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chapter one


Growing up during the 1940s in New Iberia, down on the Gulf Coast, I never doubted how the world worked. At dawn the antebellum homes along East Main loomed out of the mists, their columned porches and garden walkways and second-story verandas soaked with dew, the chimneys and slate roofs softly molded by the canopy of live oaks that arched over the entire street.


The stacks of sunken U.S. Navy ships lay sideways in Pearl Harbor and service stars hung inside front windows all over New Iberia. But on East Main, in the false dawn, the air was heavy with the smell of night-blooming flowers and lichen on damp stone and the fecund odor of Bayou Teche, and even though a gold service star may have hung in a window of a grand mansion, indicating the death of a serviceman in the family, the year could have been mistaken for 1861 rather than 1942.


Even when the sun broke above the horizon and the ice wagons and the milk delivery came down the street on iron-rimmed wheels and the Negro help began reporting for work at their employers’ back doors, the light was never harsh, never superheated or smelling of tar roads and dust as it was in other neighborhoods. Instead it filtered through Spanish moss and bamboo and philodendron that dripped with beads of moisture as big as marbles, so that even in the midst of summer the morning came to those who lived here with a blue softness that daily told them the earth was a grand place, its design vouchsafed in heaven and not to be questioned.


Down the street was the old Frederic Hotel, a lovely pink building with marble columns and potted palms inside, a ballroom, an elevator that looked like a brass birdcage, and a saloon with wood-bladed fans and an elevated, scrolled-iron shoeshine chair and a long, hand-carved mahogany bar. Amid the palm fronds and the blue and gray swirls of color in the marble columns were the slot and racehorse machines, ringing with light, their dull pewterlike coin trays offering silent promise to the glad at heart.


Farther down Main were Hopkins and Railroad Avenues, like ancillary conduits into part of the town’s history and geography that people did not talk about publicly. When I went to the icehouse on Saturday afternoons with my father, I would look furtively down Railroad at the rows of paintless cribs on each side of the train tracks and at the blowsy women who sat on the stoops, hung over, their knees apart under their loose cotton dresses, perhaps dipping beer out of a bucket two Negro boys carried on a broom handle from Hattie Fontenot’s bar.


I came to learn early on that no venal or meretricious enterprise existed without a community’s consent. I thought I understood the nature of evil. I learned at age twelve I did not.


My half brother, who was fifteen months younger than I, was named Jimmie Robicheaux. His mother was a prostitute in Abbeville, but he and I were raised together, largely by our father, known as Big Aldous, who was a trapper and commercial fisherman and offshore derrick man. As children Jimmie and I were inseparable. On summer evenings we used to go to the lighted ball games at City Park and slip into the serving lines at barbecues and crab boils at the open-air pavilions. Our larceny was of an innocent kind, I suppose, and we were quite proud of ourselves when we thought we had outsmarted the adult world.


On a hot August night, with lightning rippling through the thunderheads over the Gulf of Mexico, Jimmie and I were walking through a cluster of oak trees on the edge of the park when we saw an old Ford automobile with two couples inside, one in the front seat, one in the back. We heard a woman moan, then her voice mount in volume and intensity. We stared openmouthed as we saw the woman’s top half arch backward, her naked breasts lit by the glow from a picnic pavilion, her mouth wide with orgasm.


We started to change direction, but the woman was laughing now, her face sweaty and bright at the open window.


“Hey, boy, you know what we been doin’? It make my pussy feel so good. Hey, come here, you. We been fuckin’, boy,” she said.


It should have been over, a bad encounter with white trash, probably drunk, caught in barnyard copulation. But the real moment was just beginning. The man behind the steering wheel lit a cigarette, his face flaring like paste in the flame, then stepped out on the gravel. There were tattoos, like dark blue smears, inside his forearms. He used two fingers to lift the blade out of a pocketknife.


“You like to look t’rew people’s windows?” he asked.


“No, sir,” I said.


“They’re just kids, Legion,” the woman in back said, putting on her shirt.


“Maybe that’s what they gonna always be,” the man said.


I had thought his words were intended simply to frighten us. But I could see his face clearly now, the hair combed back like black pitch, the narrow white face with vertical lines in it, the eyes that could look upon a child as the source of his rage against the universe.


Then Jimmie and I were running in the darkness, our hearts pounding, forever changed by the knowledge that the world contains pockets of evil that are as dark as the inside of a leather bag.


Because my father was out of town, we ran all the way to the icehouse on Railroad Avenue, behind which was the lit and neatly tended house of Ciro Shanahan, the only man my father ever spoke of with total admiration and trust.


