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Dedication

For all of Aubrey LaHaye’s descendants,

but especially for my dad.




Epigraph

List to the mournful tradition still sung by the pines of the forest;

List to a Tale of Love in Acadie, home of the happy.

—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Evangeline
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Part I

The Murder




“It’s Him”

JANUARY 16, 1983

THE DAY THEY FOUND MY GREAT-GRANDFATHER’S BODY, THE Bayou Nezpique was draining. It was a cold, wet winter in Evangeline Parish—the gray weight of it seeping into each and every sodden air particle.

On the Nezpique Bridge, a ten-year-old boy stood with his father and mother, taking his turn testing the family’s new hunting rifle.

It had rung true thus far, ripping through the beer cans, the dangling branches, a lone rubber boot buried on the bank. The boy pointed to a strange, dark mass at the bayou’s center.

“What’s that, Dad?”

“Hmm . . . dunno, son. Maybe someone killed a deer, dumped the carcass here. Why don’t you see if you can shoot a hole in it?”

The new gun stood upright almost as tall as the boy. The father got down on one knee and helped him poke the barrel between the bridge’s wooden rails. The boy closed one eye, leveled his aim.

“Now careful . . . careful. Take your aim, and one . . . two . . . three . . . now, shoot.”

The forest reverberated from the sound. The target careened, dipped, then bobbed in protest.

“Good job, boy.”

Leaning over the railing, the father asked the mother, “What do you think it is?”

“Looks like trash to me,” she said, prying the gun from her son’s hands. A minute later, she split a hole beside his.

Squinting, the father noticed a rope, stretched taut around one end of the shadowy shape. Taking his turn, he found it in the scope. And he fired. The twine popped, and the black mass rolled.

He froze, “Is that . . .”

The woman’s hand raised to her mouth. “That’s . . . that’s an ear.”

It kept turning: an elbow; a hand; dark, wet hair.

She grabbed her son, whose face had faded dull as the sky. She spun him around, burying his head in her belly.

The man stared, stunned, at the crumpled body, and he recognized it. “That’s Mr. Aubrey. It’s him.”




Tell Me Again

I DON’T KNOW HOW OLD I WAS THE FIRST TIME I LEARNED OF MY great-grandfather’s murder, only that I was enough of a child that the telling was draped in the distance of “the olden days.” The mythology, first delivered most likely by my father though I cannot remember for sure, was made louder in the way it was whispered—the way I understood that this is something we do not speak of.

And we didn’t, for almost a decade afterward.

Even today—consumed as I am by the event’s minutest details—a ghost version of my childhood imagination, illustrating the unsaid, lingers over the facts as I know them now:

Aubrey, “PawPaw” they called him, floating belly-up, arms outstretched, framed by lily pads and cattails. My father on a tall horse, discovering him.

Emily, my mawmaw, spread-eagle, tied by her wrists and ankles to her bedposts, wailing.

Now I know PawPaw Aubrey’s resting place in the Bayou Nezpique1 was narrow, claustrophobic, more river than lake and more ditch than river. It was winter and everything was brown—the water, the leaves, the mud. My father never saw his grandfather’s body. And MawMaw Emily—well, I know now that she asked the abductor if she could sit upright, ever dignified, on the bed’s edge while he tied her wrists to the frame. I know that she insisted the man handled her “gently,” and that she likely never even screamed.

Still, I can conjure these false scenes as readily as the new ones, as memories. The myth feels as real to me as the truth.

After all, even now, there is still so much we do not know.

I am twenty years old before my father tells me the story again. I’m home from college for a weekend, the two of us in the kitchen.

I tell him I’ve been writing, and that I’ve been writing about home.

Everyone else in the usually bustling house has gone to bed. It is just us, on each side of the island in my mother’s farmhouse-style kitchen, nibbling on brownies my little brother has underbaked. Dad is still in his scrubs, leaning one arm’s weight against the counter, glasses hanging loose around his neck.

We’re talking about chasing chickens at the courir, about Cajun music and the old record shop in town. About all the things I’ve only just realized the rest of the world does not know about Evangeline Parish, Louisiana. He’s laughing. And then he’s pondering, green eyes suddenly serious.

“You know”—he looks down at his hands—“if you’re looking for a story about this place. A story that needs to be told . . .” He pauses. “Have I ever told you about how my grandfather died?”

A vision arises: MawMaw Emily splayed upon her bed.

“Some of it . . .” I say. “But tell me again.”




Day 1

JANUARY 6, 1983

IN THOSE PREDAWN HOURS, A SOUPY FOG SPREAD ITSELF across the Mamou prairie—soaking up the first struggling strands of sunlight, then dissolving them into extended gray. In houses up and down LaHaye Road, men rubbed their eyes and peered out their windows toward the flooded rice fields, listening for migrating ducks. Unable to see even into their backyards, they dialed each other, one by one, to call off the morning’s hunt.

Presiding over all of it were the three LaHaye castles: Aubrey and Emily’s Acadian-style cottage at the center, flanked on each side by their sons’ manors. My uncle Glenn’s to the right, my grandfather Wayne’s on the left, grandiose behind their collections of sprawling oaks. The farmer and the doctor and their wives—the Dupré sisters, Aunt Janie and my grandmother Susan. In between each house extended open expanses of pastureland, populated by LaHaye Brothers’ Angus cattle—some of the finest in Acadiana. The driveways were full, the college crowd in for the holidays.

At 5 a.m., at the heart of it all, Emily’s alarm went off. A reminder to reset her chime clock, which had been stopped for weeks. Plugging it back into the wall, her eyes caught a glimpse of her reflection in its glass face—a flickering outline of her sleeping-capped, denture-less state. She squinted, turned away.

The old house creaked as she shuffled into the kitchen, awakening to its familiar morning whispers: water rushing, splashing into the coffeepot, a measuring spoon clanking against the edge of the canister, the old man sighing from the bedroom.

The cold air gripped my great-grandmother by the waist and led her back to bed. Since Aubrey’s retirement, there was no longer any hurry, no suit to lay out. They were still learning this new, slower routine. Breakfast could wait a bit longer.

She curled up beside him like when they were young, living in that cold little house on the Platin, dirty chickens clucking through gaps in the floorboards. Aubrey grunted, rolled over, gave a lazy smile, and squeezed her, eyes still shut. Emily breathed in the coffee’s first curling fumes.

Rap. Tap. Tap. Three knocks ripped through the warmth of her half sleep. She opened her eyes. Aubrey didn’t budge. Reluctant to leave the heat of his body, Emily convinced herself she’d imagined it.

Rap. Tap. Tap. More urgent this time. Unmistakable.

