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CHAPTER 1





The man they called Pirate heard a guard coming down the cell block. Pirate had excellent hearing. He could identify the guards just from the sound of their footsteps on the cement floor. This oneHispanic, bushy salt-and-pepper mustache, dark depressions under his eyeshad a tread that was somehow muffled and heavy at the same time, and once in a while he dragged a heel in a way that made a little scuffing sound Pirate found pleasant.


Scuff, scuff, and then the footsteps stopped. Hey, the guard said.


Pirate, lying on his bunk, facing the walla featureless wall, but hed grown to like itturned his head. The Hispanic guard with the mustache and tired eyesPirate no longer bothered to learn their namesstood outside the bars, keys in hand.


Wakie wakie, the guard said.


Pirate hadnt been sleeping, but he didnt argue. He just lay there, head turned so he could see, body curled comfortably, one hand resting on his Bible. Pirate hardly even opened it anymorethe one section that interested him now pretty much committed to memorybut he liked the feel of it, especially that gold tassel for marking your place.


Come on, the guard said. Shake a leg.


Shake a leg? Pirate didnt understand. It wasnt chow time, and besides, werent they in lockdown? Hadnt they been in lockdown the past two or three days, for reasons Pirate had forgotten, or never known? He didnt understand, but didnt argue, instead getting off the bunk and moving toward the bars. Keys jingled. The guard opened up, made a little motion with his chin, a quick tilt. Pirate raised his arms, spread his legs, got patted down. The guard grunted. Pirate turned, lowered his pants, bent over. The guard grunted again. Pirate straightened, zipped up. The guard made another chin motion, this one sideways. Pirate stepped outside.


They walked down the corridor, the guard on Pirates right. On the right was bad, his blind side, made him uncomfortable. But there was nothing he could do.


You got a visitor, the guard said.


A visitor? Pirate hadnt had a visitor in a long time, years and years. They went down the row of cells, Pirates good eye, his only eye, registering all the familiar faces, each one more or less wrong in its own way; and around the corner, more cells, four tiers, on and on. It reminded him, when he thought of it at all, of an experiment hed seen in a movie, one with rats. The difference was hed felt sorry for the rats. Pirate didnt feel sorry for anyone in here, himself included. That partno longer feeling sorry for himselfwas his greatest accomplishment. He was at peace, in harmony with passing time. That was the message of the gold tassel.


Who? he said.


Who what? said the guard.


The visitor.


Your lawyer, maybe?


Pirate didnt have a lawyer. Hed had a lawyer long ago, Mr. Rollins, but hadnt heard from him in years.


They came to a gate. Pirates guard handed over a slip of paper. Another guard opened the gate. They went down a short walkway, through an unlocked door, into the visiting room.


There were no other inmates in the visiting room. The guard took a seat at the back, picked a newspaper off the floor. On the far side of the glass, by one of the phones, sat a young woman Pirate had never seen. She smiledsmiled at him, Pirate. No doubt about itbesides, there was no one else around, no one she could have been smiling at. Except the guard, maybe; but the guard, opening his newspaper, wasnt paying any attention to the woman. A big photograph of a man with his arms raised in triumph was on the front page. Pirate didnt recognize him.


Ten minutes, said the guard.


Pirate moved toward the glass wall, a thick, shatterproof glass wall with three steel chairs in front, bolted to the floor. He sat in the middle one, facing the young woman. Her skin transfixed him. No one insideinmates or guardshad skin like this, smooth, glowing, so alive. And her eyes: the whites of them, so clear, like alabaster, a word hed come across in his reading and now grasped.


She raised a hand, small and finely shaped, with polished nails and a gold wedding band. He followed its movements like a dog; as a boy, hed had a very smart dog named Snappy, capable of following silent commands. Some time passedhis mind on Snappybefore he realized what she wanted him to do: pick up the phone.


He picked up the phone. She spoke into hers.


Hello, Mr. DuPree.


His real name: When had he last heard it? Hello, he said; and then, remembering his manners, added, maam.


She smiled again, her teethmore of that alabaster, like works of art, having nothing to do with biting, sparkling even through the dusty, smeary glassdistracted him, so he almost missed what came next. Oh, she said, just call me Susannah. Susannah Upton.


Susannah Upton?


She spelled both names for him. Im a lawyer.


Yeah? said Pirate. Are you from Mr. Rollins?


Mr. Rollins? she said.


My lawyer, said Pirate. At the trial.


Susannah Upton frowned. That meant one tiny furrow appeared on her brow, somehow making her look even younger. I believe she began, and opened a leather briefcase, taking a sheet of paper from a folder with Pirates full name written in red on the front: Alvin Mack DuPree. yes, Susannah continued, he passed away.


Died?


Susannah nodded. Almost ten years ago now.


At that moment, Pirate felt a strange feeling that came from time to time, a squinting in the socket where his right eye had been; like he was trying to see better, get things in focus. What of? Pirate said.


