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Prologue

​The Night He Didn't Come Home
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I left my wife asleep on her side of the bed and drove to Baton Rouge with four thousand dollars in an envelope under the seat.

Quarter to five in the morning, fourteen months before the wedding tent. The bike would have woken half the parish, so I took the truck, the way I did every first Tuesday of the month. Fog sitting on the cane fields like something spilled. The radio stayed off. I never could stand the radio on those drives, and I told myself for three years it was because I liked the quiet. That was the first lie in a long line of them, and it was the smallest.

Judy thought I ran club errands on those mornings. I let her think it. That’s a gentle way of saying I built it, brick by brick, morning by morning, the way you build anything you intend to last. A man doesn’t fall into a lie of three years. He maintains it. Oil changes. Fresh paint. I was good at maintenance. Ask anybody in Saint Verene about Priest Delacroix and they’d tell you the man kept his word, kept his club, kept his wife happy for twenty years. Kept. There’s a word that works two ways, and I worked both of them.

The house on Iberville Street had its porch light on. She always left it on for me, and I never once let myself think about what that meant, a woman leaving a light on for a man who came at dawn and left before the neighbors' coffee makers finished. Tin bought that house in '09 with run money and told everybody it was a settlement from an offshore injury. Cris planted azaleas the first spring. They were blooming that morning, dark as a bruise in the porch light, and I sat in the truck a minute the way I always did, telling myself this was the last time the way I always did.

Antoine Arceneaux had been dead three years by then. Tin, to everyone who loved him. My road captain. My best friend since we were nineteen and stupid on the same borrowed bike. Three years since a run went wrong outside Beaumont and he stepped left when he should have stepped right, and I’ve said it that way so many times you’d think I believed it. Stepped left. Like it was footwork. Like the bullet wasn’t already flying at me, at my chest, at the president’s patch, when he did it.

He died in the mud with his hand fisted in my cut, and what he said was, take care of my Delphie.

He was the only one who ever called her that. Everybody else said Cris.

So I took care. A month after we put him in Saint Verene Cemetery I drove to Baton Rouge with the first envelope, and I didn’t tell my wife, and I didn’t tell my club, and if you’d asked me why I’d have given you something noble about a widow’s pride. The truth was simpler and uglier. Telling anyone about the money meant telling them why. It meant standing in my own chapel, in front of my own brothers, and saying the bullet was mine. Tin died on my account. I couldn’t get the sentence out of my throat, so I bought its silence in cash, once a month, for three years, from a woman who never asked me to.

She had coffee on when I came up the steps. She always did.

“You look like hell, James,” she said.

“Good morning to you too.”

Her kitchen smelled like chicory and the lemon soap she used on everything. Tin’s jacket still hung on a peg by the back door, three years on. Neither of us ever said a word about that jacket. I put the envelope on the table, under the sugar bowl, because setting it in her hand felt like a transaction and hiding it under the sugar felt like something else. It wasn’t something else. I know that now. It was a transaction with better manners.

“Sit,” she said. “You’re swaying.”

I sat. That part of it I won’t lie about, not anymore. Her kitchen was easy to sit in. She poured my coffee black and hers pale and we talked about nothing for twenty minutes the way we did every month. The Saints' draft. Her sister in Mobile. The azaleas. It was the only room in Louisiana where I didn’t have to be the president of anything, and I let myself have it, one hour a month, and called it duty.

That morning was different, and I’d like to tell you I didn’t know it walking in, but I did. Things at home were the worst they’d been in twenty years of marriage. Not loud. Judy and I never got loud. Cold. I’d gone somewhere behind my own eyes about a year before, when the payments got harder to hide and the money got harder to move, and my wife, who is smarter than me and always has been, had stopped asking what was wrong. You want to know when a marriage is in trouble. It’s not the asking. It’s when the asking stops.

Cris had her own weather that morning. The anniversary of the funeral was that week. She’d found a box of Tin’s things in the attic, shirts and a busted watch and a Polaroid from a rally in '02, all of us young and immortal in front of somebody’s Shovelhead. She set the picture on the table between us and we sat there looking at ourselves.