She rose. “Aubrey, someone’s at the door.” She waited for him to roll into a sitting position, rubbing his eyes. The knocking came again.

Emily walked through the kitchen, into the living room. Didn’t turn on any lights in the still lightless morning. Before she reached the front door, she could already see through the panes that there was no one there. She paused.

The hammering returned—this time from the den. Whoever it was had moved to the side door. What could anyone want so early?

From the bedroom, Aubrey cautioned her: “Be careful, Emily.”

She passed back through the kitchen, stealing a look through the window over the sink, flipping on the porch light. A subject materialized: a man, dressed in dark clothes and a funny hat, his pale skin bathed yellow.

She opened the door a crack. “Can I help you?”

It was a quiet voice that responded, one accented with a Cajun dialect not unlike her own, “I’m so sorry to bother you, ma’am. I . . . I had myself a little accident down the road. I was hoping I could use your phone to call a wrecker.”

Emily released some of the tension in her shoulders, opened the crack an inch wider, turned back toward the bedroom. “Aubrey! Please come see.” She looked the stranger over, a young man, around her grandsons’ ages—familiar looking.

Aubrey’s hulking presence entered the doorframe. He extended a hand: “Good morning, sir, and what is your name?”

“Hey, Mr. Aubrey, I . . . I had me a little accident.”

Nodding, Aubrey leaned back and put his hands into the pockets of his pajama pants, the way he did when he assessed a potential borrower at the bank. “And now who did you say your people were?”

“I’m a Vidrine . . . you know,” gesturing behind him. “I live right down the road.”

“Where do you work?”

“I work in Mamou.”

“Well . . . Surely, I must know you then? Come in, come in.”

Emily opened the door and stepped backward, inviting him across the threshold. Turning to her desk, she gathered up some phone books, handed one to “Vidrine.” Flipping through another, she asked him, “Which wrecker do you want?”

“Pierottis’ll do just fine.”

Finger on the number, she was reaching for the phone on the wall when Aubrey choked out the words: “Oh, no no no . . . no.”

Emily turned around, and the phone book hit the ground.

The man was holding a knife to Aubrey’s chest, pressing a crease into his shirt.

Practically whispering, the stranger spoke, “I don’t need the phone. I’m here for money.”

Aubrey’s eyes, wide, locked on Emily’s, which were still glued to the knife. It’s small, she couldn’t help but notice—nothing more than a pocketknife.

“Look . . .” she said, emerging from the initial shock. “Sir, we don’t have any money here. You know nobody keeps money in their houses any—”

“—I’ve got a little bit,” Aubrey interrupted her, turning toward his captor. “Em, go get my wallet in the bathroom.”

Before she could move, the stranger’s free hand grasped her arm. “Ohhh nononono. How do I know you won’t go and get a gun?” Shaking her head, Emily told him there was no gun in the house. He was vibrating with a manic energy, but his eyes were soft—gentle even. “No,” he said. “We’ll all go.”

Her body acted dutifully, leaving her stunned spirit behind, moving into the hall, through the bedroom, one step after the other. The men followed awkwardly, the knife never budging. From the blue tile countertop, beside their toothbrushes, Emily grasped the worn leather wallet. The stranger snatched it from her, looked inside, shook his head. Two hundred dollars.

He pocketed it, then turned back to Emily. “Okay, now this is how this is gonna go.” He pointed to her. “I’m gonna tie you to the bed right here.”

Something about the way he said it—with reluctance and a certain sense of duty—it alleviated her fear, just a little. He only wants the money, she thought. He’ll tie us up, and he’ll leave. This will all be over soon.

“Well, come on then,” he said.

She took a breath and stepped forward to the corner of the bed. The stranger kept Aubrey close, moving the knife away from him and pointing it toward her. “I don’t want to hurt her,” he said, “but if either of you move an inch . . .” He produced a coil of rope from under his jacket, grabbed her arms, and drew her clenched fists together.

“Would . . . would you let me sit down, please?” she asked, gesturing toward her arthritic legs. He paused, looking at the old woman in front of him, grimacing without her teeth in, barefoot in her nightgown. He nodded, stepping aside so she could arrange herself on the bed before starting to wind the rope around her wrists, pressed together, prayer-like, blood pulsing on each side of shaking soft skin. As he tied the knot around the bedpost, she noted to herself that it was a poor one.

The knife returned to Aubrey’s chest.

“You aren’t going to tie me up too?” he asked.

“Not here,” the stranger said. “You and me, we’ll go to the front.”

As the stranger pushed him toward the door, Aubrey looked over his shoulder to catch Emily’s eyes one last time. There, she managed to find a familiar reassurance, a promise, as though he were saying: It will be okay, Emily. Of course, we will be okay. We always are, in the end. Then, he turned away.

She listened as they walked through the den to the front door, the stranger’s steps heavy, Aubrey’s padded, still barefoot. There was a creak, and then a slam as the screen door shut. The rumble of a vehicle starting up, then fading away.

The house was, so suddenly, silent. The brightening sky had begun to seep through the windows. At the bedpost, Emily took a deep shuddering breath.

Quickly and quietly, afraid he’d come back, she worked the rope, rubbing her wrists back and forth against it, loosening the knot. She managed to catch a corner with her thumbnail and pulled, breaking loose.

Free, she lurched to the phone on the bedside table, dialing 911. “Hello? Hello. Please help me. I’m in great trouble. I’ve been robbed, and . . . I think he took my husband with him.”

“Ma’am—”

“No, I’ve—” Her voice cracked and then shattered as she started to hyperventilate: “I’ve been . . . I’ve been robbed. They took . . . my husband. I need, I need you to help me, I need you to call the sheriff.”

“Ma’am, can you tell me where you live?”

“Everyone in the parish knows where Aubrey LaHaye lives!” she screeched. “Please, please just call the sheriff.”

She called her eldest son next. Within minutes, Glenn and Janie were racing across the pasture—leaving their twelve-year-old daughter alone at home, assigned the task of rallying the rest of the family.

The deputy sheriff Thomas Lupkey met Uncle Glenn at the side door around 6 a.m., about thirty minutes after the stranger had first knocked.

Emily hadn’t yet left the bedroom. She sat, perched on the edge of the bed. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Lupkey sat beside her, pulled out his notepad, and asked her to recount—for the first time of what would be dozens—what had happened. She told him of the knock on the door, how the stranger called himself “Vidrine,” and that the knife was a folding blade. He jotted down:



Subject described w/m round face, dark complected wearing a beret type cap, black in color. About 5’10” 175 lbs in weight. Was wearing a flannel shirt. No description of vehicle.