Im sorry?


Mr. Rollins. What did he die of?


It doesnt say.


Pirate tried to picture Mr. Rollins, estimate his age back then. Hed had graying hair, but that didnt necessarily mean


But my visit has nothing to do with Mr. Rollins, Susannah went on. Are you familiar with the Justice Project, Mr. DuPree?


Although he couldnt form an image of Mr. Rollinss face, Pirate had a clear memory of Mr. Rollinss breath in the courtroom, boozy little rising clouds, almost visible. Was it the booze that killed him? Pirate was about to ask, when Susannah spoke.


Mr. DuPree? The Justice Project?


He shook his head, although he thought he remembered a band by that name. Pirate had played guitar at one time, traveled with a bar band that covered country hits, and once, at the Red Rooster, even backed up a singer who was going to be the next Delbert McClinton. The chords on You Win Again went E, B7, E, A.


Were a nonprofit legal advocacy group, Susannah said, dedicated to freeing the innocent.


No innocents in here, Pirate said.


Susannah blinked. But you, Mr. DuPree, youre in here.


Yup.


Susannah gazed at him for a moment, then cradling the phone between her shoulder and chin, she leafed through the folder with his name on the cover; a thick folder.


I dont have any money, Pirate said.


Money?


For lawyers.


No money needed, Susannah said. Were funded by private donors. All expenses associated with your case will be taken care of.


My case?


Thats what brings me here, Susannah said. Thereve been some exciting developmentsall on account of Bernardine, which is the weird part.



Bernardine? Pirate knew no one of that name, never had.


The hurricane, Mr. DuPree. In September.


Oh, yeah, said Pirate, trying to recall the details. Bernardine had passed over the prisona hundred miles inland, maybe moreat night; he hadnt heard a thing.


Youre aware of the extent of the damage? Susannah said.


Damage?


Down in Belle Ville. Half the town got flooded, including Lower Town and the whole business district.


Yeah? Pirate said. Princess Street, too?


I think so, Susannah said. Why do you ask?


I had a job on Princess Street once, said Pirate. Bouncer at the Pink Passion Club, a good job, possibly the best job hed ever had, partly because of the tips the girls gave him, never less than twenty dollars, but more because of the good feeling he got protecting them. Pirate had been jacked in those days, ripped. He was still big, but the jacked, ripped part was gone.


What kind of job? Susannah said.


Just a job.


Susannah nodded. In answer to your question, Princess Street got flooded, too. Everything south of Marigot was under six feet of water for days and days, including the courthouse, police headquarters and the state offices. The cleanups still going on, but FEMA found somethingwere still not sure exactly whenthat pertains to your case. And thats putting it mildly.


Pertains meant? Pirate had no clue. Something from when I worked at the Pink Passion Club? he said.


Susannah shook her head. This goes back to the night of the murder.


What murder?


The murder of Johnny Blanton, said Susannah. For a moment her voice faded, the connection going bad even though they were in touching distance. All calls were recorded; Pirate knew that, had temporarily forgotten. Why youre here, Susannah added.


Pirate no longer denied hed killed Johnny Blanton. Not that he confessed, or made any kind of admission; he just no longer denied it. What was the point? That way lay turmoil; he was at peace.


Susannah shuffled through her papers. Do you remember why you didnt take the stand at your trial?


Mr. Rollinss orders: something about how his criminal recordincluding a robbery where no one got hurt but resembled the Johnny Blanton case in other waysmade it a poor idea. Pirate shook his head. His memories from that period were blurry; long ago, and hed been coming off two or three years of booze and drugs. The only really clear trial memory he had was the length of time the jury had been outtwenty-three minutes. Just long enough to polish off the doughnuts, someone, maybe a reporter, had said as theyd led Pirate away.


Tell me about your alibi, Susannah said.


Pirate didnt feel like doing that. Why?


Since you didnt take the stand, Susannah said, your alibi entered the record only in the states direct examination of the detectivewhat was his name?


Couldnt tell you, Pirate said. He yawned; normally this was nap time.


And evidently Mr. Rollins didnt see fit to cross, Susannah said, meaning it was never presented in its best light.


What wasnt?


Your alibi.


Why all this talk about his alibi? It was a piss-poor alibi; Pirate had known that from the start. No one to back it up, he said. No witnesses.


Susannah smiled again, a quick little smile. Run through it for me anyway.


Pirate shrugged. He ran through it, his puny alibi, a night alone in his apartment, drinking, drugging, watching TV, passing out till the middle of the next day. When theyd asked him what hed watched on TV, he hadnt remembered a single show. The man hed been was puny, too. He was much better now.


This was your apartment at 2145 Bigard Street? Number four A?


Pirate nodded, although hed forgotten the apartment number and the address, too; only a memory of the building itself remained, brick, with an odd yellow stain down the front.



Approximately two blocks north of Nappys Fine Liquors at the corner of Charles? Susannah said.


