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Dawn came gray over the Industrial Canal, and Levee was already on the wall.

He walked the top of the flood barrier the way he'd walked it every month for six years, boots steady on the concrete cap, eyes running the seam where one pour met the next. The canal sat three feet below him, flat and brown and patient. He didn't trust patient water. Patient water was just water waiting for a reason.

The light was still bad, more rumor than sun, but he didn't need light to read the wall. He'd built this stretch with his own hands and he knew it the way a man knows the inside of his own mouth — every joint, every cold seam, every spot where the pour had gone fast because the foreman wanted the truck back. He walked it slow. He always walked it slow. Speed was how you missed the thing that killed you.

He crouched at the second expansion joint and ran his thumb along the face of the concrete. There. A hairline, maybe four inches, threading down from the cap toward the waterline. He pressed his thumbnail into it and felt the edge catch, shallow but real. He'd poured this section himself in his second year on the crew, back when he still believed the men signing the checks wanted the walls to hold as much as he did. He pulled the grease pencil from his vest and marked the crack with a short blunt stroke, the way Iron marked a bad weld on the compound fence — not panic, just record. A thing you knew was a thing you could hold.

He stayed crouched a moment longer, looking at the mark. A crack like this didn't mean failure. It meant the wall was working — carrying the load it was built to carry, flexing the hair's width concrete was allowed to flex, telling him the truth in the only language it had. The walls that scared him were the ones that didn't talk. The ones that looked perfect right up until the morning they weren't there anymore.

He stood, knees popping, and the city spread out below him on the dry side of the wall. The Ninth Ward, still asleep. Shotgun houses leaning shoulder to shoulder, corner stores with their grates down, a dog trotting a diagonal across an empty street with somewhere to be. People who had no idea that the only thing between their kitchens and the canal was a strip of concrete and a man who refused to leave it alone.

He did the math without trying. He always did. Three feet of freeboard this morning. A surge of five and the wall worked. A surge of eight and it strained, the joints taking the load, the seams earning their keep. A surge past ten and the hairline he'd just marked would talk first — talk, then groan, then go, and after it went the rest would follow fast because that was how walls died, not all at once but in sequence, one failure handing off to the next. Hours of rain to fill the canal. Minutes after that for the water to find a home in somebody's living room. He'd run the numbers a thousand times and they never came out kind, because the wall had been built to a budget instead of to the water, and the water didn't care about budgets.

He looked at the houses a while longer. Then he rode to the compound.

The gate guard lifted a hand and Levee lifted two fingers off the grip in return, rolling the bike through the chain-link into the yard. The old cotton warehouse loomed against the brightening sky, razor wire catching the first real light. He killed the engine and the morning got quiet in the particular way it got quiet around him — not empty, but settled, like the noise had decided to wait its turn.

Saint was in the courtyard with a mug, already dressed, already awake. The President was always awake. He looked up as Levee crossed the gravel and read something in the set of the bigger man's shoulders before Levee said a word.

"You found something," Saint said.

Levee sat down across from him. He turned the empty chair first so he could see the gate. Habit. A man who sat with his back to a door was a man who'd never had a door used against him, and Levee had.

"Wall's got a crack." He said it plain. "Joint two, canal side. Hairline. Marked it."

Saint nodded slowly. He didn't ask which wall. He knew which wall. Every brother knew about the wall the way they knew Bayou loved the swamp and Gris loved the throttle and Roux loved feeding men who didn't thank him for it — it was just part of the man, the thing under the patch, the load he carried that the rest of them had stopped trying to take off his shoulders because he wouldn't put it down.

"Failing?" Saint asked.

"Not yet." Levee turned the mug somebody had set in front of him, didn't drink. "Carrying load. Load needs watching."

"So you'll watch it."

It wasn't a question, but Levee answered anyway. "Every month. Same as always."

Saint studied him over the rim of his cup. The President had a way of looking at a man that made priests jealous, like he could see the thing you hadn't decided to say yet. He'd pulled Levee in four years back — a man with nothing left but a set of hands that knew how to build and a grudge that wouldn't quit. Put a patch on him. Gave him a yard to hold and brothers to hold it with. Never once asked him to talk more than he wanted to, which was the only reason Levee had stayed past the first winter.