He gathered Aubrey’s description, too:



w/m, five feet eight inches tall, 230 pounds, blue eyes, gray hair (receding hairline), glasses, potbelly, last seen wearing blue pajamas, no shoes.



He turned to Glenn, “Have you called Rudy yet?”

“Oh yeah,” he said with a nod. “He’s on his way.”

As if on cue, two vehicles pulled into the driveway. The first belonged to my grandparents—Aubrey and Emily’s second son, Wayne, and his wife, Susan. While Glenn looked the most like their father—with his round apple cheeks, heavy brow, and broad shoulders accented handsomely by Emily’s dark features and curly hair—Wayne’s composure, every move so very thought out, so quietly orchestrated, so gentlemanly, was all Aubrey. His thin frame was tense, jerky even, as he rushed inside to his mother. Susan followed shortly behind, nervous hands pulling at her blond bob, repeating over and over again, “I can’t believe this, oh Lord, oh Lord.” Janie, all seriousness and strained temples, her dark lips a thin line, caught her sister in the kitchen. “Let the men speak to her first,” she said.

The other car belonged to Detective Rudy Guillory. Guillory was a Korean War vet who’d gotten his start in law enforcement at the FBI Fingerprint Identification Section in DC and at Quantico. He spent twenty years working with the Louisiana State Police before coming on, in 1974, as the official investigator for the Evangeline Parish District Attorney’s Office in his hometown of Ville Platte. Besides his extensive training, he excelled at the job in part because he was so damn likable. He was only fifty, but already balding with a soft, grandfatherly belly that contributed a certain jolliness to his demeanor. He was easy to trust—well known by most everyone in town. He was also one of Glenn’s best friends.

The deputy filled Detective Guillory in on Emily’s account, then asked him if he thought this had anything to do with Guaranty Bank in Mamou. Aubrey had retired only weeks before, after serving over thirty years as the bank president.

Detective Guillory shook his head, “I don’t know what this is. But yeah, that’s what I’m thinking too. Would you secure the scene here? Have Wayne and Glenn take Mrs. Emily to the outdoor kitchen and ask them to stay there for the time being. I’m gonna run down to the station and make some calls.”

“Yes, sir.”

Within the next hour, my aunt Tot arrived with her husband, Sonny DeVillier, coming from their home in Eunice, a small town about fifteen miles south. Aubrey and Emily’s only daughter, the middle child, Tot was a classic midcentury beauty in her youth, a princess of Evangeline. Middle age had treated that inherent elegance well, as had the wealth her husband, Sonny, had accumulated as a lawyer, banker, and investor in St. Landry Parish. Even on this day, in the rush and panic of that morning, Tot wore jewels on her wrists, sparkling through the cigarette smoke swirling from her bright red mouth.

The DeVilliers were followed in quick succession by a stream of grandchildren, nieces, and nephews. The college students who had already headed back to Baton Rouge and Lake Charles and Lafayette were called homeward—a chorus echoing across Louisiana: “Someone took PawPaw.”

Just before 7 a.m., Susan used Emily’s telephone to call her house—where four of her five children were still sleeping, including my father, Marcel, age eighteen. She told the school-age children they’d be skipping and instructed them to instead get over to morning Mass at St. Ann’s in Mamou. “Then y’all come over to PawPaw’s after. Pray hard. Something bad has happened.”

They arrived late, but the service was mostly unattended anyway. The LaHaye children kneeled in the back row, hands folded, heads bowed—every shift and shudder echoing throughout the empty congregation. Their mother’s call had been brief, and they still weren’t all that sure what was going on when Father Nunez announced the Mass would be offered up for the intention of Aubrey LaHaye and his family.

Back at the house, everyone huddled around the pool table in the outdoor kitchen. The air was stretched taut. Some congregated in the center of the living space, crowding into the couches and onto each corner of the coffee table. Others paced and gripped the countertops. Janie started to brew another pot of coffee. Emily had around six hands on her at any given time.

When the phone rang, it sounded like it was coming from another dimension. For the first two waves of sound, everyone could only look at one another. It was Janie who made her way to the wall. She answered, and her eyes widened.

She turned to Wayne, standing beside her. “It’s . . . them, I think. It’s them.” No one moved. She held out the phone. “They say they want to talk to one of the men.” He took it from her, looked to Glenn across the room, and gestured toward the main house. Glenn nodded and headed out the door. Wayne gave him a moment to pick up the main extension, then answered, “Hello?”

The voice on the other end was soft-spoken, “Are you one of the sons?”

“I am.”

“Okay. Look here, now listen, I’m the one that’s got your daddy.”

“Okay,” Wayne’s hand went up to the back of his head. “Just . . . just tell me what you want.”

“A half a mil.” Wayne was silent. “And Dr. LaHaye, you should know, I’m not alone in this. Do not call the cops. I’m telling you, don’t do it. There are four of us, and we mean business here.”

Wayne’s shoulders sagged inward, his thumb and forefinger reaching behind his glasses to rub his eyes, “Surely you must know that’s the first thing we did. We called the cops immediately.”

There was a beat of silence, then, “We’ll tell you what you need to do.”

“Yes, just tell us what you want us to do.”

“We’ll call back at nine. We’ll have instructions.”

At this point, Glenn’s voice poured out, ragged, “Before you get anything, we want to speak with our father. We want to know he’s okay.”

“Sorry, sir, but that won’t be possible.” There was an edge now, a breathier tone to the voice, a gravelly touch of urgency, increasing by the second. “You can’t be making demands here, you see? We are the ones in charge. It’s us running this show, Mr. La—”

Cutting him off, Glenn’s voice raised to match, managing to get the last word before the dial tone, “We want our daddy back alive! We ain’t gonna pay a dime for a dead man, you hear me?”

When Detective Guillory returned to LaHaye Road around 7:20, cars were lined all the way up Emily’s driveway, spilling into the yard and the road. If you didn’t know better, you might think it was a holiday, or Sunday dinner. Except that it was a Thursday, and the sun had only just come up from behind its film of weepy gray clouds. He’d made calls to the Louisiana State Police and the FBI, who were each on their way.

When he opened the door to the outdoor kitchen, as he had for hundreds of card games and suppers before, the detective was greeted by a frigid, dull silence, a collection of familiar faces stricken by fear like he had never seen working in this quiet parish. Glenn made his way over to him, breaking through the tense portrait to tell, in a frantic flurry of words, of the kidnapper’s call.

Detective Guillory directed him back out to the patio, Wayne following behind. As he pulled out his notepad to take down their statement, the air around them seemed to roar, the trees bending. All three men looked to the sky, where a helicopter was breaking through the lingering fog, descending upon LaHaye Road, shoving a shuddering breath across the petrified prairie.

