimmie Davis, the man who wrote “You Are My Sunshine.” The boy’s name was Willie Francis. He died the second time the state strapped him on the lap of Gruesome Gertie, the nickname for the Louisiana chair. Few people remember any of this.

As I’ve said before, I could go on. But the past is the past, huh?

I drove down East Main to Clete’s cottage at the Teche Motel. He ran his P.I. business in both New Iberia and in the French Quarter in New Orleans, chasing down bail skips, spying on adulterers, working as a bodyguard for celebrities and witnesses to serious crimes, searching out employees who sold information they stole from their employers, and doing grunt work for lawyers who wore sharkskin suits and looked like they combed their hair with motor oil. About twice a month he swore he was going to set fire to both his offices.

His cottage was at the rear of the motor court’s driveway, right by a grove of old live oaks that sloped down to the bayou. He was washing his latest Cadillac convertible, one of many he had owned. This one was orange, the top ragged and gray with mold, a spray of rust on the fenders that was as delicate as lace. He had parked the Caddy so no one could see the other side of it. About two weeks ago five holes appeared in the passenger’s door. The pattern looked like buckshot or rounds from a small-caliber pistol. Obviously he had decided not to explain their origins.

He was wearing navy blue boxer trunks, brand-new white tennis shoes, a T-shirt with Ernest Hemingway’s face on it, and an immaculate straw cowboy hat. He grinned with a big smile. “Noble mon,” he said.

“What the haps, Cletus?” I said.

“No haps,” he said. “You look good.”

But I didn’t feel good, and he knew it. As I was just saying to you, the past seemed stamped every place I looked, in fact right here as I walked to the other side of the Cadillac. “Those holes bother the hell out of me, Clete. Is that supposed to be your flag?”

“It was just a little accident.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,” he said, squeezing a sponge over his wash bucket. “This black gal in the Ninth Ward was having trouble with her ex, you know, clubbing her in the face with the stock of his twelve gauge in front of their baby, and I talked to him about it and he said he’d give up his twelve gauge, except he was drunk and got dramatic about it and flipped it end-over-end and it butt-fired.”

“Who’s the guy?” I asked.

“Who cares?” he replied.

I was standing by the passenger door now. I probed three of the holes with my little finger. “So the buckshot fired into the air, but the trajectory was downward? The drunk ex-husband has invented a new kind of gravity.”

“You worry too much, big mon,” he replied. “If we didn’t have these guys to toilet train, we wouldn’t have jobs. Face it. It beats selling used cars.”

He gazed at the bayou, the current running fast, the sun spangling in the oak limbs, his eyes like empty holes. “You heard anything from the coroner?”

“About the girl? No.”

Clete nodded. “You need to get out of this funk, Dave.”

“How should I do that?” I said.

“The day we got our badges at NOPD was the day we went to the other side of the moon. We play make-believe with everyone around us. We know how the real world works. Most people don’t.”

“I think we fool ourselves, too,” I replied.

“You’ve got a broom up your ass, Dave, but I don’t think it’s about the dead girl.”

“You’re not hearing me, Clete. You’ve got either buckshot or bullet holes in your car door, but you’re telling me I should bugger off.”

“No, I did not.”

“Evil is evil,” I said.

“I think you should go to a meeting.”

“A meeting isn’t going to get rid of a guitar string around a young woman’s throat,” I said. “Don’t shine me on, Clete. You know what I’m talking about.”

“The hell I do.”

“Slaves chained to a tree. A fourteen-year-old black kid condemned to frying twice. Cops who say, ‘I feared for my life,’ and plant a drop on an unarmed corpse. Fuck.”

He pulled the lid of his cowboy hat down on his brow so it shaded his face, and huffed air out of his nose and kept his back to me. It was a golden day, perhaps seventy-five degrees, the oak leaves rustling above our heads.

“I feel like a dry drunk is coming on,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“Screw it.”

“It doesn’t work that way, and you know it,” I said.

“Just don’t drink. It’ll pass.”

He was right. But a dry drunk is easier talked about than dealt with. My head was light, as though my old friend the malarial mosquito were laying her eggs in my heart’s blood. I began walking back to my pickup truck, off-balance, the sun like a burst of glass in my eyes.

“Come back, Dave,” Clete said. “Hey, big mon, hold up! I’ll go with you! I apologize. I had my head stuffed up my butt. You know me!”

But I got into my pickup and drove away. In my rearview mirror I saw him pick up the sponge from the wash bucket and fling it at his car.