"You didn't ride out here at dawn to tell me about a crack in a city wall," Saint said. "City's not club business. City's never been club business."

"No." Levee looked past the fence at the canal road, gray and empty. "But somebody ought to know it's there. In case I'm not the one watching it someday."

Saint was quiet a moment. Something moved behind his eyes and then went still. "You planning on not being around to watch it?"

"I plan on holding," Levee said. "Plans don't always get a vote."

The President set his mug down on the table between them. "Noted," he said. "Now somebody knows. That what you needed?"

"That's what I needed."

And it was. That was the whole reason, the entire freight of the ride. A wall with a flaw nobody knew about was a wall that failed in the dark and took a neighborhood with it while the man who could've stopped it slept three miles away. A flaw spoken out loud, written in a book, marked in grease pencil where the next set of eyes would find it — that flaw had witnesses. Witnesses were how things held. A secret was just a failure that hadn't happened yet.

Roux came out of the kitchen with a skillet's worth of noise and the smell of bacon and burnt coffee trailing him, called something about how coffee was for men who'd earned it and Levee had earned a refill, and the courtyard started to fill the way it did every morning. Bayou drifted out toward the garage with that loose-jointed quiet of his, lifted his chin at Levee, got a chin lift back. A prospect hauled a trash can across the gravel and dropped it with a clang that rang off the warehouse wall and got chewed out from three directions at once. Gris came down the outside stairs still pulling a shirt over his head, grinning at nobody, looking like a man who'd either had the best night of his life or no sleep at all. The compound waking up around Levee like water rising slow — a thing he didn't mind, as long as he could see it coming.

He stayed where he was.

Saint clapped him once on the shoulder on his way past — a hand the size of a catcher's mitt, there and gone. "Eat something," the President said, and went to do whatever it was presidents did before the rest of the world bothered to get out of bed.

Levee picked up the coffee. Drank it black and bitter, the way the city made everything worth having. The sun cleared the warehouse roof and laid a hard line of light across the courtyard, and he watched it move across the gravel inch by inch the way he watched everything — figuring the angle, clocking the change, holding the position.

A brother dropped into the chair Saint had left and started in on a story about a dock worker who'd tried to skip tribute and the creative place they'd found him reconsidering that choice. Crude and loud and easy, the morning sermon of men who settled accounts with their hands. Levee didn't add anything. He never did. The brothers had stopped expecting him to years ago, and what looked from the outside like distance was the opposite of distance — it was a man with his whole weight set, feet planted, holding ground nobody else could see so the rest of them wouldn't have to feel it shift.

Somewhere east the canal sat three feet under a wall with a crack in it, and Levee drank his coffee, and behind the stillness the math ran on and on like water looking for a way through.
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Celine had a flat iron in one hand and a section of silk-pressed hair in the other when the bell over the door jingled and her ten o'clock walked in wearing sunglasses indoors.

"Uh-uh." Celine set the iron down on its stand. "Renata. It's cloudy out. Take 'em off."

Renata took them off.

The shop went quiet the way a shop does when six women all decide at once not to say the thing they're thinking. The black eye had gone past purple into that sick green-yellow at the edges, three or four days old, the kind you couldn't cover with concealer no matter how good your hand was. And Celine's hand was good.

"Sit." Celine pulled the chair around, gentle, and Renata sat, and the second she sat she started to cry — quiet, ashamed, the way grown women cry when they've held it all the way across town and finally hit a place soft enough to set it down.

"Two men," Renata said. "Came to my apartment. Said I owe eight thousand dollars on a hospital bill from when I had my gallbladder out. I thought insurance settled that. I know insurance settled that, I got the letter—"

"Breathe."

"One of 'em put his hand on my door so I couldn't close it. The other one just looked at my boy's bike on the porch. Didn't say nothing about it. Just looked at it." Renata pressed the back of her wrist to her mouth. "Then he told me what would happen if I called the police."

Celine kept her face still and her hands busy, because that was the job — you held steady so they could fall apart, you were the one chair in the week where somebody else got to be the one who broke down. She finished the press. She did it right. She did not let the iron shake.