By 8 a.m., the LaHaye homestead was packed with more than a hundred people, most of them members of the Evangeline Parish Sheriff’s Department and Louisiana State Police force. An FBI task force of thirty-five agents was called to action by way of the Hobbs Act, a federal law prohibiting the extortion of United States bankers. The agents were headed by Baton Rouge Supervisory Special Agent Ed Grimsley—a forty-three-year-old veteran from North Carolina, whose Hollywood good looks lent a dizzying layer of unreality to the already-outlandish situation unfolding. Grimsley had never worked a major case in a town quite so remote—hadn’t seen a single motel on the way in. And he was wondering where he was going to put up all these agents if they had to stay overnight. Someone from the community donated their portable trailer home, which was rapidly set up in Aubrey and Emily’s driveway as a micro-investigatory headquarters.

Leading the parish’s efforts was Sheriff Ramson Vidrine.1 The fifty-two-year-old sheriff was well known in the community as a physician-slash-politician-slash-professor and ambled about in thick glasses and a cowboy hat—bearing the familiar potbelly of the area’s rice-and-gravy-fed patriarchs. One of Evangeline Parish’s prized sons, he had spent years representing his hometown as a state senator and as the state health officer. He’d returned to Evangeline for good about a decade before, working briefly as the parish coroner before deciding to run for sheriff. He was well acquainted with the LaHaye family and knew as soon as he stepped into the yard that this case would come to define his career.

Upon arrival, Sheriff Vidrine and his deputy Floyd Soileau2 got to work helping Detective Guillory recover evidence from the scene. Soileau collected the rope in the bedroom, still twisted around the bedpost. They scanned the house and, unable to find any other evidence of the intruder’s presence, they brought Emily back in, hoping she might direct them to any disturbances they’d missed. As Detective Guillory started to process the kitchen for fingerprints, Emily turned to him. “Rudy . . .” she said, “I’m pretty sure he was wearing gloves.”

With nothing else to go on, the detective deemed the crime scene clean and invited the family back into the house, allowing the FBI to take over the outdoor kitchen as they prepped Glenn, Wayne, and Emily on what to say when the kidnappers called back at nine.

Half the agents were then dispatched to Guaranty Bank. After the ransom call, Glenn, who worked as a loan officer at Guaranty, had called up his dad’s contemporaries—convincing members of the board to write checks. After all, Aubrey was still a board member himself. The $500,000 was pooled in no time, but the cash was more money than was stored in the bank’s vault. Employees were sent driving across the parish to cash the checks at other local banks. Guaranty’s vice president, Harold Monier,1 and his nineteen-year-old son Greg locked themselves in a small, un-air-conditioned closet in the back of the bank to count it all out by hand—copying each and every bill on microfilm so the FBI could track the serial numbers later.

“Dad, where are we going to store this?” Greg asked.

“Well, in the vault, son. Where else?”

“No, Dad, that ain’t gonna work. The time lock . . .”

Harold looked at him, realizing what he was saying. The vault’s lock only opened every twelve hours, at 5 a.m. in the morning and 5 p.m. in the evening. The ransom call was supposed to come at 9 a.m.

“Shit,” he said. “Shit, shit, shit.”

“We’re going to have to sit with it,” said Greg.

“Yeah, we are. Until they call back.”

Back at Emily’s, all was silent and still. In the outdoor kitchen, Emily, Glenn, Wayne, and Tot all huddled around the phone, the FBI’s recording equipment set up and ready to roll. The minute hand shifted past twelve, 9:01. The silence screamed.

The rest of the day was spent in an agonizing vigil, each room hot with the short, awful breaths of unspeakable anxieties. No one wanted to speak too loud or too long, in fear they might not hear the ringing. And the phone did ring, incessantly—each time effecting a visceral reaction throughout the house: hearts stopping, voices sucked right out of the air, the agents jumping out of their skins to answer. Each time, though, the agent would listen, then make eye contact with Wayne or with Glenn and shake his head. The media, most often; nosy neighbors; Aunt Margot, who lived in California; numbers that called and hung up without a word. One call, immediately dropped, was traced back to the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola. Another caller, rendered untraceable, said Aubrey was being kept in a trailer in Mamou. And around ten p.m., a woman called, claiming to be clairvoyant. “I’ve had a vision of this crime,” she said, offering a description of the spot in St. Landry Parish where “they” were keeping him. Despite themselves, with nothing else to go on, the investigators added the information to their short list of leads.

On that list was the vague account of La Nysse—a farmhand employed by Aubrey and other landowners in the community, who claimed to have seen a pickup leaving the LaHaye house around 5:30 a.m. as he was driving by. He’d noticed lights pulling out of the driveway but hadn’t thought anything of it. It was duck season, anyway—there was nothing unusual about trucks pulling out of driveways, headed to the blind, before dawn. When interviewed by the FBI, he couldn’t remember a single identifiable detail of the vehicle, only that he had seen it.

Harold and Greg Monier decided to stay overnight at the bank, guarding the cash, ready should the ransom call ever come. They slept on the floor of the bookkeeping room, right under the teller’s window. All night long, Greg imagined the kidnapper peering through it, watching them.




In the Home of the Happy

IN THE TEN YEARS I SHARED THIS EARTH WITH MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER, MawMaw Emily, I never once wondered where her husband was. It never occurred to me that she might have ever been anything other than a single, strict old woman sitting straight as a board in a floral cushioned rocking chair.

If I could only see her again, I would begin by asking her to recall her father’s folktales—told in the evenings after long days spent working in the fields. Considered a tradition bearer of his time, a holder of the “old ways,” Marcellus Deshotels played a fiddle upside down, like a cello, because he was left-handed. He and his wife, Atile, raised Emily and her siblings in a small laborers’ community down the road from Mamou called L’Anse Grise, where they lived as sharecroppers according to the rhythms of harvest and planting, the simultaneous poverty and abundance of subsistence. A hard life, and simple, but happy—it was a distinctly “Cajun” lifestyle, in which the homestead was the center of the world.

In a book on Cajun folklore, I find one of Pépère Marcellus’s old stories—a tale about an alligator disguised as a bridge, secretly eating the town’s livestock for generations. When a young boy discovers the truth while fishing, the townspeople decide to kill the monster, bludgeoning it with cannonballs. When they do, the water goes down three feet, and everyone in town receives new shoes. The bayou where it all happened, they say, was the Bayou Nezpique.

Born upon the Nezpique, MawMaw Emily would spend the rest of her life trying to escape it, to forget it. The bayou fed her family, in grain and in story, throughout her childhood; but it never gave them quite enough. And when it flooded, it took everything with it.