When I got back home, there was a piece of notebook paper neatly folded in my mailbox. The message was printed in pencil, all of the letters capitalized. It read, YOU CAN CALL ME BOO.

Valerie Benoit, the new homicide plainclothes, pulled into the driveway just as I was reading the note. Her car was a piece of Japanese junk that leaked smoke from the hood. She was only twenty-eight and designated as a woman of color to fill out our departmental Affirmative Action requirements.

Helen Soileau, our sheriff, didn’t need the federal government to be a virtuous administrator, but nonetheless she was thankful the Feds backed her up. Valerie Benoit got an unearned break, no doubt about it. But she was industrious and intelligent and humble, and was doing everything she could to be respectful of her colleagues. Yeah, I know, that should have been enough to earn her a little mercy, but power is power, and cops aren’t any different from academics or bankers when they’re broke: For a two-hundred-dollar raise, they’ll rip out your throat.

She got out of her car and walked up to the porch, pausing to look at the flowerbed. She wore tight, stonewashed jeans and a purple jersey (she was known for her athletic intensity at Red’s Gym in Lafayette and her marathon competitions). She also had a narrow face and blond streaks in her hair, which had immediately drawn attention from the wisenheimers in the department who named her Goldilocks. I’m talking about some five-star assholes.

“How you doin’, Miss Valerie?” I said.

“All right,” she said, glancing at the piece of notebook paper in my hand. “You get anything back from the coroner?”

“No.”

“Sheriff Soileau said we’ll be working together.”

“That’s good,” I said.

Her eyes went again to the notepaper.

“This was in my mailbox,” I explained. “It says, ‘You can call me Boo.’ Know anyone named ‘Boo’?”

“No,” she said.

“Cranks come to my house with regularity.”

“I know you like to work informally with your friend Mr. Purcel. That doesn’t bother me.”

“Clete is my sidekick from NOPD Homicide,” I said. “He’s a pro. He won’t get in anyone’s way. You want some coffee?”

“Yes, that would be great. You surely have a nice place.”

I let her walk ahead of me, through the house and into the kitchen. My home was indeed a nice place, what is called a “shotgun” house down South, meaning a boxcar you could shoot through the front door and the lead shot would fly down the corridor and out the back screen without hitting a single board.

She looked at my books and music albums and framed photographs. None of the pictures were from Vietnam. Several were of local musicians. “You collect old 78s?” she said.

“Yes, since I was a kid.”

“Like who?”

“Bessie Smith and Robert Johnson. Benny Goodman. Hank Williams and ‘Lovesick Blues.’”

I couldn’t tell if she recognized the names or not. She stood in the middle of the kitchen. The windows were open and blowing up the slope. She removed a lock of her hair from her forehead. It was gold and perhaps dyed, I couldn’t tell.

“I’m sorry to ask you this, Detective Robicheaux, but are you going to handle that piece of notepaper or try to get a print?” she said.

“To tell you the truth, I’ve given it no thought.”

She widened her eyes and looked at the walls and ceiling as though she had never seen the inside of a kitchen, probably because she had just insulted me. “This is such a nice house. And your trees and flowers and the animals in your backyard are lovely. It must bring you great pleasure.”

I kept my face empty. I can’t say my stomach was churning, but it was close. I cannot stand people who make observations of me or my life.

“Did I say something wrong?” she asked.

“No, ma’am, not at all,” I replied, staring through the screen.

“Please don’t call me ‘ma’am.’”

“I would not dream of it.”

The next morning, Sunday, I was weeding my flowerbeds when Valerie Benoit turned into my driveway again. This time she was wearing a dress and a floppy straw hat with a wide lavender band around the crown. I stood up as she walked across the grass, the leaves crunching under her shoes, an attempt at a relaxed smile on her face.

“Good morning,” she said. “I owe you an apology.”

“Not to me, you don’t.”

“I didn’t know about your losses,” she said. “I kept running my mouth about your creating such a nice house. I shouldn’t have been making observations about your private life. I’m kind of left-handed about that sort of thing.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I didn’t know you had the Silver Star and two Purple Hearts.”

I shook my head. And I did it as fast as I could. “I don’t talk about those things anymore.”

“I’ll say this only once. You’re a piece of work, sir. And you and Sheriff Soileau make me proud to be a member of the department.”

“Thank you,” I replied, hoping she would shut up.

She looked down the street and rubbed the back of her neck. She was obviously looking at Shadows-on-the-Teche, a home built in 1834, one that made use of more than two hundred slaves, all of whose graves could be anywhere, perhaps fertilizer in my gardens.