Later in life I would learn why my father had such great respect for his friend. Ciro Shanahan was one of those rare individuals who would suffer in silence and let the world do him severe injury in order to protect those whom he loved.


On a spring night in 1931, Ciro and my father cut their boat engines south of Point Au Fer and stared at the black-green outline of the Louisiana coast in the moonlight. The waves were capping, the wind blowing hard, puffing and snapping the tarp that was stretched over the cases of Mexican whiskey and Cuban rum that my father and Ciro had off-loaded from a trawler ten miles out. My father looked through his field glasses and watched two searchlights sweeping the tops of the waves to the south. Then he rested the glasses on top of the small pilothouse that was built out of raw pine on the stern of the boat and wiped the salt spray off his face with his sleeve and studied the coastline. The running lights of three vessels pitched in the swells between himself and the safety of the shore.


“Moon’s up. I done tole you, bad night to do it,” he said.


“We done it before. We still here, ain’t we?” Ciro said.


“Them boats off the bow? That’s state men, Ciro,” my father said.


“We don’t know that,” Ciro said.


“We can go east. Hide the load at Grand Chenier and come back for it later. You listen, you. Don’t nobody make a living in jail,” my father said.


Ciro was short, built like a dockworker, with red hair and green eyes and a small, down-hooked Irish mouth. He wore a canvas coat and a fedora that was tied onto his head with a scarf. It was unseasonably cold and his face was windburned and knotted with thought inside his scarf.


“The man got his trucks up there, Aldous. I promised we was coming in tonight. Ain’t right to leave them people waiting,” he said.


“Sitting in an empty truck ain’t gonna put nobody in Angola,” my father said.


Ciro’s eyes drifted off from my father’s and looked out at the southern horizon.


“It don’t matter now. Here come the Coast Guard. Hang on,” he said.


The boat Ciro and my father owned together was long and narrow, like a World War I torpedo vessel, and had been built to service offshore drilling rigs, with no wasted space on board. The pilothouse sat like a matchbox on the stern, and even when the deck was stacked with drill pipe the big Chrysler engines could power through twelve-foot seas. When Ciro pushed the throttle forward, the screws scoured a trough across the swell and the bow arched out of the water and burst a wave into a horsetail spray across the moon.


But the searchlights on the Coast Guard cutter were unrelenting. They dissected my father’s boat, burned red circles into his eyes, turned the waves a sandy green and robbed them of all their mystery, illuminating the bait fish and stingrays that toppled out of the crests. The boat’s hull pounded across the water, the liquor bottles shaking violently under the tarp, the searchlights spearing through the pilothouse windows far out into the darkness. All the while the moored boats that lay between my father and the safety of the coastline waited, their cabin windows glowing now, their engines silent.


My father leaned close to Ciro’s ear. “You going right into them agents,” he said.


“Mr. Julian taken care of them people,” Ciro said.


“Mr. Julian taken care of Mr. Julian,” my father said.


“I don’t want to hear it, Aldous.”


Suddenly the boats of the state liquor agents came to life, lurching out over the waves, their own searchlights now vectoring Ciro and my father. Ciro swung the wheel hard to starboard, veering around a sandbar, moving over shallow water, the bow hammering against the outgoing tide.


Up ahead was the mouth of the Atchafalaya River. My father watched the coastline draw nearer, the moss straightening on the dead cypress trunks, the flooded willows and gum trees and sawgrass denting and swaying in the wind. The tarp on the cases of whiskey and rum tore loose and flapped back against the pilothouse, blocking any view out the front window. My father cut the other ropes on the tarp and peeled it off the stacked cases of liquor and heaved it over the gunnel. When he looked at the shore again, he saw a series of sandbars ridging out of the bay like the backs of misplaced whales.


“Oh, Ciro, what you gone and did?” he said.


The boat rocketed between two sandbars, just as someone began firing an automatic weapon in short bursts from one of the state boats. Whiskey and rum and broken glass fountained in the air, then a tracer round landed on the deck like a phosphorus match and a huge handkerchief of flame enveloped the pilothouse.


But Ciro never cut the throttle, never considered giving up. The glass in the windows blackened and snapped in half; blue and yellow and red fire streamed off the deck into the water.


“Head into them leafs!” my father yelled, and pointed at a cove whose surface was layered with dead leaves.


The boat’s bow crashed into the trees, setting the canopy aflame. Then my father and Ciro were overboard, splashing through the swamp, their bodies marbled with firelight.


They ran and trudged and stumbled for two miles through chest-deep water, sloughs, air vines, and sand bogs that were black with insects feeding off cows or wild animals that had suffocated or starved in them.