“He’d hate this,” she said.

“The coffee?”

“You. Coming here like clockwork with your envelopes. Looking like that.” She turned the picture face down. “He’d tell you to go home to your wife, Priest.”

“Don’t call me that in this kitchen.”

“Then go home, James.”

I should have. Here’s what I did instead. I reached across the table and turned the Polaroid face up again, because I wanted one more look at him, and her hand was still on it, and my hand came down on hers. Neither of us moved. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere down Iberville a garbage truck worked its brakes. Three years of dawn mornings in that kitchen, two people bailing water out of the same grief with the same little cup, and all of it came down to the back of her hand under mine and neither of us pulling away.

She stood up. I stood up. I’d tell you I don’t know who moved first, but a man who says that is asking you to split a check he ran up himself. I moved. She met me. It was one kiss, in a widow’s kitchen, with her dead husband’s jacket on the peg by the door, and it lasted long enough that I can’t call it a mistake. A mistake is a thing that happens to you. I chose it, for two seconds, three, with my hand in her hair and her fist closing on my shirt like she was drowning, and then I stopped.

I stepped back until the counter hit me. Cris put her hand over her mouth. The Polaroid had gotten knocked to the floor, Tin grinning up at both of us from the linoleum, and I bent and set it on the table, careful, like careful counted for anything now.

“That didn’t,” she said, and couldn’t finish it.

“I know.”

“James.”

“I know.”

She turned to the sink and ran water she didn’t need. Her shoulders were shaking and she’d have rather died than let me see it, so I looked at the jacket instead. Nineteen years that man rode at my right hand. Took my bullet with his body like it was nothing, like stepping left, and thirty-seven months later I stood in his kitchen with the taste of his wife’s coffee in my mouth.

“Take the envelope with you,” she said to the window.

“It’s yours.”

“I don’t want it this morning. You understand me? Not this morning.”

I left it under the sugar bowl anyway. You want the measure of the man I was that year, there it is. She asked me for one clean thing, one morning where the money and the guilt and whatever had just cracked open between us could sit separate from each other, and I couldn’t give it to her, because the envelope was never for her. It was for me. It was the rope I’d braided to lower my guilt down on, and I wasn’t leaving without hanging something on it.

The drive home took ninety minutes and I don’t remember eighty of them. Fog burning off the cane. The Atchafalaya going from black to brown as the light came up. I remember my hands on the wheel at ten and two like a kid at his driving test, and I remember thinking, in the flat, practical voice I use in church when the vote’s going to be ugly, all right. Here’s what happened. Now here’s what you do.

I had the whole drive to build the right thing. Pull into my own gravel, walk into my own kitchen, wake my wife, and say it plain. Judy, I’ve been lying to you for three years about where the money goes, and this morning it got worse, and here’s all of it, every dollar and every reason, starting with Beaumont. She’d have burned the house down around my ears. She’d have had the right. And somewhere on the far side of that fire there might have been ground to stand on, because my wife can forgive a wound. It’s a doctored ledger she can’t abide, and I knew that about her the way I knew her middle name, and I drove those ninety minutes doing the arithmetic anyway.

Tell her about the kiss, and the kiss needs the mornings. The mornings need the money. The money needs the bullet. The bullet needs me standing in front of my wife and my club saying Tin Arceneaux is in the ground because of me, and I’d spent three years proving I would do anything, hide anything, pay anything, sooner than say that sentence out loud.

The sun was full up when I rolled into our yard. Judy’s coffee cup was already rinsed in the rack. Through the screen door I could hear her on the phone with the office, talking a client’s mama through a surety bond, patient as a schoolteacher, and I stood on my own back step with my hand on the knob and I felt the whole thing balance.

One kiss. Stopped. Never again, and I meant that part, for whatever meaning was worth from me by then. Tell her, and everything burns, the marriage, the club’s respect, Tin’s name, all of it, today. Say nothing, and nothing burns today.

That was the whole of it. That was the math I did on my own back step with my wife’s voice coming sweet through the screen. Not whether to lie. Just whether today.