“You know about the Shadows?” I said.

“Yes,” she said. “But I don’t dwell on it. I just talked to the coroner. The woman in the garbage bag didn’t die of strangulation. Cause of death was a hotshot. Brown skag, probably from across the Rio Grande.”

“Why the guitar string around her throat?” I said.

“Who knows?” she said. “Can I ask you a question?”

“You bet.”

“How many of your colleagues are dangerous?” she asked.

“What?”

“Yesterday somebody put a dead nutria in my locker. It was bagged in a Ziploc and full of tiny worms. This morning a windshield wiper was broken off my car.”

“Did you tell Helen?”

“Not yet.”

“Do it first thing tomorrow.”

“I can take care of myself.”

I shook my head. “That’s a bad attitude. There’re a couple of deputies at the jail you don’t want to mess with.”

“What are their names?” she asked.

“You’ll know them when you see them.”

“Why don’t you tell me now?” she said.

I blew out my breath. “Talk to Helen.”

“Yeah, I can do that. I’d better let you get back to work. Thanks for the heads-up.”

“Miss Valerie, you’re putting me in a bad position with these other guys.”

“I understand,” she said. “Don’t worry. I spent three years in the army.”

She had no idea what she was talking about.

“You want some coffee?” I said.

“No, I’d better go. Have a nice day.”

She backed her car out into the street, then drove past the Shadows, slowing down, looking sideways at the bamboo wall around it and the second-story verandah and its Caribbean architectural magnificence, or maybe she saw it as the entrance to the necropolis it actually was.

Late in the evening there was a tap on my door, although I had a mechanical bell with a handle the visitor could twist. I looked through the glass pane before I opened the door. I didn’t know why. Perhaps I sensed the man standing there didn’t want to get germs on his fingers or leave his fingerprints. This is what happens when you spend a lifetime in law enforcement. The door-to-door Girl Scout selling cookies suddenly looks like Lucrezia Borgia.

The man was of medium height and build, his dark hair recently clipped, his cheeks shaved, his face pleasant. He wore starched navy blue strap overalls, a light blue shirt and black tie, steel-toed work shoes, and a black suit coat. A cheap briefcase lay next to his foot. “Did you get my note?” he said.

“What note?”

He was smiling now. “The one that says ‘You can call me Boo.’ That’s me, Boone Hendrix. I do all kinds of repairs. My prices are always on the square.”

The vowels in his speech sounded like wooden shoes clunking down a hallway.

“I don’t think I have any repair problems right now,” I said.

“I noticed a Spanish-moss buildup on your roof. I have my panel truck and aluminum ladder close by. I can have a look-see. You can never be too careful when it comes to dry rot.”

“No, my roof is sound and I can pull the moss down with a rake.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Detective Robicheaux. A tin roof is a vulnerable roof, particularly if the nails are torn loose, like yours, probably from the last hurricane.”

To make his point, he tried to wobble the handrail on my little porch, although it would not budge.

“How did you know my name?” I asked.

“I’ve seen your photo in the newspaper. You’re a famous man.”

“No, I’m not. Look, partner, there is nothing wrong with my roof.”

“Have you had any backup in your sewage line? I suspect it was put there a century ago. All the lines on this street are like that. I pulled a gob out from your neighbor that was hard to deal with. But I will not go into detail. All my jobs are done with iron-clad privacy.”

“Thanks for your offer, sir, but I have some things to do.”

He nodded firmly, then reached down and picked up his briefcase, poking the inside of his cheek with his tongue. Then he extended his hand. It was sheathed with callus. His fingers reached almost to my wrist.

“Where are you from, Mr. Hendrix?”

“Nowhere and everywhere. Know why that is?”

“No, I don’t,” I replied.

“The man who does not claim the world is the one to whom it will be given.”

There was a strange light in his eyes. “If I’m in your neighborhood, I’ll drop by again, unless you’d rather I not,” he continued.

“Do you have a card?” I said.

“No, sir, I keep it simple. If the customer is not satisfied, I take no money or I rip up my work and do it over. Yes, sir. But I seldom need to do the latter.”

He waited for me to speak. “That sounds like a good way to do things,” I said.

“Yes, sir, it is,” he said, saluting with two fingers. Then he walked away with his back as stiff as a broom, the unraked leaves in my yard swirling around his knees.