Decades later, after she had married into the owning class, she would wring her hands over the fact that her grandson, my father, the namesake of her father, Marcellus, planned to make a home beside the bayou, instead of on LaHaye Road. She couldn’t believe that instead of settling on the promised land she and PawPaw Aubrey had built for their descendants, he’d chosen to live upon the Nezpique.

“That was where the poor people lived,” my dad remembers hearing her say of L’Anse Grise. No matter that my dad was coming home to start a medical practice, with a wife who had plans to do the same. Nor that the distance between the Nezpique and LaHaye Road was barely five miles.

Of course, though she’d never speak of it, for MawMaw Emily the Nezpique would forever represent monsters far more sinister than poverty. Beneath its frigid January waters, for ten days, the Nezpique had hidden the love of her life—bludgeoned to death like that gator, tied up like a pig, sunk to the bottom.

Born on the cusp of the twentieth century, Emily Deshotels and Aubrey LaHaye were among the last generation of Louisianans to speak French before English, to claim their identity as “Cajun” or “French” before American. The age of assimilation began with them, the draw toward the country western music on the radio, the television—bringing the rest of the world, bright and shiny as it was, into their homes. The world wars ushered in a new patriotism, forcing the men out of their homes on this isolated, French-speaking prairie and into American military uniforms. And when they became parents, Aubrey and Emily remembered how they had been beaten in the schoolyards when they forgot the English word for “play” or “home” or “bathroom.” Their children would grow up speaking English, as would every generation after them.

By the time I was growing up at the beginning of the next century, the term “Cajun” and the culture it represented had been almost lost, then revitalized through various preservation efforts, then commodified across Louisiana and beyond. A form of it lived on in our isolated little towns in Evangeline Parish, though, struggling away thirty miles from any interstate and much farther, it sometimes seemed, from the rest of the world and its influence. I heard Cajun French all around me as a child, the secret language of the “old people,” spoken in fragments in the gas stations and on the radio. It was the language of the music—songs we all knew, even if we didn’t know what the lyrics meant. And I understood that long ago, in the before times when no one had cars or running water, MawMaw Emily had known French. I wish I could remember hearing her speak it.

Still, I understood that I, too, was “Cajun.” In a certain sense, “Cajun” was all my generation knew of ourselves. In those later aughts, the mostly white upper-middle-class students attending Ville Platte’s private Catholic school possessed bloodlines thickly blended—each of us emerging from tangled branches of the Acadian, French, Spanish, and German ancestries that came together on this prairie two hundred years ago. Rarely did the traces of our Atakapa-Ishak and Black Creole forebears reveal themselves on our fair-complected faces. But they live on in us too. All these classifications have largely been lost to the ages—buried within the mixing of peoples. In Evangeline Parish, if you were white, you called yourself Cajun.

This designation was what connected us to one another—most of us fifth, sixth, seventh cousins, our parents and grandparents able to trace the lineage all the way back to some single shared ancestor. Cajun defined our funny, flat accents, our crawfish pond horizons. It was why we poured Slap Ya Mama seasoning into a pile on our lunch plates and dipped everything in it. Why all the local restaurants played fiddle music on the radio. Being Cajun had something to do with how we smoked our meat better than anyone else in the world, and the way the entire city smelled like roux in the mornings. It was why we all had big families and mawmaws who cooked the best rice and gravy, why our neighbors knew when we missed Mass on Sunday. Why on the first weekend of October, the high school football game was pushed to Thursday to accommodate the first day of squirrel season. We didn’t even really know, yet, that the rest of the world was any different.

The first time most of us gained an inkling of where it all came from, what had been lost, was in sixth-grade English class—each of us taking our turn reading aloud stanzas from a packet of stapled sheets: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s Evangeline: A Tale of Acadie. We’d begin all together, a chorus of young Cajuns remembering:



Ye who believe in affection that hopes, and endures, and is patient,

Ye who believe in the beauty and strength of woman’s devotion,

List to the mournful tradition still sung by the pines of the forest;

List to a Tale of Love in Acadie, home of the happy.



Through the recitation of this myth, this love story crafted by a New Englander who had never been to Acadie nor Louisiana, we discovered for the first time where we came from, the New France—Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick. “The Home of the Happy.” Acadie. Our French ancestors had come to the New World as early as the 1600s, promised bountiful fishing and a thriving fur trade in this land of fertile pasture and abundant orchard, guarded by the brilliant blue Atlantic and all her riches. Longfellow paints a portrait of paradise: a village of oak and hemlock cottages with roofs of thatch, lovely girls wandering the streets in handspun skirts, singing as they went. L’Angelus rang through the valley twice a day, re-creating the Immaculate Conception and reminding the world of miracles. There, in Acadie, “the richest was poor, and the poorest lived in abundance.”

My father planted us beside the Bayou Nezpique, despite MawMaw Emily’s protestations. The short distance between our home and LaHaye Road granted my Texan mother, swollen with my early beginnings, space to form roots apart from the claustrophobia of our family, time for her to seep into the land. The history of this place, of our ancestors’ lives here, rarely crossed their minds. But I like to believe the ancient oaks and pecans scented our blood in the air. That, despite our English, they recognized the old French songs of Marcellus Deshotels in my and my brothers’ childish shouts and screams, in my father’s thick, thick Cajun accent.

The Nezpique ran along the border of our pasture, which rose like a tiny forest out of the infinite, treeless farmland. The bayou held its own magic, trickling away on the far side of the field, cradling our little world. In the springtime, we’d walk there without shoes, baking beneath the vast Louisiana sky. The stand of woods upon her banks welcomed us over the threshold: a dark, wet world canopied by myriad trees all wrapped up together—a private room carpeted in luxurious emerald moss. My brothers would leave their hoop nets overnight, and the entire family would feast on catfish fried crisp and flaky the next day. My friends and I imagined fairies hiding between the waves and knots of a cypress’s foot, dancing on the canopy above our heads.

Later, when the magic of childhood wonder faded into something else, I’d run to the Nezpique and back, twice. Two miles. My mom, terrified someone would try to pick me up from the lonely road, would park her Suburban at the end of our driveway until I was done.

Longfellow’s Evangeline begins where the Eden ends, on the heroine’s wedding day in 1755, when the British ships arrived.

Through the fictional characters of Evangeline and her lover, Longfellow imagines a microcosm for the real-life deportation campaigns against the Acadians, an event now known as Le Grand Derangement, or the Great Upheaval. After a century of being passed back and forth between France and England, the settlers of Acadie felt less French than they once had. But they certainly didn’t feel British. When the British lieutenant governor Charles Lawrence demanded the Acadians sign an oath of unconditional allegiance to Britain, they flatly refused. Such allegiance would require them to bear arms against the French if called upon, as well as their allies and helpers in Acadie, the First Nations tribe, the Mi’kmaq. It would require them to abandon their Catholic faith in favor of the Protestant Church of England.