Pirate nodded. He remembered Nappys all right, with its tiny slit windows, like a fort.


Ive got something to show you, Susannah said. She reached into the folder, took out a blown-up photograph, held it to the glass.


Pirate gazed at the photograph, a close-up of a young man, midchest to the top of his head. The young man looked angry about something, his mouth open like he might have been shouting. In fact, he was a mean-looking son of a bitch, with hostile eyes and a snake tattoo wound around one of his huge biceps. Pirate had a tattoo just like that, now faded by the passage of so much


And then it hit him, who this was. He glanced atwhat was her name again?Susannah; he glanced at her, saw how she was watching him, the way you watch someone unwrapping a present when you know whats inside, and then looked back at this picture of himself, his much-younger, two-eyed self. He gazed at that pale blue right eyean angry eye, the pupil dilated as though hed been on something, but there, intact, whole.


Pirates eye, his only eye, shifted back to Susannah.


Well, she said, do you see?


See what? Pirate said.


What this means.


Pirate stared at the picture. He noticed that this younger self of his was holding up something, a card ora drivers license. His drivers license: he could just make out the tiny picture of himself, a still-younger version, last year of high school.


No, Pirate said. I dont know what it means.


Check the bottom right-hand corner.


Pirate checked the bottom right-hand corner. He saw one of those time codes, in computer-style lettering: 12:41 AM July 23. And then the year, twenty years before. All these numbers swam around in his mind, then clicked together in a way that made his steady, plodding heartbeat speed up a little. He was looking at a photograph from the night of Johnny Blantons murder. Pirate turned slowly to Susannah.


Its a still taken from a security video camera over the front door at Nappys Fine Liquors, she said. The store was closed at that hour, of course, but you wanted in. You even showed proof of age.


II dont remember.


The way we figure it, you woke up in the night, perhaps not very sober, went out for more to drink, came back home, blacked out.


I just dont


Thats the beauty part, Susannah said. It doesnt matter whether you remember or not. According to the trial testimony, Johnny Blanton was murdered between twelve-thirty and twelve forty-five. It might even have happened at that exact same minute, twelve forty-one.


Pirate stared at her. He got that squinting feeling in his non-eye, stronger than ever before, strong enough to hurt. For a moment, he thought he was actually seeing out of it, out of an empty socket. The beautiful skin on her face dissolved and the bones underneath appeared, clear as day, very fine. Yes, he was seeing out of his former eye.


As you may recall, Susannah said, the murder took place at the Parish Street Pier on the Sunshine Road bayou, not far from Magnolia Glade. Thats six point three miles from Nappysor rather, from where Nappys used to be. I measured it myself, Mr. DuPree. Do you see what this means? No one can be in two places at the same time. You didnt do it, end of story.


Tell me something I dont know. Pirate kept that thought to himself.


Times up, said the guard.












CHAPTER 2





Light slanted down through the gently heaving water in sunny columns, one of which illuminated a little fish swimming near the base of the reef, purple and gold, like a jewel on the move. Nell breathed deeply through her snorkel, filling her lungs, and dove straight down with slow, powerful kicks, her upper body still. Near the bottom, she stopped kicking and glided the rest of the way, hovering over the fish. A fairy basslet, or possibly a beaugregory, but Nell had never seen either one with gold so bright, purple so intense. It looked up at her, tiny eyesmost colorless of all its partswatching her, void of any expression she could define. The fish was hovering, too, its front fins vibrating at hummingbird-wing speed, filagreed fins so close to transparent they were almost invisible. Andthis was amazingthe two front fins didnt match: one was purple, the other gold. Nell, transfixed, lost all track of time until she felt pressure starting to build in her chest. She checked the depth gauge on her wrist: fifty-five feet. Nell was a good breath holder. She turned back for a last look at this special fish, perhaps one of a kind. It was gone. She kicked her way back up.


Nell broke the surface, blew through her snorkel, sucked in the rich air. Bahamian air: it had its own smell, floral and salty, her favorite smell on earth, and this was her favorite place. She turned toward Little Parrot Cay, a coral islet about fifty yards away: from this angle, tropical paradise pared down to the simplest componentswhite sand beach, a few palm trees, thatched hutall colors bright, as in a childs version. In fact, hadnt Norah, her daughter, now in college, once come home from school with just such a painting? Nell was trying to remember the details when something down below grabbed her leg.


She jerked away, a frightened cry rising up her snorkel, a cry she smothered when her husband burst up through the surface, a big smile on his face.


Clay, she said, pushing her mouthpiece aside, you scared me.


He put his arms around her, sang a few off-key notes she took to be the shark theme from Jaws.


I mean it, she said.


Clay stopped singing. He glanced down. Hey, whats that?


Whats what?


On the bottom.


Nell dipped her face into the water, gazed down through her mask. She saw something black lying on the sand, something man-made, maybe a box. She turned to Clay. That big smile was back on his face. She noticed hed had way too much sun; this was the ninth day of vacation, their longest in years, maybe ever.