I closed the door and went into the kitchen and started to fix a sandwich. But Mr. Hendrix bothered me. Was he an autistic savant? If he was, he may have seen the shaggy man who dragged a dead woman on my property. I wished I had asked. Why hadn’t I? Was I afraid of him? Now I was really troubled.

The last ember of the sun was buried in a purple rain cloud in the west. I hurried down Main Street to catch Boone Hendrix. It wasn’t hard. He was standing on the lawn of Shadows-on-the-Teche, inside the locked gate, his cardboard briefcase hanging from his hand, the massive antebellum brick-and-wood building barely visible in the gloom.

“Hey, partner,” I said. “That’s private property. It belongs to the National Trust for Historic Preservation. You’ll have to come out of there.”

He walked toward me. “It belongs to who?”

“It doesn’t matter. It’s closed.”

The live oak trees and Spanish moss had drained all the light in the yard, as though the sun had never shone upon it.

“There’s people walking all around here,” Mr. Hendrix said.

“What people?”

“Back yonder. A mess of them.”

“Last chance, partner.”

The streetlamps suddenly lit up, startling me, causing me to turn around.

Then I turned back around. He was six feet closer to me, one hand gripped on a fence pike, his eyes as round as half dollars. He pushed the gate open and stepped out on the sidewalk. The roots of an oak tree had wedged up the concrete, cracking it in half. “Why are you staring at me like that?” he said.

“I wondered if you had seen a man with long black hair, like it has twigs in it. He also had knots and bumps all over his face.”

“No,” he said, faster than he should have.

“This guy dropped a young woman’s body on my property, Mr. Hendrix,” I said.

“I don’t listen to those kinds of things.”

“I see,” I said. “If you run into this fella, I’d appreciate your letting me know. Can you do that for me?”

“Don’t talk to me like a simpleton, sir,” he replied.

“I understand. You said you saw figures on the grounds of Shadows-on-the-Teche?”

“I did not say ‘figures.’ I said people. Black ones. Look at the sky in the west, Mr. Robicheaux. The stars are dropping over the edges of the earth. It’s a warning, sir.”

Then he walked rapidly down the street, passing the old Evangeline Theatre and turning onto the drawbridge at Burke Street. Then he was gone altogether, as though he were wrapped in a cloak from an earlier time rather than the ordinary suit coat he had been wearing on my porch.





Chapter Four

The next day was Monday. At 5:30 P.M. Clete Purcel came over to the house in his orange Caddy convertible with the gray canvas top, the one that looked like it was dug up from a graveyard. He had a Bud propped on the dashboard, a folded paper towel under the can. I was sitting on the front steps, reading the newspaper. We had made no progress identifying the dead girl or the man who had dragged her on my property.

Clete cut his engine and picked up his beer and got out. The fact that he was drinking in front of me meant only one thing: Clete really wanted to drink and was about to shift gears into overdrive, namely, boilermakers or worse, a dozen or more glasses of shaved ice and cherries and orange slices and Russian vodka and Collins mix, a combo he called a “guaranteed rocket to Venus” that left him crawling around on his knees.

“Can I sit down?” he said.

“What’s the haps?”

“I was gonna tell you about the buckshot in my car door,” he said.

“Forget it.”

“No, this is how it went down. I was working under my car when this black gal’s ex accused me of improper behavior, which was a lie, then he shot my car door and shucked out the shell to give it a second try, so I pulled my ankle gun and aimed along the ground and popped him in the foot, then threw him in his car, which is a shit-mobile, and crammed his shotgun through the windshield and told him the next time he bothered me or my client, namely his ex, I would kick the shotgun up his ass until it was coming out his throat, and then blow his head off.”

“Where did all this happen?”

“I told you, in the Ninth Ward.”

“At her house?”

“Yeah, that’s where she lives. Have you had a hearing check recently?”

“Sounds professional to me,” I said. “Just family friends getting together. I’m glad you’re setting the standard.”

He drank from the can. “Will you stop picking on me?”

“You’re going to get yourself killed, Clete. Over nothing.”

“The guy’s a sadist. Before his last five bit, he did specialty work for the greaseballs. Want me to describe his handiwork?”

“No,” I said. “I apologize. Now give it a break.”

He looked at his can. He knew he shouldn’t have brought it. He tilted it back and swallowed every drop in it, then crushed it.

“What’s the gen on the dead girl?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Whether that guitar string killed her or not, it means something,” Clete said. “Maybe a message.”

I looked straight ahead. There were shadows on the street under the oaks, the giant limbs swaying in the wind. “Keep going,” I said.