As punishment for this disloyalty, the British destroyed the Acadian villages and forced them by the thousands onto their ships, which “[bore] a nation, with all its household gods, into exile. Exile without an end, and without an example in story.” In Longfellow’s telling, the soldiers burn Evangeline’s village to the ground, slaughtering its cattle and leaving the corpses to rot. Her father, an elder, dies upon the beach as he watches it all go up in smoke. In the chaos, she is separated from her beloved Gabriel, who she’ll spend the rest of her life searching for.

Years later, I’ll find the real Acadians’ names on lists, on blogs, in books—exhaustive efforts of the dispersed, generations past, trying to recall that lost Acadie. We’re spread across the globe now, our ancestors dropped without resources and as outsiders into the new British colonies. Many were shipped back across the ocean to a home that no longer recognized them, nor wanted them. They died by the thousands on the journey, of cold, disease, and hunger, “friendless, homeless, hopeless.”

At least twelve of my ancestors were among the few who escaped the initial deportations—only to be captured and held in prison camps in Halifax. After the British achieved their goal, transforming Acadie into an extension of New England, they finally allowed the refugees to leave on their own accord. This group of two hundred Acadians set their eyes on the bottom of the continent, on Louisiana.

The Spanish colony, which had a few years before been ruled by the French, promised a Francophone culture rumored to welcome Catholics and new settlers. In the summer of 1765, the refugees arrived on the Southwest Louisiana prairie, the home of the Atakapa-Ishak people, where the grasses were as tall as their horses. Here, the Acadians built temporary huts and fought rampant disease. They learned to hunt and to farm this strange new soil, to fish the intricate lacework of rivers and bayous surrounding them. Many died, many left. But the ones who stayed dug in their heels, and they sent word to their fellow refugees around the world.



Welcome once more, my friends, who long have been friendless and homeless,

Welcome once more to a home, that is better perchance than the old one!



Over the course of the next century, the Acadians, who came to be called “the Cadiens” and then “the Cajuns,” became known for using every piece of the pig, for catching bugs out of the bayous and making them delicious, for singing the saddest songs and telling the tallest tales and throwing the most raucous of parties. The European settlers and the Creoles of the area couldn’t resist falling in love with them. The region they occupied—spanning South Louisiana from the Gulf through the bayous to these prairies—became defined by their distinct presence and given a name: Acadiana. And in 1910, two years before Aubrey LaHaye was born, they named the piece of it my ancestors called home “Evangeline.”

In that classroom, we did not learn of the Acadians’ Mi’kmaq allies, or of Halifax, or the names of our ancestors. We learned only of an idyllic, ever-faithful woman, banished from her home into a wanderer’s existence, spending the rest of her life searching, without rest, for her lost love.

In the bored way of preteens, without clearly registering it, we absorbed from Evangeline an understanding that we had lost something, long ago. With this loss came an inheritance—a new comprehension of our Cajun identities, shaped by survival and reclamation. That day, the word resilience quietly seeded itself into each of our emerging selves, fated to grow and trail behind us so long as we claimed this story, this people, this place.




Day 2

JANUARY 7, 1983

WHEN I IMAGINE HOW MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER MUST have spent that first night without her husband, I see her stubbornly refusing to retire anywhere but her own bed—despite the constant, screaming reminder of its emptiness. She wouldn’t have slept a second. Hours before daybreak, she’d have abandoned it, recalling how long it had been since she showered and how so many strangers had seen her in pajamas the day before. She’d turn the water on hot, almost scalding, and stand beneath it for what must have felt like hours. She’d have taken her time, wrapping up her hair in curlers, selecting a dress for the day. What shade of lipstick do you wear to send off a search party?

Just when the pleasure of such privacy might have started to impress itself upon her, she would have felt the weight sinking back in, starting upon her shoulders, and spreading out across her chest. I see her leaning against the wall, sinking to the tile floor, wheezing.

As early as 5:30 a.m., twenty-four hours since the stranger entered her home, Emily was sitting at her kitchen table, holding a cold cup of coffee in both hands. The room was buzzing: Susan stirring up a bowl of cornbread batter, bacon frying on the stove, Detective Guillory shouting out orders, various officers passing in and out. Someone had brought in early editions of the local papers, the front pages reading “Mamou Banker Grabbed at Home,” “Son Wants Proof Father Is Alive Before Paying, Officer Says,” “Ex-Mamou Banker Kidnapped.” They were calling it Evangeline Parish’s first-ever kidnapping case. In the newspaper for the nearby town of Opelousas, the Daily World, reporter Monte Williams quoted a sheriff’s deputy, who said: “We don’t know a damned thing more than we knew yesterday, but we’re still looking.”

No one had slept. Glenn, Janie, Wayne, Susan, and Tot had stayed overnight, sitting in the outdoor kitchen with the officers and agents, sustained on coffee. All of Aubrey’s grandchildren had stayed in their parents’ houses, even the adults who had homes in the area. No one wanted to be alone. Each house had an agent on guard, as well as an FBI-issued gun.

The agents and officers who remained worked through the night, canvassing the immediate area, pulling at strings, rotating through naps on Emily’s couches. As the hours stretched onward, no one spoke of the possibility that the abductor might have already killed Aubrey. They focused, instead, on the fact that he did not have access to his blood pressure medication. If the kidnapper didn’t kill him, a heart attack soon would.

“Can I get you anything, ma’am?”

Emily startled, a trance broken.

She looked up at the handsome young man in front of her, one of the agents. His name is Ellis, she remembered. Her voice came out hoarse. “No, dear. Thank you. Thank you for all you are doing.” He offered her a half smile, tapping the table in front of her. “We’ll find him, Mrs. Emily. We’ll find him.” She turned back to her cup, the exhaustion on her face shifting subtly into a manic determination. “Of course, we will.”

At 6 a.m., hundreds of local volunteers—friends, neighbors, the grandsons and their friends, the local farmers—gathered in the outdoor kitchen, where the FBI laid out a strategic plan of search parties led by deputies, agents, and officers. Because some of the older volunteers still spoke only French, Sheriff Vidrine translated Grimsley’s instructions to them: “Si tu trouve un corps mort”—If you find a body—“touch li pas.” Do not touch it. “Va chercher un maison à coté, demander pour fair un appel sur le téléphone et puis pélé nous-autres à l’office du Sheriff.” Find the nearest home, ask to use their phone, and call us at the Sheriff’s Office.