Too deep for me, he said.


Nell got the mouthpiece back between her teeth, dove down. Yes, a box, not big, not heavy. She carried it back to the surface.


Whats inside? Clay said; still that big smile.


Nell raised the lid. Inside, wrapped in waterproof plastic, she found another box, this one blue, the word Tiffany on the top. She opened it, too.


Oh, Clay.


Happy anniversary, said Clay.


But its months away.


I couldnt wait.


They bobbed up and down, the swell pushing them closer together. The sand beach on Little Parrot Cay pinkened under the late-afternoon sun. A flock of dark birds rose out of the palms, wheeled across the sky and headed north.






I dont want to go back, Nell said.


Maybe one day we wont, said Clay.


When? said Nell. Be specific.


Clay laughed. June, he said.


June?


The thirty-third.


She laughed, too, pretended to throw a punch. He pretended to block it.


They ate dinner on the patio of the house on the back, rocky side of Little Parrot Cayspiny lobster, speared by Nell, conch fritters, cooked by Clay, white wine. The lights of North Eleuthera shone in the east, a fuzzy glow like a distant galaxy. Clays lobster fork clinked on the glass table. A shooting star went bynot an uncommon nighttime sight on Little Parrot Cay, but this one was very bright. Nell caught its reflected path in Clays eyes.


Life is good, he said.


Their bare feet touched under the table.


Little Parrot Cay belonged to Clays friendtheir friendDuke Bastien. Nell and Clay spent one or two weekends a year on the Cay, free weekends, if Duke had had his way, but Clay insisted on paying. Hed researched Out-Island hotel prices, paid Duke the top rate. That was Clay, at least the professional side: by the book. In other parts of life he could be unpredictablethe shark episode, for example; and sometimes in bed.


Like tonight. Theyd been married for almost eighteen years, so it wasnt surprising that hed know her body. But to know things about it that she did not? After, lying in bed, the ocean breeze flowing through the wide-open sliders, Nell said, How do you know?


But he was asleep.


Nell slept, too. Shed had the best sleeps of her life on the Cay, untroubled visits to some deep, rejuvenating place. And she was on her way when Johnny appeared in her dreams, stepping out from behind a coral reef, but somehow dry. He wore pin-striped suit pantsNell remembered that suitwas barefoot and naked above the waist. The red hole over his heart was tiny, almost invisible. So long since shed seen him, in life or in dreams: she wanted to lick that tiny red hole, make it go away, but the scene changed.





Nell awoke at dawn. The breeze had died down, leaving the bedroom cool, almost cold, but she was hot, her face clammy, an actual sweat drop rolling into the hollow of her throat. She glanced at Clay. He lay on his side, his back to her, very still. Light, weak and milky, left most of the room in shadow, but it illuminated a vein in Clays neck, throbbing slowly.


Nell rose, saw herself in a mirror: her eyes were dark and worried. She went into the kitchen, dug through her purse, found her cell phone. No missed calls, specifically none from a 615 area code. That calmed her for a moment or two. She imagined Norah fast asleep in her dorm room, safe and sound. Then she began to find bad interpretations for the absence of a call, turn all the nonevidence upside down. She checked the time: 6:35. Too early to place a call of her own, not without appearing to be checking up, and Norah didnt like that. Nells index finger trembled on the buttons. She made herself put the phone away.


A bird chirped in the flamboyant tree that stood near the back door. Nell walked down the crushed-shell path to the beach side of the Cay. The sea lay flat and motionless as it often did at dawn, more like jelly than water. Nell slipped off her nightgown and dove in, half expecting viscous resistance, but there was none. She found a nice rhythm right away, body riding flat and high, hips controlling everything, forearms loose, stroke soft on entry, speeding up at the end, and most important, feeling the water, mantra of her college coach. Feeling the water came naturally to Nell, was the reason shed been drawn to swimming in the first place; and no water felt like this. Nell swam around Little Parrot Cay.


By the time she climbed back onto the beach, a light chop had ruffled up, as though her own motion had got things going. The sun, two or three handbreadths above the horizon, was already warm. Nell walked to the dock at the south end of the beach, turned on the hose and held it over her head, streaming the salt away, feeling fresh as this perfect morning. The truth was that back in her racing days, despite her love of the water and how coachable all her coaches said she was, shed never been quite fast enougha winner of heats now and then, but never a champion. Johnny, on the other hand: she remembered how she actually rocked in the water when he flew by in the next lane. She took a deep breath. Hed rocked her in the water. Remnants of some kind of bad dream came to life in her brain. The worried feeling, washed away, began to return. She turned off the hose, and was walking back up the beach to get her nightgown when she heard a faint drone in the sky.