I opened the door. Judy looked up from the counter and smiled at me, twenty years of mornings in that smile, and pointed at the pot to say there’s coffee, still on the phone, still patient, still mine.

“Long night?” she asked, when she’d hung up.

“Club business,” I said. “You know how it goes.”

She did know. That was the thing. She knew how it went and she’d stopped asking anyway, and I kissed the top of her head and poured my coffee and stood at my own kitchen window, and fourteen months went by.
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​Chapter One

​Twenty Years
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The dress hung on the closet door like a guest who’d arrived early, and I lay in bed a minute longer than I meant to, looking at it.

Ivory, not white. I was thirty-six years old and I’d buried a daddy, built a business, and bonded out half the parish. White would have been a costume. The ivory was silk, cut plain, the kind of plain that costs money, and Mama had cried when I tried it on at the shop in Lafayette even though she’d sworn on her Bible she was done crying at things I wore. Twenty years married. You renew the vows at twenty, in Saint Verene anyway, the same way you paint the house and clean the graves before All Saints. It’s maintenance. It’s telling the parish the roof still holds.

James’s side of the bed was empty, sheets thrown back, and through the floor I could hear him downstairs being quiet, which is a thing my husband does louder than most men do noise. Cabinet closed careful. Percolator lid set down like it was made of eggshell. Twenty years and I could tell you his mood from the ceiling of another room, and that morning his quiet had the particular hum it had carried for about a year, the hum of a man rehearsing something. I’d stopped asking what. There’s a kind of asking that starts to sound like begging, and Delacroix women don’t beg. Mama taught me that. The bail business taught me the rest, which is that a man tells you everything eventually, in his paperwork if not his face.

I got up, washed, and stood at the window brushing out my braid. October on the bayou, the heat finally letting go of us, light coming up gold through the pecans. Down in the yard James stood with his coffee watching the water like the water owed him an answer. Big man, my husband. Shoulders that filled a doorway, dark hair going iron at the temples now, and that stillness that made grown men lower their voices when he came into the Tin Roof. The parish called him Priest, and half the town thought it was because of the rosary inked around his wrist, and the other half knew it was because of the way he could sit with silence. I married that silence at sixteen. It took me until thirty-five to learn silence has rooms in it, and some of them are locked.

He turned like he’d heard me thinking, looked up at the window, and raised his cup an inch. I raised my hairbrush back. His mouth moved into something that would pass for a smile at any distance, and I told myself what I’d been telling myself for a year.

Today’s the day it comes back. Whatever left, today it comes home.

Mama arrived at eight with rollers in her hair and a car full of casserole dishes she had no business bringing to a catered party. Georgette Cormier, seventy-one years old, five foot one in church heels, delivered opinions the way other people delivered mail, daily and to your door.

“That man of yours eat anything?” she asked, coming through my kitchen sideways with a foil pan. “He looks like Lent.”

“He looks fine, Mama.”

“I didn’t say he didn’t look fine. Delacroix men look fine in a casket. I said he looks like Lent. There’s a difference and a woman married twenty years knows it.” She set the pan down and looked at me the way she’d been looking at me since about last Christmas, one eyebrow doing the work of a whole deposition. “You sleeping?”

“I’m sleeping.”

“Mm.” She popped a roller loose and started on the next one. “Big day. Whole parish coming. Even that prosecutor’s office sent regrets, which tickles me, the nerve of being invited nowhere and declining anyway.” She laid the rollers on my counter in a row like shells in a box. “Your daddy renewed with me at twenty years, you know it? Rented the K of C hall. Rain like the flood. He’d had three beers by the vows and cried through all of them, and I have never in my life been more sure of a man.” She said it light. She watched me not light at all. “That’s all it’s for, bebe. The party’s for the parish. The vows are so you can look at his face up close in daylight while he says them.”

“I know what it’s for.”

“I know you know.” She patted my cheek with a hand that smelled of Jergens and onions, and mercifully the phone rang.