They spread out on horseback and in squad cars, ATVs, and boats—through the rice paddies and out to the duck camps, through the forests and into the trailer parks, knocking down doors and wading through swamps. Above them, helicopters churned the sky, searching for a suspicious-looking pickup truck.

Throughout the day, a steady stream of vehicles passed down the remote LaHaye Road, slowing to ogle at the activity, the FBI, the helicopter. Things like this don’t happen here. Officers stopped each sightseer, asking for license and registration and to disclose if they traveled this way frequently—particularly during the hours of 5 a.m. to 7 a.m. “Do you pass here every day? Every week? Did you pass here yesterday, at this time? Did you see anything out of the ordinary? Anything at all?”

Guaranty Bank stayed open, and the lobby stayed full. People stood idly in groups of twos and threes, whispering, coming in to make small withdrawals just for the chance to ask the tellers, “Have y’all heard anything?”

Whenever they went on break, the tellers and the clerks started combing through Aubrey’s records. Were there any big transactions? Any unusual deposits? Was Aubrey, or the bank, suing anybody? Who did he piss off?

That afternoon, at the FBI’s recommendation, Aubrey’s children invited local media to the courtyard at the front of the house. The goal, the FBI had explained to the family, was to appeal to the kidnapper’s conscience. Wayne, milder mannered than his hot-tempered older brother and better known across the community as the town doctor, was selected as the more sympathetic spokesperson. After introducing himself as Aubrey’s son and physician and thanking the dozen or so newspaper and television reporters for coming all the way out to the country, Wayne pulled out the statement they had spent the last several hours perfecting. His siblings and their spouses stood behind him—Glenn glowering at the crowd, hands in his pockets, Susan actively weeping. Addressing the kidnapper, Wayne intoned, just a little too quietly: “I feel you cannot know the grave medical danger our father is in right now, because he has been unable to take medications for his illness.” He struggled not to look down, to train his eyes on the cameras. “Our only concern now is for his safe return. Please reestablish contact with us by calling the number you called earlier, or by getting in touch with someone who can.”




Things Unspoken

BY THE TIME MY DAD DELIVERS THE BOX OF OLD NEWSPAPERS, I’ve already read most everything available online about the Aubrey LaHaye murder case.

A wave of insomniac obsession had me, night after night for weeks, cracking the pitch dark of my bedroom open in a blue glow as I waded through thousands of results for “Aubrey LaHaye Murder Mamou” in digital newspaper archives. A small-town kidnapping and murder of a seventy-year-old, rich, white man—the trove of news coverage was deep, stretching from the tiny Mamou Acadian Press all the way to a brief article in the New York Times. My computer became clogged with those digital scraps, and I pored over them meticulously—filling a notebook with details and phrases that jumped from the screen. The “agitated” unnamed neighbor interviewed on the first day, who worried over why the kidnapper had not worn any disguise. The way the journalists described MawMaw Emily and PawPaw Aubrey’s home as “fashionable” and “spacious.” I draw three question marks beside the note “two white men believed to be robbers forced their way into LaHaye’s home”—a supposed misprint that ran in several outlets those first few days. In large script taking up a whole page, I copy out a reporter’s description of the scene that first morning, with everyone: “huddled prayer-like around the phone.”

A dissonance clangs within my chest each time I read the names I recognize so well, MawMaw’s, my grandfather’s, my grandmother’s. Each time I recognize the courtyard in the photographs beneath the headlines—the same house my dad’s older brother Danny, my parrain (godfather), inherited, where we to this day gather for Easter, Christmas, baptisms, birthdays, bridal showers. The bathroom, my dad swears, still smells like it did when PawPaw Aubrey was alive. A must of old perfume floating in roux. In the newspapers, I see the branch behind Agent Grimsley’s head, and I know the tree it belongs to. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to stand in that kitchen again without reaching my mind out into the walls, asking what they remember. I wonder how Parrain Danny was able to sleep in that bedroom for all these years, to forget what happened there. His grandchildren now race through the hallways, play pretend in PawPaw’s old office. Four generations past, the shadows have diminished to nothing.

I read the reports again and again, trying to reconcile the layers of my reality with this one. The revelation feels ridiculous, and almost embarrassing—that this story had felt so distant, so mythic, when I heard it as a child. Somehow, I had failed to realize it happened to the people I love. My dad was only a few years younger than I am when he saddled a horse to go looking for his grandfather’s body.

This is not the story I know of my family, this is not the legacy they delivered to us. Bad things don’t happen to the LaHayes—with our giant beautiful families living in the giant beautiful houses out on beautiful LaHaye Road. Aubrey and Emily’s progeny are Evangeline Parish’s doctors. They are the region’s nurses, its teachers, its farmers. They are active members and generous donors of the local Catholic churches. The name LaHaye can get you out of a speeding ticket all over the state or trap you in an hour-long round of stories with an old man who used to be padnahs with your uncle. For a period, most of the babies in the parish were delivered by my grandfather, Papa Wayne. As they grew up, they’d visit my uncle Nick when they got the flu, a whole generation developing schoolgirl crushes on the handsomest of the LaHaye men, their family doctor. Many of them would be taught kindergarten by Aunt Sandy, whose doting lilt in her voice would forever be associated with the alphabet, and they’d fix their lisps during speech therapy with Aunt Dusty. Later, when their parents divorced or became addicted to drugs or enmeshed in some other crisis, they would go to counseling with my grandmother, Mommee Susan. And to this day, almost every Viagra prescription in town goes through my dad, the town urologist.

For more than twenty years—from the 1990s through the 2010s, there was a LaHaye in almost every class from kindergarten through twelfth grade at Sacred Heart Catholic School in Ville Platte. As a lot, we were well-behaved. We were creative. At the top of our classes. We were the baseball stars, the homecoming queens, the valedictorians. Some of the deepest fears of my generation are to be the first of the LaHayes to get divorced, or the first to bear an ugly baby. LaHaye babies are notoriously beautiful, and they grow into beautiful children, who are expected to become beautiful teenagers, beautiful adults. That one of us might bear an unhealthy child, or be unable to bear one at all, is unthinkable.

How did I miss this? I ask myself. This devastating moment, so deep and so ugly, transmitted as lore so as to disintegrate to nothing. I realize I’ve almost never heard anyone speak of Aubrey at all. To me and my brothers and my cousins, it was almost as though he had never existed, much less been killed so spectacularly.

Except he had, and he was: the evidence was laid out before me, in this cardboard box, wide and wilted, the bottom taped up to keep it from breaking open.