A plane appeared in the west; a seaplane, floats glowing in the sun. The wings tilted and the plane came down in a long, curving arc. Nell put on her nightgown. The plane skimmed onto the water with a splash and coasted up to the dock, pushing a silver wave. The lettering on the tail read: DK INDUSTRIES. Nell went out to the end of the dock. The pilots door opened.


Hi, darlin, said Duke Bastien. He threw her a line. Nell caught the end, looped it around a cleat. Sorry to bust in, he said.


Duke, she said. Its your place.


Bad manners is bad manners, said Duke, stepping onto the dock. Duke was a big guy; it trembled under his weight. Clay up? he said.


I think hes still sleeping.


You had one of your swims?


Nell nodded, at the same time hiking up the shoulder strap of her nightgown, the fabric not transparent but very light. Duke was looking at her face, not her body; he actually did have good manners.


Are you two going fishing? Nell said. Duke had a thirty-two foot inboard with a tuna tower, tied up on the other side of the dock. Clay didnt mention it.


Fraid not, said Duke. Mind getting him for me?


Nell walked up to the house. A warm breeze sprang up, blew some deep red blossoms out of the flamboyant tree and across her path. A phone rang as she went inside. Two cell phones lay on the kitchen counter, his and hers. It was Clays. She answered.


Hello, maam. Sergeant Bowman here. The chief handy?



One moment, Nell said.


She went into the bedroom. Clay opened his eyes. He saw her and smiled. She knew that under the covers he was hard, all set for her to climb back in. That would have been nice. Nell covered the mouthpiece. Sergeant Bowmans on the phone. And Duke just flew inhes down at the dock.


Dukes here?


Clay sat up. He was one of those dark-haired, olive-skinned men who looked ten years younger than they were. The only sign of aging she could see on his face was a slight vertical groove on his brow, between the eyes. It deepened as he took the phone.


Hey, Wayne, he said. Whats up?


Clay listened for a second or two. What the hell are you Then he went quiet, listened some more.


Norah? said Nell, moving closer. Is it something about Norah?


Clay shook his head, waved her away. He got out of bed, started pulling on a pair of shorts with his free hand, his erection deflating fast. Then he hurried out of the room. Nell followed.


Clay sped up. He was a very fast walker when he wanted to be. Running after him down the crushed-shell path, she could barely keep up. His shoulder muscles stood out like ropes, rising to the base of his neck. He was still talking on the phone. She heard him say, Just sit tight. And: Im on my way.


On your way where? Nell called after him. Is it Norah?


He didnt seem to hear. Duke watched from the dock, arms folded across his chest.


Nell ran faster, caught up to Clay, touched his back. What? she said. Tell me.


Clay stuffed the phone in his pocket, whirled around. Nell, he said. Go on up to the house.


But


His voice rose. Did you hear me?


Hed never spoken to her like that, not in eighteen years. It stunned her. She stood on the path, frozen in place. Clay seemed frozen there, too, face flushed, mouth a little open. He started to say something, something quieter, but Duke, coming toward them, interrupted.



Just give us a minute or two, darlin, he said. Everythings fine.


Is Norah all right?


Duke shot Clay a puzzled look. Why wouldnt she be?


Clay reached out, squeezed her hand. I told you. Its got nothing to do with Norah.


Is it a business thing?


Yeah, said Duke. Kinda.


They looked down at her, two big men, somehow reassuring just from the amount of space they occupied. Duke was an important businessman and one of Clays biggest supporters, went way back with him, but they werent in business together; Clay was the chief of police, not in business at all. Nell went back to the house, wondering what sort of business it could be.


Her phone was ringing. She grabbed it: not Norah; a Belle Ville number, slightly familiar although she couldnt place it.


Hello?


Nell? Lee Ann Bonner.


Lee Ann Bonner, a reporter at the Belle Ville Guardian, had a daughter Norahs age. Theyd been sleepover friends in grade school, but Nell hadnt talked to Lee Ann in years. She stepped onto the front terrace. Clay and Duke were talking on the dock, their heads close together.


Nell?


Yes?


I know this must be anunsettling time, Lee Ann said, but I wondered if you had any comment at all, any reaction I could quote.


I dont understand, Nell said. Reaction to what?


Pause, a long one. A big fish jumped clear of the water, not far from the end of the dock, but neither man noticed. You mean you havent heard? Lee Ann said. Alvin DuPreetheyre letting him go.


Nell lost her balance, caught hold of a patio chair. Alvin DuPree was serving a life sentence without parole. Letting him go?


Lee Ann started in on a complicated answer Nell had trouble processing, all about something called the Justice Project, Hurricane Bernardine, FEMA, video cameras. Only the last sentence stuck in her mind, stuck like a fact sharpened at one end.


He didnt do it.











CHAPTER 3





The seaplane rose in a long semicircle. At first Little Parrot Cay was clear in Nells window. Then it got mixed up with other cays in the chain, and soon they were all just specks, and finally gone.