But she was listening.



Over the next week the chair turned into a confessional, and Celine didn't like the story it kept telling.

Tuesday it was Renata. Thursday her one-thirty canceled — Danielle, four years in the chair, never missed — and when Celine called to reschedule, Danielle said she couldn't come back. Couldn't afford it. Some men had shown up at the hotel where she worked housekeeping and told her supervisor she was a credit risk, said it loud, said it in front of the front desk, and by the end of the shift Danielle didn't have a job to be a credit risk at.

"They got me fired to collect a debt," Danielle said. "How does that even—they got me fired. Now I really can't pay."

"That's the point," Celine said, and didn't know she knew it until it was out of her mouth.

By the next Tuesday she had five of them. Then six. Then seven. Different women, every one of them somebody Celine had been doing for years, every one of them working — a nurse's aide, two housekeepers, a school cafeteria lady, a woman who drove the early bus. Every one of them carrying some medical bill or payday loan they'd been limping along on, and every one of them visited by the same crew. Same playbook. Show up where it hurts most. The job, the kid's school, the front porch. Threaten the thing she can't afford to lose. Take money she doesn't have.

Celine kept a client book in her purse because the book was her business and her business went everywhere she did. That week she started keeping a second list in the back of it, in pencil, names and dates and what got said. She didn't decide to. Her hand just did it, the way her hand did everything — fast, before the rest of her caught up.

Seven names. She looked at seven names one night after close and felt something old and mean wake up in her chest, something from Central City, from being twelve and small and learning that nobody comes when you scream so you'd better learn to make them sorry they made you.

She knew that feeling. She'd built a whole calm professional life on top of it. But it was still down there, and it was awake now.



The collector was leaning on a car outside Miss Antoinette's place on a Wednesday evening when Celine drove past on her way home, and she knew him before she'd finished recognizing him — the build, the bored heavy patience of a man who hurt people on a schedule. Antoinette was eighty-one. Antoinette got her hair set every other Wednesday and tipped in folded dollar bills and had never owed anybody a thing in her life that she didn't pay twice over.

Celine pulled to the curb. Got out. Did not think about it, which was both her best and worst quality, and everyone who loved her had told her so.

"You lost?" she called across the hood.

The man looked up, unbothered. "This ain't your business, sweetheart."

"Antoinette Boudreaux is eighty-one years old and she's my two o'clock every other Wednesday, so it's exactly my business." Celine came around the car. She was five-five in flats and she walked up on him like she had a foot and a hundred pounds on him. "You want to lean on somebody, lean on me. I'll lean back."

He smiled. They always smiled. She'd been getting that exact smile her whole life — the one that said look at this little thing, look at her mouth go — and it had never once stopped her, it just told her where to aim.

"You should go home," he said. "Lock your door. Worry about your own self."

"You should get in your car," Celine said, "and tell whoever signs your checks that the women in this neighborhood talk to each other. Every house you knock on, I hear about it by suppertime. You're not collecting in the dark. We see you."

Something flickered behind the boredom then — not fear, she wasn't fool enough to think she'd scared him. Interest. The flat interest of a man filing a face away for later.

"We see you," she said again, quieter, and walked back to her car with her spine straight and her heart slamming and Antoinette's porch light coming on behind her like the old woman had been watching the whole thing through the curtain.

She got the addresses out to her network that same night. Called three women who called six more. Don't let them in. Don't go to the door alone. Tell me names, tell me what they say, tell me the car. Eight years of building a client list had built something else underneath it without her ever planning it — a web of women across the Treme and Central City who trusted Celine Mouton with their hair and their secrets and, it turned out, their warnings. Information moved through that web faster than any debt collector's car.

She thought that was a strength. She still thinks it was. But it cut both ways, and two nights later she found out how.



It was late. She'd stayed past close to finish a wig install for a chemo patient who needed it for her daughter's wedding Saturday and wasn't going to be charged a dime for it, because that was the chair too — that was the whole point of the chair. The block was empty. The streetlight over the lot had been out for a week and the city hadn't come.

Celine had her keys laced
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