Mommee Susan tells me Aunt Tot spent years collecting these clips. Papa Wayne inherited the archive after her death in 2002, stored it in the attic, and tried to forget about it. He failed, though, because when my dad came asking, almost twenty years later, he knew exactly where it was. Later, as I carry my questions across Louisiana, I’ll discover dozens of these archives still exist, scrapbooks of Mamou’s most sensational crime, kept for decades by family members, friends, acquaintances, and fascinated strangers alike.

I imagine Aunt Tot cutting out the portrait of her father with a pair of kitchen scissors, carving a perfect line atop the headline “LaHaye Body Found in Bayou Nezpique.” Thirtysomething years later, I’m there with her, my fingernail dragging across the type, line by line, trying to understand what happened to us.




Day 3

JANUARY 8, 1983

ON THE THIRD DAY, A WAVE OF TENTATIVE HOPE WORMED its way through Emily’s house. A tip came in. The caller, reporting from the Breaux Bridge area about sixty miles southeast of Mamou, told of a suspicious vehicle on LA 314. Inside the silver Mazda RX-7, the young driver had appeared exhausted, and his passenger—a white, slightly overweight, elderly man—looked as though he was gagged.

The bureau put out a call to agents based in towns along the routes leading east and west from Mamou to Mississippi and Texas, asking them to check the parking lots of every motel along I-10 and US 90—searching for a silver Mazda RX-7. Maybe this is it, everyone dared to think. Maybe he’s still alive.

The FBI hoped, today, to get something more out of Emily too. After three stressful attempts at crafting a composite portrait of the abductor based on her traumatized, piecemeal descriptions, they still didn’t have one she was satisfied with. One of these interviews was recorded as follows:



Mrs. LaHaye describes the subject as a white male in his early thirties, with dark skin, round face, clean-shaven, 5'11" 165–170 pounds, slim build, wearing glasses . . . wearing gloves. . . . a dark, light weight type jacket, a dark colored tan-type cap, fitting tightly over his head. She advised that she observed no jewelry and no glasses and did not recall him having any facial hair. Mrs. LaHaye describes the subject’s features of his face as being clean, unscarred. And describes his eyes as ‘sweet eyes.’ She advised that he spoke in English with an accent that is very common to the area in which she lives. Mrs. LaHaye advised that the subject was very polite, used no foul language, and did not treat them roughly.



Even in this description, one of the most detailed of the many, Emily contradicts herself. First she tells the officer that the subject was wearing glasses, then later she says clearly, “no glasses.” This second assertion would stick; glasses would never be spoken of again.

Each time they attempted to create a composite, the officer would sit down with her, pulling out clear plastic sheets depicting detached lips, eyes of every color and shape, left ears, right ears, and piles of dumpy little chins. He’d lay out fragments to form what is meant to be a sort of bare-bones everyman reflecting her description, which Emily offered like a recitation. The result was a cartoonish rendering that looked both unhuman and something like every white man you’ve ever seen. He’d ask her about the nose: Was it protruding? Pointy? Did the nostrils flare? Each step of the way, Emily would hesitate, rubbing her hands together, shaking her head. “It’s not right. This doesn’t look like him. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I can’t do better than this.”

By Saturday, she was thoroughly frustrated by the whole thing. When the FBI agents asked her if she would sit for one more session, she protested. “I don’t know what else to say,” she told them, her eyes red from lack of sleep and tears shed. “I would recognize the man if I saw him, but I’m telling you I can’t describe the way he looked.” This time will be different, they explained. “Mrs. Emily, have you ever heard of hypnosis?”

The agents prepared a clean, empty room at Guaranty Bank for the process, which they hoped would break through Emily’s anxiety to reveal something new. But so frayed were her nerves by this point that the specialist, try as she might, couldn’t get Emily into a trance state at all. Following the pendulum, she would close her eyes, appease the specialist, answer the questions, but her consciousness was firmly set in that little room, where she felt plainly ridiculous. They tried three times, and she told the same story—almost word for word—she had told since day one. He knocked on the door. He had car trouble. It seemed like Aubrey knew his family. I grabbed the phone. I turned around, and there was a knife to Aubrey’s chest. “Tell me again what he was wearing, Mrs. Emily,” they’d say. Much was made of her mention of a hat. “What kind of hat? A baseball cap? A top hat?” “It was round, like the Girl Scouts wear,” she told them. The agents in the room looked at each other, perplexed.

Later, in the kitchen at the bank, one of the agents looked up. “A beret!” The other men in the room turned to him and frowned. “Like the Girl Scouts wear! A beret.”

About an hour later, the agents brought Emily in one last time. “Mrs. Emily, did the hat look like this?” Someone had gone to a store in town, and now entered the room with a black beret on his head. Her eyes lit up, and she nodded in recognition. “Yes,” she said. “Just like that.”

In the far corner of the room, one of the deputies said aloud what many of the Mamou residents were already thinking: “Feryl Granger always wears a beret.”

Though never stated in an official capacity, the name had already been hovering around most conversations of the investigation. The notorious Granger had grown up starting shoot-outs at the Mamou bars and was rumored to be a contract killer for the Dixie Mafia out of Biloxi, Mississippi. At the time of Aubrey’s kidnapping, though, he was imprisoned in the Huntsville Texas State Penitentiary. He could not have been the man who took Aubrey, and there was no definitive reason for connecting him to the crime—but it was undeniable that there was something distinctly “Feryl” about the whole ordeal.

Despite Emily’s insistence that the composites weren’t quite right, the investigators took what they had and deemed them official. They took copies back to her house to share with the search parties and the family.

As the agents distributed the portraits throughout the packed den and kitchen, Aubrey’s granddaughter-in-law Cindy and nephew Bob, both employees at Guaranty Bank, stood elbow to elbow by the back door. When Cindy got her copy of the drawing, she gasped. With her hand to her mouth, she turned to Bob and whispered, “Doesn’t that look like that kid who came in last month? That PawPaw turned down for the car loan?”

Bob looked at her, then back down at the flyer. “You’re talking about John Brady Balfa.”

Balfa was a skinny, floppy-haired twentysomething from Mamou whose dad was a farmer and a carpenter, his mom a hairstylist, and his uncles famous Cajun musicians. Most of Mamou had watched him grow up, the way they watched most of the kids from the bigger families in town grow up Sunday after Sunday in church, playing in the city sports, and through the local high schools. He was the same age as the older LaHaye grandkids, and the town had collectively celebrated when he’d been elected student body president at LSU-E, the two-year Louisiana State University campus in nearby Eunice, a couple years before. He’d later transferred to the university’s flagship campus in Baton Rouge, and most people had lost track of him since, though he still showed up around town on occasion. Over the past year, he’d been visiting Guaranty Bank, applying for different loans—coming in each time a little
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