Up in the cockpit, Clay and Duke sat side by side. The backs of their heads had a similar shape, Clays perhaps a little finer in some way; although their faces were very different, from this angle they could have been brothers.


Whats the Justice Project? Nell said.


Because of engine noise, or the fact that both men were wearing headsets, they didnt hear.


She spoke louder. Whats the Justice Project?


Clay turned, raising one earphone. You say something?


Nell repeated it once more.


Lawyers, Clay said. Dont know much about them.


But theyre wrong, Nell said. Its all a mistake.


Clay nodded. He had fine eyes, soft, gentle brown and normally very clear, but now they looked blurry, and no particular color at all.


What kind of lawyers? Nell said. How did it happen?


Thats what Im going to find out, Clay said, lowering the earpiece back in place and turning away. The plane entered a cloud, first wispy, then thick. A dull grayness closed in, taking away all dimensions, driving her into herself.






Did you get a good look at him?


I was right there. Which explained the blood on the front of her white T-shirt.


The detectiveshe didnt catch his name for the longest timehad a gentle manner and a soft voice. Think you could identify the killer?


How could she not? Shed been right there.





Back in Belle Ville, a squad car was waiting to take Clay to his office downtown. Duke drove Nell home. Theyshe, Clay and Norah, when school wasnt in sessionlived in the Heights, nicest neighborhood in Belle Ville next to Magnolia Glade. The route led through Lower Town, where the cleanup still went on, trucks, graders, front-end loaderssome bearing the DK Industries logoclustered here and there. The stink of mud, rot, decomposition, hung in the air. Duke slid the windows up. From the porch of a lopsided house, the flood line halfway up the front door, a man watched them go by, his eyes expressionless but his posture accusatory, as though she or Duke, or people who rode in cars like Dukes, were somehow to blame for all the destruction. She was seeing that posture more and more.


How long will it take for things to be normal? she said.


Duke frowned. What things?


She gestured out the window.


Oh, he said, frown fading. Sewer piping goes in next month. After that the sidewalks and then it should be pretty quick.


Nell hadnt been talking about sewers and sidewalks; she let it go. Duke dropped her off a few minutes later.





Nell loved her house: Mediterranean-style, not too big, at the end of a cul-de-sac called Sandhill Way. Her favorite features were the terrace in backa loggia, according to the real-estate agent whod sold them the placeoverlooking state-protected woods, and of course the lap pool, a Christmas present from Clay years before. She went inside, stepped over piles of mail on the tile floor. The message light was blinking on the hall phone, the word full in the little window.


She entered the kitchen, noticed fruit flies hovering over a bowl of fruit on the kitchen table. It wasnt like her to go away without putting that bowl in the fridge. Maybe she had put it away, maybe someone


Norah? she called. Norah?


The house was silent. Nell went to the table, saw the fruit was rotten. She was in the garage, dumping it into a trash barrel, when she heard the front doorbell. Nell walked back into the house, stepped over the mail, opened the door.


Lee Ann Bonner stood outside, although Nell didnt recognize her for a moment. Shed never seen her wearing glasses before, and these were of some new, distracting design. They made her eyes look more intelligent than humanly possible, as though her IQ were three or four hundred.


Oh, good, Lee Ann said. I was hoping youd be back.


How did you know I was gone? Nell said. A question that came blurting out without any thought on her part, but a sharp one.


Called One Marigot. One Marigot was the address of police headquarters, finally habitable againthe reason Clay and Nell had been able to get away. The chiefs whereabouts is posted on the daily sheet.


Oh, said Nell; maybe not a sharp question after all.


Youre looking good, Lee Ann said.


Thanks.


I like your hair that way.


I like yours, too.


Lee Ann patted her own hair; she had a spiky cut, pretty edgy for Belle Ville. Still with the museum?


Nell nodded; she was assistant curator at the Belle Ville Museum of History and Art. But were closed until the insurance comes through.


Any damage to the paintings and stuff?


No. We lost one of the pieces in the sculpture garden, thats all.


Which one?


Cloud Nine.


Cloud Nine? With those arches?



Yes.


Thats my favorite.


Mine, too.


Behind those strange glasses, Lee Anns eyes narrowed. Wasnt it made of metal?


Bronze.


How does something like that get washed away?


It was stolen, Nell said. In all the chaos.


Whats it worth?


We paid twenty thousand dollars, but his stuff has gone up.


Christ, said Lee Ann. She took off her glasses, didnt seem quite so intimidating. Hows Norah?


Good.


At Duke, right?


Vanderbilt.


Always did have a head on her shoulders.


And Layla? Nell said.


Partying her ass off at LSU. I only hear from her when she wants money.


Nell remembered then that Lee Ann had gotten divorced somewhere along the way. A bee came buzzing by. Lee Ann blinked.


Speaking of the hurricane, she said, I wondered whether you could help me out on a few things.


Like what?


This business with Alvin DuPree.


I told you on the phone, Lee AnnI really dont know anything about it.