“The shaggy guy or whoever killed her knows you’re drawn to music?”

“That crossed my mind,” I said. “But why now?”

“Maybe he just got out of the system. Recidivists have long memories.”

“But why kill somebody else?” I said. “Why not just pop me?”

“He wants you to see the suffering of others and make you feel it’s your fault. He knows how you think, Dave. You got a big heart. I’d bet my money on it.”

“Maybe,” I said.

He brushed at his mouth. “You got some hooch? Anything.”

“No,” I lied. “What’s eating you?”

“I got the heebie-jeebies. The shit-bird I busted up, the torture specialist? I can’t get this stuff out of my head. I think he’s a serial killer. Maybe including a child. I want to take this guy out. A guy like that doesn’t belong on earth.”

I pointed my finger at him. “Get those thoughts out of your head.”

“Where’s Alafair?” he said.

Alafair was my adopted daughter I pulled from a sunken plane flown by a Maryknoll priest who was trying to save the Indians from the death squads in El Salvador. The little girl and I burst to the surface with perhaps ten seconds to spare. Her mother died. So did the priest.

“She’s coming home tomorrow,” I said.

“Great timing,” Clete said.

“Knock it off,” I said.

He rubbed the back of his neck. It was red and greasy and pocked and as hard-looking as a fire hydrant. “The fuck,” he said to himself.

“Come inside,” I said. “I’ve got a bottle if you want it.”

“I buy my own. I’m going to walk on down to Clementine’s. Don’t let them get behind you.”

That was Clete’s war call he had brought back from Vietnam. If you were there, you know what it means. It was the last order given by a young lieutenant in a place called My Lai.

Yeah, I was right, Clete got soused that night, so bad a good-hearted uniformed deputy in the department dragged him out of a garden of elephant ears and caladiums and piled him in a hammock suspended between two pecan trees in my backyard. At sunrise I heard a thud, then a shout, followed by a moaning sound, then someone stumbling through my lawn furniture. I pulled back the curtain on my bedroom window. Clete had rolled over in the hammock and landed on his face, and now had fallen down again. By the time I got outside he was taking a whiz on my azaleas. Hunched over in the thin light, he looked like Frankenstein.

“How about showing a little respect?” I said.

He stared at me, bleary-eyed, wobbling, probably not sure where he was. He cut a belch that sent the squirrels skittering through the trees. I would like to say that Clete’s drunkenness was funny, but the truth was otherwise. Clete was about to burn his kite. When he laid off the flack juice, he looked thirty years younger, his eyes happy and green as Ireland in the spring. Now he looked like he had been beaten with a bathroom mop.

“You got to stop doing this to yourself, Clete,” I said.

He was trying to pull up his zipper. “Doing what?” he said.

“You’ve got puke on your clothes. You pissed in the pet bowls.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” replied. His voice was adenoidal, like he had been punched in the nose. “I just got to get my gyroscope straightened out. I think maybe somebody doped up my drinks.”

“Yeah, it’s called Jack Daniel’s,” I said.

I was ashamed of him, even though I had no right to be. I had degraded myself again and again, much worse than Clete. Actually all drunks are objects of pity and contempt and disgust, no matter what we tell ourselves. It’s just a matter of degree. Clete started out a happy drunk and slipped over the edge. I was over the edge long before I got to a saloon, usually armed with my 1911-model army .45, the gargoyles climbing the walls before the first shot glass of Jack hit my stomach. Then I would turn up the volume on “Full-Tilt Boogie” and find a de facto whites-only bar populated with neo-Nazis or bikers looking for a beef, then ask one of them how he would like to be the deadest bucket of pig shit ever poured in the ground.

“I’m sorry, big mon,” he said. “I was thinking about the black guy who tortures people and gets away with it. Jesus Christ, how do these guys stay on the street? We don’t need DNA. You can smell death on them soon as they walk into a room.”

Then he lost it, and pushed the heels of his hands into his eyes and began to weep.

I took his big arm and draped it across my shoulders. It felt as heavy as a pressurized firehose, his armpit soggy and rank.

“Ready?” I said.

“Ready for what?” he replied.

“Your mother was home when you left, you’re right,” I said.

“Your father was home when you left, you’re right!”

“Come on, help me out, gunny,” I said.

“Your sister was home when you left, you’re right!” he said.

“Your brother was home when you left, you’re right!”

“Sound off, one, two, three, four! Three-four!”