It was the office line, forwarded. Even on the morning of my own vow renewal, Delacroix Bail Bonds stayed open, because jail doesn’t take Saturdays off and neither does anybody’s cousin. I talked Deputy Prejean’s sister-in-law through a property bond while Mama did my hair, phone braced on my shoulder, and it steadied me the way work always has. Percentages don’t have moods. A surety either files or it doesn’t. My daddy started that office with a metal desk and a pistol in the drawer, and I built it into the only bond outfit in three parishes a judge would take at its word, and I did that myself, before anybody goes telling you the King’s wife had things handed up to her. The camp was my collateral, my signature, my risk. Half the Hollow Kings had walked out of parish lockup on my paper over the years. I never once missed a forfeiture.

“There,” Mama said, sliding the last pin in. “Look at you. Sixteen or thirty-six, I swear I can’t tell.”

In the mirror was a woman with auburn hair pinned soft, her daddy’s stubborn jaw, and lines at her eyes she’d earned one court date at a time. Sixteen. Lord. Sixteen was a girl in a courthouse hallway holding her daddy’s files, and a young man with patch-black hair waiting on a bench for his brother’s arraignment, standing up when she passed like she was the judge. James Delacroix was twenty-one and already wore leather like other men wore skin, and every soul in Saint Verene told me what he’d be, and they were all correct, and I married him anyway with a judge my daddy fished with and no dress at all to speak of. Sixteen going on thirty, Mama says. What I remember is being sure. People talk about young love like it’s blind. I saw him fine. I just also saw the way he stood up.

Twenty years. Two miscarriages we don’t say out loud and no babies after, which the parish had opinions about and learned to keep them. A club that grew up around us like the town’s second church. A husband who never raised his voice to me, never missed a supper he’d promised, never let another man so much as lean on my car. If you’d pulled any woman off the courthouse square that morning and asked about the Delacroix marriage, she’d have told you it was the standard the parish set its clocks by.

And underneath, in the year just past, the cold spots. That’s the only name I ever found for them. A marriage is a house you live in with your whole body, and you learn its floor. You know the warm boards by the stove and you know the draft by the back door, and when a new draft starts, you feel it on your ankles before you ever think a thought about it. First Tuesdays, gone before light, home smelling of somebody’s coffee that wasn’t ours and swearing he’d had none. A burner phone I found in his saddlebag looking for tire gauge, and put back, and did not mention, because club business had a shape I’d respected for twenty years and it had never once crossed me to fear it. Money moving soft out of the house account, four figures, regular as a tide chart. My husband going somewhere behind his eyes in the middle of my own kitchen and coming back three seconds later, polite. Polite. Twenty years married and the man got polite with me, and I want you to understand I’d have taken shouting. Shouting’s a door slamming somewhere in the house. Polite is finding out a room’s been closed off so long the knob doesn’t turn.

I pressed on none of it. I want that written down honest, because the woman I am now would go back and shake me. I had a business built on reading men in trouble, a whole career of knowing when a client’s story had a hollow place in it, and I turned that reading off at my own back door, deliberate, the way you’d unplug an alarm that kept waking the baby. Twenty years is a house you don’t burn over a draft. You put a towel at the sill. You wear socks. You renew the vows.

By eleven the riverbank pavilion looked like Easter and a funeral had a beautiful baby. The club had been out there since Thursday stringing lights, and say what you will about the Hollow Kings, and the DA’s office said plenty, but there is no outfit in Louisiana better at throwing up a tent city than a motorcycle club with something to celebrate. Two hundred folding chairs in rows on the grass. Tables of crawfish pots and cake. The zydeco boys from Breaux Bridge tuning up under the live oak. Four charters had ridden in, Lake Charles and Houma and two from Texas, bikes parked in gleaming ranks along the river road like a chrome fence, and the whole thing sat on the same riverbank where James had taken me on our third date to watch the barge lights and inform me, with the sweating terror of a boy holding his whole hand of cards face up, that he intended to marry me whenever I’d allow it.

Mama O found me at the edge of the tent while the parish poured in. Odile Broussard, widow of the founding president, club queen since before I had a driver’s license, silver
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