But you must The bee, or another one, whizzed right between two of those spiky tufts on Lee Anns head. Ooo, she said, ducking away. I hate beesswell up like you wouldnt believe.


We cant have that, Nell said, stepping aside.


Lee Ann laughed and went in.





They sat in the sunroom, looking out on the lap pool, and drank lemonade.



This is nice, Lee Ann said. Reminds me of the old days, when the girls were little. They were so differentLayla such a chatterbox, Norah so quiet. Remember?


Yes.


She was a deep one, I could see it, Lee Ann said. Bet shes at the top of her class.


Not quite. In fact, Norah was on academic probation.


Gets those smarts from you, Lee Ann said. No disrespect to your husband, of course. Nell didnt correct her on any of that. Lee Ann reached into her bag, took out a spiral notebook. I really think the story here, the crux of it, the human story, is your reaction, she said. How would you describe it?


For the third time, Lee Ann. I dont understand whats going on.


But the simple fact that hes being freed, that he didnt do it, must


He did it. Nells voice rose in anger, taking her by surprise.


Lee Ann nodded, wrote something in her notebook.


Youre writing that down? Nell said.


For accuracy, said Lee Ann.


But I dont want you to.


You dont want me to be accurate?


Nell shook her head. Its not that. But I cant be quoted in the paper. Is that what youre planning?


Lee Ann smiled. I am a reporter. And this is shaping up to be a big story.


It is?


An innocent man in jail for twenty years and all of a sudden exculpatory evidence comes floating up out of One Marigot? Sounds like a big story to me.


Exculpatory? Nell stumbled a little over the word, a word she knew but had never spoken before. Thats impossible. I saw it with my own eyes.


Lee Anns pen was moving, although her eyes, now behind those glasses again, were on Nell. Youre referring to the murder?


Yes. But Im not going to talk about it. Theres obviously some big mistakeand Im sure my husband is straightening it out right now.



Lee Anns pen stopped in midstroke. She closed the notebook, put it away. Fair enough, she said. But how about a little chat on background?


Background? Meaning?


Off the record. No quotes, no reactions, no story in the paper. Just so I can understand better.


I dont know, Nell said. But what harm could there be? The storyher part, at leastmust have been a matter of record.


It would be a big help to me, Lee Ann said. I was still in Atlanta back then. She raised her lemonade glass, took a sip. Mmm, she said. Just a little thing, but the atmosphere in the room changed, became more social. Ive forgotten whether youre from here or not.


From Dallas originally, Nell said. But we moved here when I was six or seven. My dad took a job at Mercy.


Hes a doctor?


Was. Theyre retired now, living in Naples.


Yeah? My dads in Sarasota, with wife number four. Shes five years older.


Thats not too bad.


Than me, Lee Ann said.


Nell laughed, drank some of her lemonade.


I take it, said Lee Ann, that the victimthe original victimwas your boyfriend?


Nell put down her glass. Yes, she said, wondering what Lee Ann meant by original victim.


John Blanton?


Everyone called him Johnny.


Was he from Belle Ville?


New Orleans, Nell said. We met at UNC. He was writing his Ph.D. thesis.


Art history, like you?


Geology, Nell said. And I actually didnt even complete my masters. We were spending that summer here, but I never went back.


The summer of the murder?


Nell nodded. One of the biggest regrets of her life, not going back, abandoning her studies, but she kept that to herself, always had; a minor matter, after all, compared with what happened to Johnny.



Do you ever regret that? Lee Ann said. Not going back?


No, Nell said. It hit her for the first timewhy now?that going back to Chapel Hill, finishing the degree, was what Johnny would have wanted her to do.


But you ended up with a good job anyway, Lee Ann said, as though shed been following Nells thoughts.


I love the museum, Nell said.


Best thing in the whole town, if you ask me, Lee Ann said.


I wouldnt go that far.


No? You like it here? Dont find B Ville a bit slow?


I like it. Especially the way it used to be.


Before the murder?


Nell paused. That wasnt what shed meant, but it sidetracked her. Before the hurricane, she said. The goddamn hurricane.


It wasnt just the hurricane that did us in.


What do you mean?


Nmes got hit just as hard and they had barely any flooding at all.


But arent they higher up? A long-ago conversation with Johnny, something about the geology of the region, stirred in her mind.


Not much, Lee Ann said. Well have to wait for the report.


Report?


From the Army Corps of Engineersthe levees, the Canal Street floodgates, what went wrong and why, et cetera, et cetera. And who knows how long thatll take? A cell phone rang in Lee Anns bag. She took it out, glanced at the number, frowned, put it back. What can you tell me about the murder?


It was horrible.


You were an eyewitness?


Yes.


The only eyewitness?


Thats right.


Where did it happen?