That’s how I got him into the house and into the shower and steamed him until he was red and oozing grease and sweat. Then I picked up his clothes from the bathroom floor and placed everything on the counter and threw the clothes into the washing machine, then went back to the bathroom, the mirrors and walls dripping with moisture. I had paid little attention to the things he carried. The object that stuck out most was a stiletto. It had a long, slim blade and a small brass eye-drop of a button inset in the black handle.

Do you have those moments when you bumble into knowledge you do not wish to acquire, particularly when it involves a friend? Then a little voice tells you not to be afraid, to help your friend, to not be daunted by evil. Then you walk into a spiderweb.

I picked up the stiletto. It was a real gut-ripper. I had not seen Clete carry one before. The heft was perfect, the release button right under the thumb. I pushed it, and the blade leaped from the handle, a blue, oily light winking on the steel. But there was something else on it, too: blood. And it was not old.

Clete had said I had a generous heart. I didn’t know if he was right or wrong. My heart was too sick to feel anything. I held up the shank. “What are you doing with this?”

“What are you talking about? That’s not mine.”

“It was in your pants.”

“Somebody planted it there or something.”

“Clete, Clete, Clete,” I said.

“Don’t talk to me like that. That hurts. It really hurts.”

Not as much as it hurts me, I thought. But I didn’t say it.





Chapter Five

I had to get to work and I didn’t have time to put Band-Aids on Clete’s life, at least not then. There could have been many scenarios to explain the stiletto. Maybe he stopped a fight and took it off the owner. Maybe someone attacked him. Maybe he won it in a card game. I could not imagine Clete stabbing someone with a knife. For that matter, I never saw Clete hurt anyone who didn’t have it coming.

I opened the drawer under the kitchen counter and dropped the stiletto inside, then shut the drawer and started fixing breakfast.

“You’re not gonna say anything?” he asked.

“Yeah, stay here until I come back.”

“Was there any blood on my clothes?” he said.

“Not that I saw.”

“Not that you saw? You put them in the washing machine.”

“I hadn’t seen the knife with the blood on it.”

“That ensures I can’t find out what happened,” he said.

“Yeah, I’m afraid so.”

“My systolic is going through the top of my head, Dave. I’m not up to this.”

Who is? I thought. I’ve had blackouts I never want to probe.

“Don’t beat up on yourself, Clete,” I said. “The world does enough on its own. So far no one has knocked on the door, and the deputy who brought you to my backyard evidently had no calls on you, right? Plus, you walked to Clementine’s. So you were out and about for only two blocks, right?”

“Yeah,” he replied, nodding.

“So there you go.”

And once again I had slipped into the role of his enabler.

“Uh, there’s one thing I didn’t mention, Dave,” he said. “I got some images crawling around in my head.”

“What images?”

“Guys shooting craps. A dark interior with red neon. Four or five dudes with a mean gleam in their eye. The women are on the stroll, but they’re not all women. An open-minded joint. A guy was on a small stage with a bottleneck guitar. He was playing Robert Johnson’s song about the ‘Crossroads.’ It’s down by a swamp. Or maybe it’s hell.”

He stared at me, his eyes unblinking, his face poached. In the silence I could hear the beating of my heart and feel a coldness in my hands and a dryness in my mouth, a moment of fear that is like a klatch on a night trail in a long-forgotten war.

Clete had called Alafair’s arrival the next day bad timing. Obviously I didn’t take that very well. Why is that? Your children are your children. Your organs belong to you or they don’t. You don’t rent a locker at the bus station for your child. It’s not complicated. Yeah, I know Alafair is not my flesh and blood. But so what? Your bond is your bond. Over the gunwales with the rest of it. Sometimes I get mad at Clete.

However, no matter how you cut it, I wanted to get a jump ahead regarding the body on the back lawn. I also wanted Clete’s latest trouble out of both his life and my life. For whatever reason, Clete could not resist swatting a hornet’s nest everywhere he went. The “images” in his head may have been unfamiliar to him but I knew them well. I’ll explain. Clete grew up in New Orleans, in the Irish Channel, among people who spoke with a mouthful of corned beef and cabbage. He might as well have grown up in Boston or Little Italy in New York. Ever hear Louis Prima sing? He sounded like a sewer pipe. The point is, sometimes Clete still doesn’t understand blue-collar Cajun culture out in the parishes, particularly down by the Gulf. Forty percent of Louisiana is considered functionally illiterate. People think the Communist Chinese bombed Pearl Harbor, and Idaho is a potato. We thank God for Mississippi.

