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“Angola Federal releases its men on Tuesdays,” Corinne said from behind the reception desk she shared with a dying fern and three months of unopened mail. “Did you know that? Tuesdays. Like it’s a produce delivery.”

Jack Dolan stood at the coffee maker with his back to her and did not say anything. The coffee maker needed descaling. He had been meaning to descale it since February. It was now the second week of July and the machine produced something the color of creek water with aspirations.

“You’re not on a case,” she said. “Nobody called. Nobody emailed. The Thibodeaux thing settled, which means the check you’re waiting on went to the lawyer, which means you’re not getting paid this month either.” She paused to let that breathe. “So I need to know what you’re doing with that thermos.”

“Keeping my options open.”

“Jack.”

“I’ll be back by Thursday.”

Corinne Arceneaux had been Jack Dolan’s office manager, building landlord, and former mother-in-law for eleven years. She occupied these roles the way some women occupy church pews — with a permanent quality, as if she’d been installed. She wore reading glasses on a beaded chain and used them to look at Dolan over the top of the lenses in a way that communicated entire legal briefs without speaking.

“Thursday,” she said.

“Latest.”

He picked up his thermos and his keys and his jacket — linen, the color of old newsprint, bought at a Pensacola thrift store the year before — and walked out the door of the office he rented for eight hundred a month in a building on Decatur Street, three blocks from the river and half a block from a bar he no longer visited with the enthusiasm he once had. The street smelled like it always smelled: chicory and old stone and the river pushing through underneath everything else, that thick mineral insistence the Mississippi had about making itself known.

New Orleans in July was not a place. It was a condition.

The Crown Vic sat on the street where he’d left it the night before, the windshield glazed with that particular combination of humidity and river particulate that passed for weather on the Gulf Coast. Dolan wiped it with the edge of his jacket, which accomplished nothing, and got in. The AC unit mounted under the dash made a sound like a small animal reconsidering its choices and then blew air that was two degrees cooler than the air outside. In Pensacola, that would have been inadequate. In New Orleans in July, you took it.

He pulled out of the space, turned toward the Crescent City Connection, and pointed himself northwest on the interstate toward Angola State Penitentiary, which sat on eighteen thousand acres of former plantation land inside a horseshoe bend of the Mississippi River, two hours north of the city, and which was releasing one of its residents this morning at nine a.m.

Dolan had not been hired to be there. He wanted to be clear about that, at least in his own mind, because the distinction still mattered to him even if it mattered to no one else. He was there because he had not slept well in approximately ten years, and because the arithmetic of the thing had been working on him the whole time, and because there was one specific case in his twenty-two-year career with the NOPD that had never closed the way he told people it had closed.

The man’s name was Rafael Mendes.

Dolan had arrested him in 2014 on a marine salvage fraud charge after a six-month investigation that had started as a routine tip about falsified equipment manifests and had turned into something considerably less routine. The case had gone through a federal grand jury, survived two defense motions to dismiss, and put Mendes into Angola for ten years with no possibility of reduction. The conviction stood on a solid foundation of documented evidence, three credible witnesses, and a federal maritime statute that the U.S. Attorney had deployed with the precision of a man who had been waiting for the right case to use it on.

It was a good arrest. Clean. Professional. The kind of collar that earns you a commendation and a good word from the District Commander at the holiday party.

Dolan had gotten the commendation. He’d made the party. He’d accepted the handshakes. And he had driven home that night and sat in his kitchen until two in the morning with a bottle of Elijah Craig and the specific, sustained discomfort of a man who knows exactly what he did not put in his case file.

He drove with the windows cracked, the thermos between his thighs, WWOZ out of the dash speaker playing something with a trumpet in it. He passed Laplace and then the Bonnet Carré Spillway and then the land began to open up, the suburbs peeling away and the road going flat and green, the kind of Louisiana flat that went all the way to the sky without interruption. Herons stood in the roadside ditches like men waiting for something they’d been assured was coming.

He got to Angola at eight forty-five and parked on the road outside the main gate, engine running, AC doing its best. He ate a shrimp po’boy he’d picked up from a gas station in Gonzales and watched the gate and felt about as professional as a man could feel eating a gas station sandwich outside a maximum security prison at eight forty-five in the morning while waiting for someone no one had paid him to find.

The po’boy was actually decent. That was something.

At nine-oh-three the gate opened and Rafael Mendes walked out into the Louisiana morning.