Nell took a deep breath. All at once she felt nervous, as though about to take a big test, or give a speech. At the same time, she found she wanted to talk about it, a desire she hadnt had in years, maybe not since the trial. Just south of Magnolia Glade, she said. WeJohnny and Iwere living in my parents guesthouse for the summer. One odd thing about that summer: hot, like all Gulf summers, but for some reason the humidity never came, making for soft, warm nights, one after another. Johnny spent the days on his thesished reached the writing stage. I was teaching swimming at the Y camp. At night we went for long walks, sometimes all the way to the levee.


Levee?


The old Sunshine Road levee. It all got changed after they built the canal. Their favorite spot in Belle Ville: from up on the levee, theyd had a clear view of the Gulf, with the lights of the shrimpers and the freighters moving slowly in the darkness.


Lee Anns phone rang again. Damn, she said, ignoring it. Go on.


Suddenly Nell had a clear memory of the moon that night, a full moon, very bright, and how Johnny had explained that the moon had probably once been part of the earth. What had he said? Its like a little ghost brother stuck up there. Hed had a head full of thoughts like that, rocked her with them once in a while, the way hed rocked her in the pool the first time theyd met. Love at first sight, no doubt about it. Falling in love with Clay had been different, longer, slower, perhaps sweeter; and darker, of course. But Lee Ann didnt want to hear any of that.


We were on our way back, Nell said. Following the creek. Do you know the pier at the foot of Parish Street?


Gone now, said Lee Ann. Bernardine.


Nell hadnt known that. We were just passing the pier when


She paused. What was that? The front door?


When what? said Lee Ann.


At that moment, Clay walked in. Hed changed at the office, was wearing a dark suitthe one shed got at the Brooks Brothers outletwhite shirt, blue tie. Hi, baby, he said, and then noticed Lee Ann, in the corner on the wicker chair.


You remember Lee Ann? Nell said.


Wouldnt take much of a memory, Clay said. Lee Ann was in my office not two hours ago.


Nell turned to Lee Ann, a little confused. Lee Anns face was expressionless, but shed shifted her legs under the chair, as though about to rise.


Where I told her, Clay went on, I had no comment on the DuPree situation and that I didnt believe my wife would either. So I assume what we have here is a social call.


Lee Ann was on her feet. This is a big story, Chief, she said. Theres no way to keep it under wraps.


Keeping things under wraps has never been my style, Clay said, as I think the Guardian knows.


Theyve backed him in every election, Nell said, unnecessary since Lee Ann had to know that, but it popped out anyway.


Then why this new approach? Lee Ann said.


Its not a new approach, Clay said. We always make sure weve got the facts before going public.


Is it a fact that the D.A.s going to oppose the motion to cut Alvin DuPree loose? Lee Ann said.


Youll have to ask her.


I plan to.


Thats your right, Clay said. Even your duty. We wont keep you.


Lee Ann slung her bag over her shoulder, turned to Nell. Good to see you, she said.


Ill walk you to the door, said Nell.


A silent walk. When Nell returned, she found Clay in the kitchen, buttering a cracker, his hands not quite steady.


Those are stale, Nell said.


Clay didnt seem to hear. The cracker split in half. He reached in the box for another one. What did you tell her? he said.


Nothing, said Nell. Ive got nothing to tell. Whats going on?


Clay sat at the counter, rubbed his eyes. I wish I knew. He kept rubbing them, much too hard.


Dont, said Nell. Youll hurt yourself. She went over to him, pulled his hands away. His eyes still had that blurry look, and now they were bloodshot, too. She kissed his forehead. At the same time, she caught a whiff of that downtown stink that Bernardine had left behind, most noticeable when the breeze blew from the west. Had she left the front door open? She went to check. It was closed.











CHAPTER 4





A little ghost brother, going round and round? said Nellie.


Yeah, said Johnny Blanton. He took her hand. They walked along the Sunshine Road towpath, the road on one side, the bayou on the other, moon overhead. A breeze drifted by, leaving the air the way it had been, soft and warm, so strangely unoppressive for July, and now smelling of flowers. There must be some great paintings of the moon, Johnny said.


Starry Night, said Nellie. But other than that she couldnt think of a single one.


Thats it? Johnny said.


Maybe painters didnt want to do landscapes at night, Nellie said.


Because its hard to see?


And colder.


Hey! said Johnny. Now youre thinking like a scientist. He stopped, faced her. She saw the moon in his eyes, reflected twice. On the other hand, he said, its night and I can see you fine. They kissed. So that shoots your theory.


Then lets go home, Nellie said. And try getting practical.


Like how?


Maybe you can come up with something.


They walked back in the moonlight, unhurried. Nellies parents guesthouse stood in the farthest corner of the property; they had privacy and all the time in the world. A quiet summer night: nothing to hear but their footsteps, their breathing and the water, making sucking sounds in the bayou.


Tides coming in, Johnny said.


There are tides in the bayou?


Sure, said Johnny. This one anyway. And itll be a high one tonight.


How come?


Johnny pointed
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