Clete had stumbled into a marshy settlement on the edge of the Atchafalaya Basin, the biggest swamp in the United States, including the Everglades in Florida or the Okefenokee in Georgia. How he got there, I don’t know. He said he was going to walk from my house to Clementine’s. I suspected he got drunk and hooked up with the wrong dude or woman and decided he’d take a late fling on the wild side of life, in a place where the pterodactyls still streak the sky.

That’s no jive. These were not simply Cajuns; most of them pulled the plug on civilization during the War Between the States. I doubted the people who lived in Jerry Carlucci’s Landing gave much cognitive time to the environment in which they lived, or cared about the long formation and destruction of ancient volcanos that had once existed there, or the beasts that thrashed in the sand bogs, or the lightning storms that electrified the heavens without making a sound. For them I suspected the issues were immediate and personal, such as staying off the computer, avoiding the IRS and vaccinations and marriage licenses and car tags, instead staying stoned and shooting whatever birds and four-leg creatures they felt like. In other words, during the French colonial period it could have been a lovely prison.

In more modern times crank hit Louisiana in the 1980s, and Jerry jumped on it. The Landing became a fresh-air sanitarium for people who glowed in the dark or who had to tape their mouths to stop talking because they were blitzed on speed.


I spent considerable time there when I came back from Southeast Asia. I also went there after my wife Annie was murdered in our bed at point-blank range with a shotgun. I was also an irregular visitor when I thought I could drink myself to the other side of Mars and keep my badge at the same time. Even Jerry eighty-sixed me from his saloon. That’s like getting kicked off a garbage truck.

Worse, though, from time to time I still had an attraction to the world of Jerry Carlucci. It wasn’t all bad down at the Landing, I told myself. It was like Van Gogh’s paintings. Or the paintings of his friend, Paul Gauguin. In Carlucci’s Landing the sky turned yellow at evening and stretched out over endless miles of marshland and swamps that dipped into the Gulf of Mexico. The thunderheads in the south were purple and swollen with rain and lightning, then the day began to cool and renew your spirits, the links of bays wrinkling like old skin in the wind, the mullet flying through the air, and the funnel of a waterspout twisting like spun glass, the sun bloodred on the horizon. Yes, that’s right, it was a postdiluvian world that was free of authority and rules, where the blue-pink emanations on the earth’s rim seemed to lead us into eternity.

But I knew it was too good to be true. In fact, these moments frightened me. Why? Arks and animals walking two by two make wonderful tales, but when I find myself justifying a trip to Jerry Carlucci’s Landing, I know I’m putting the slide on myself. Way down in my unconscious a screenwriter is typing twenty-four hours a day in order to get me back on the dirty boogie. One day I’m going to meet that screenwriter and stuff him in a septic tank. But that’s how he works. Anger is the common denominator of all drunks. We get drunk at people, not with them.

It’s rough being a drunkard. You spend half your time worrying, then the other half of your time feeling guilty about it. As Helen often says, some fun, huh, bwana?

But I had made up my mind and took a drive into the geographical bottom of Louisiana the evening before Alafair was to arrive, certain that my intentions were good. I was a police officer, and in the program, and on the square with my Higher Power, and I wished no harm on anyone. Besides, it was a grand evening, a rainy green cloud on the horizon, pelicans flying in formation low over the water, their bills pouched with fish. What could possibly go wrong in an environment like that?

Jerry Carlucci owned a ramshackle saloon and brothel and café at the bottom of a levee a short distance from the saltwater that was eating away the Louisiana coast. Because of the eroding landscape, no authorities were quite sure where Jerry’s property lines were, which gave them an excuse to leave him alone. Jerry had a stare like a slap and an odor like testosterone ironed into his clothes. He was also over six feet and handsome, his hair as black as patent leather, except barbered like a bullfighter, with a pigtail. He wore five-hundred-dollar suits, too, and ofttimes an immaculate shirt with puffed sleeves and a lavender vest and a gold watch and chain and a thin mustache, much like a late nineteenth-century frontier lawman or a gambler or a leader of the Know Nothing Party or an upscale procurer. Jerry was a chameleon.

Except you didn’t call Jerry a pimp. At age eighteen he was a door gunner in Shitsville. I shuddered sometimes at the thought of Jerry aiming an M60 out the door of a Huey racing over a rice paddy. His favorite song was “Going Up the Country” by Canned Heat.