He looked different and exactly the same, which was the thing about ten years — it changed the surface without touching whatever was underneath. The hair was shorter, cut close at the sides, more gray now at the temples. The face had settled into itself, the way faces do when the softness burns off and what remains is structural. He was forty-seven and he moved like a man who had done ten years of prison yard calisthenics not because it passed the time but because he had somewhere specific to be when he got out and he intended to be ready for it.

He carried a paper bag in one hand. He wore dark slacks and a light blue shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, which was not what Angola issued and which meant someone had sent civilian clothes ahead, which meant someone on the outside had been thinking about this day and preparing for it. That was worth noting.

Mendes stopped just past the gate and stood there a moment with his face tilted up toward the sky the way people do after a long time in a room, just taking the light. Then he put the paper bag under his arm, fished a pair of sunglasses from his shirt pocket — aviators, not prison issue, definitely sent with the clothes — and put them on. He looked up the road in one direction and then the other.

Dolan slid down slightly in the seat. A reflex. Twenty-two years of surveillance muscle memory operating without his permission.

A cab appeared from the far end of the road — called ahead, had to be, because there were no cab stands outside Angola Federal Penitentiary, this not being an area where optimistic taxi entrepreneurs set up shop. Mendes raised one hand without looking for it, the way a man hails a cab when he knows it’s coming, and it pulled up and he got in.

Dolan waited until it cleared the first bend, then pulled out and followed.

What he did not see, because he was watching the cab, were the two other vehicles that had been parked farther up the road with better sight lines than his own. The first was a silver Audi A6 with a rental sticker on the bumper and two men in it who wore jackets despite the July heat and who had been parked there since seven-thirty with the engine running and the AC at full blast, because they were Spanish and found Louisiana in summer professionally offensive. The second was a black Chevrolet Tahoe with Texas plates and aftermarket tinting and two men in it who had been there since six, because they had driven from Beaumont the night before and had not bothered with a hotel.

The cab took the road south toward Baton Rouge. The Audi pulled out thirty seconds after Dolan. The Tahoe pulled out thirty seconds after the Audi.

It was a Tuesday morning in July in the Louisiana river country and Rafael Mendes had been free for approximately four minutes.


The cab stopped at a Motel 6 on Airline Highway in Baton Rouge, which was not a location that suggested a man with plans, which was probably why Mendes chose it. He paid the driver, went to the office, came out with a key card, and walked to a room on the ground floor at the far end of the building, corner unit, two exterior walls. Old habit. Dolan had the same habit and recognized it the way one poker player reads another.

He parked at the far end of the lot and watched the room from behind a pair of Bushnells he kept in the glove box next to a registration that was eleven months expired and a half-eaten roll of wintergreen Life Savers. The curtains in Mendes’s room stayed closed. A light came on, went off, came on again. Twenty minutes later a delivery driver arrived with a pizza box, which meant Mendes had a phone and had used it almost immediately, because that was the kind of man he was — always thinking three steps ahead of whatever room he was in.

Dolan lowered the binoculars and thought about that.

He thought about it for a while. The AC hiccupped. A semi rolled through the lot. Somewhere in the middle distance a freight train moved through the Baton Rouge rail yards and its horn carried across the flat land all the way to the parking lot of the Motel 6 on Airline Highway and then faded.

He had not told Corinne the real reason he was here. He told her nothing real, as a practice, because Corinne had the ability to receive information and use it to her own ends in ways that Dolan found impressive and alarming in equal measure. What he knew, and kept to himself, was this: Rafael Mendes had found something in the Gulf of Mexico in the summer of 2013 that had been lost there since the sixteenth century. What he had found was worth, conservatively, six hundred and fifty million dollars. The federal government had seized half of it as material evidence. The other half had never appeared.

Not in the investigation. Not in the trial. Not in ten years of very quiet, very persistent inquiry by several agencies and at least two foreign governments that Dolan knew about and possibly others he didn’t.

The case file said the matter was closed.

The case file was incorrect.

He reached for his thermos and found it empty. He screwed the cap back on and set it on the seat beside him and looked at the door of room 114, which remained closed, and thought about what he was actually doing here in a parking lot in Baton Rouge on a Tuesday in July, an unemployed private investigator in an eleven-hundred-dollar car eating the last wintergreen Life Saver from a roll he couldn’t remember buying.

He was here because the arithmetic had never added up and he was constitutionally unable to leave bad arithmetic alone. That was the professional answer. The personal answer was more complicated and he set it aside, the way he set aside
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