I parked my pickup in front of his saloon and walked across a wood footbridge onto a compacted pad of oyster shells and through two rusty screen doors into the bar. It was gloomy inside, a small stage against the back wall, with a keyboard and two or three stringed instruments propped against a purple curtain. It was officially winter, but outside Indian summer glowed on the acres of marsh, and thousands of insects hung in clouds above the water, and the tide was frothy and rocking with organic debris, as though it were about to give birth.

Jerry was standing at the back of the bar, his tall frame backlit by the window, counting the money from the cash register, writing on a notepad, his eyes lifting for just a second when he heard me close the door. “What’s happening, Dave?” he said, voice as flat as a board.

I put my arm on the bar, my foot on the rail. I didn’t want to answer. I didn’t like Jerry, or I didn’t like the man he had become, and I didn’t like pretending that I did. I didn’t sit down, either. “I wondered if you’d seen Clete Purcel recently.”

“Nope.”

“No sign of him?”

“I’ve been out of town. I just got back.”

I nodded. Some women were drinking at a table on the other side of the stage, a couple of men knocking back shots with them. I wondered if they knew it was watered. One of the men went to the bar and filled a pitcher of beer from the spout. He gave me a look, then went back to his table.

“You got a band playing tonight?” I said.

“No, only weekends,” Jerry said. “My bartender is off tonight. Come back tomorrow.”

“I’m sure Clete was here,” I said. “Maybe he stopped a beef. One that included a switchblade.”

“Purcel stopping a beef? That’s a laugh.”

“You’re talking about my friend, Jerry,” I said.

“Sorry. The plaster is probably falling from the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.”

“What do you have against Clete?”

“He was born. That’s enough. Got a secret for you, Dave. The pair of you should start wearing jockstraps outside your pants. It’ll help you with all this macho shit you can’t get enough of.”

I took a hard-boiled egg from a glass jar and cracked it on the bar. “How much?”

“On the house.”

I took one dollar from my wallet and placed it on the bar so it stood stiffly on its edge. Why? I don’t know. I wanted to do something he couldn’t.

“You got nothing to say?” he asked.

“You’re in the life, Jerry. You hurt people who trust you and think you’re their friend.”

He stopped counting his money and walked slowly toward me, the heel of his hand barely touching the bar. He was wearing pointy, spit-shined Tony Lamas that echoed off the plank floor. “Excuse me?”

“Most of the cocaine and brown tar here’bouts comes right through your backdoor.”

He rested his hand on the bar, the balls of his fingers cupped on the surface. He gazed at the green veins under the brownness of his skin. “Go somewhere else, okay?”

“Somebody dropped a body on my lawn,” I said. “I think she was probably in the life. She was also attractive. She had roses tattooed on her breasts.”

“I don’t know anybody like that.”

“How can you be so sure?” I asked. “You’ve given breast examinations to all the women in Southwest Louisiana?”

He shook his head. “You just don’t get it, Dave. People feel sorry for you because you’ve lost three wives. I’ve got a different take on that. I think they were lucky.”

I touched at my right eye, like an eyelash was in it. But I had no trouble with eyelashes. An electric switch had just clicked behind my forehead. It lit up a basement where I seldom went. Unicorns and pink zebras played there, and gargoyles liked to climb the walls.

“Cat got your tongue?” he said. “You look a little sick. Like you swallowed a toadstool.”

I could feel a tremble in my right hand, a dryness in my mouth, a bright flicker behind my eyelids, like a guttering candle.

“What about it, Dave? You know what’s funny about us? I think you could be me or I could be you.”

“Not in a billion years, Jerry.”

“How many people have you killed, Dave? Does your badge make you feel good? You like to smoke some dude who can’t count past ten? What a laugh.”

I pointed a finger at him but I couldn’t talk.

“Is that the best you can do?” he said.

I stepped backward. “I’m going to walk away from you, Jerry. I won’t be back. That’s a promise. Do you hear me?”

But his interest in me had gone. He was staring through the glass in the front door, then he went to the pool table and began dropping pool balls in his coat pockets. Then he ripped open the front door and walked out on the porch. “I told you to get out of here!” he yelled.

On the remnants of the old board road that
























OPS/images/cover.jpg
JANIES
LEE BURKE

AAAAAAAAA





OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two



		Chapter Forty-Three



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Chapter Forty-Seven



		Chapter Forty-Eight



		Chapter Forty-Nine



		Chapter Fifty



		Chapter Fifty-One



		Chapter Fifty-Two



		Chapter Fifty-Three



		Chapter Fifty-Four



		Chapter Fifty-Five



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Also by James Lee Burke



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OPS/images/orion_fiction_logo.jpg
&K

ORION