Three hours later the two of them sat on a dry levee and watched the light go out of the sky and the moon fade into a thin white wafer. Ciro’s left ankle was the size of a cantaloupe.


“I’m gonna get my car. Then we ain’t touching the liquor bidness again,” my father said.


“We ain’t got a boat to touch it wit’,” Ciro said.


“T’ank you for telling me that. The next time I work for Mr. Julian LaSalle, go buy a gun and shoot me.”


“He paid my daughter’s hospital bills. You too hard on people, Aldous,” Ciro said.


“He gonna pay for our boat?”


My father walked five miles to the grove of swamp maples where he had parked his automobile. When he returned to pick Ciro up, the sky was blue, the wildflowers blooming along the levee, the air bright with the smell of salt. He came around a stand of willows and stared through the windshield at the scene he had blundered into.


Three men in fedora hats and ill-fitting suits, two of them carrying Browning automatic rifles, were escorting Ciro in wrist manacles to the back of a caged wagon, one with iron plates in the floor. The wagon was hooked to the back of a state truck and two Negroes who worked for Julian LaSalle were already sitting inside it.


My father shoved his transmission in reverse and backed all the way down the levee until he hit a board road that led through the swamp. As he splashed through the flooded dips in the road and mud splattered over his windshield, he tried not to think of Ciro limping in manacles toward the jail wagon. He hit a deer, a doe, and saw her carom off the fender into a tree, her body broken. But my father did not slow down until he was in Morgan City, where he entered the back of a Negro café and bought a glass of whiskey that he drank with both hands.


Then he put his big head down on his arms and fell asleep and dreamed of birds trapped inside the foliage of burning trees.





chapter two


Cops, street reporters, and hard-core caseworkers usually hang around with their own kind and form few intimate friendships with people outside their own vocation. They are not reclusive or elitist or self-anointed. They simply do not share the truth of their experience with outsiders. If they did, they would probably be shunned.


In one of the Feliciana parishes, I knew a black man who had been a sergeant in Lt. William Calley’s platoon at My Lai. He had stood above the ditch at My Lai and machine-gunned children and women and old men while they begged for their lives. Years later the sergeant’s son died of a drug overdose in his front yard. The sergeant believed his son’s death was payback for the ditch at My Lai. He covered the walls of his home with pictures and news articles that detailed the atrocity he had participated in and relived his deeds at My Lai twenty-four hours a day.


But the politicians who sent my friend the sergeant into that Third World village would never have to carry his burden, nor would any civil or military authority ever hold them accountable.


That’s the way it is. The right people seldom go down. Closure is a word that does not work well with the victims of violent crime. If you’re a cop and you’re lucky, you won’t let your point of view put you in late-hour bars.


On a spring Saturday afternoon last year, I answered the phone on my desk at the Iberia Parish Sheriff’s Department and knew I had just caught one of those cases that would never have an adequate resolution, that would involve a perfectly innocent, decent family whose injury would never heal.


The father was a cane farmer, the mother a nurse at Iberia General. Their sixteen-year-old daughter was an honor student at the local Catholic high school. That morning she had gone for a ride across a fallow cane field on a four-wheeler with her boyfriend. A black man who had been sitting on his back porch nearby said the four-wheeler had scoured a rooster tail of brown dust out of the field and disappeared in a grove of gum trees, then had rumbled across a wooden bridge into another field, one that was filled with new cane. A low-roofed gray gas-guzzler was parked by the coulee with three people inside. The black man said the driver tossed a beer can out the window and started up his automobile and drove in the same direction as the four-wheeler.


My partner was Helen Soileau. She had begun her career as a meter maid at NOPD, then had worked as a patrolwoman in the Garden District before she returned to her hometown and began her career over again. She had a masculine physique and was martial and often abrasive in her manner, but outside of Clete Purcel, my old Homicide partner at NOPD, she was the best police officer I had ever known.


Helen drove the cruiser past the grove of gum trees and crossed the bridge over the coulee and followed a dirt track through blades of cane that were pale green with the spring drought and whispering drily in the wind. Up ahead was a second grove of gum trees, one that was wrapped with yellow crime scene tape.


“You know the family?” Helen asked.


“A little bit,” I replied.


“They have any other kids?”


“No,” I said.


“Too bad. Do they know yet?”


“They’re in Lafayette today. The sheriff hasn’t been able to reach them,” I said.


She turned and looked at me. Her face was lumpy, her blond hair thick on her shoulders. She chewed her gum methodically, a question in her eyes.


“We have to inform them?” she said.


“It looks like it,” I replied.


“On this kind, I’d like to have the perp there and let the family put one in his ear.”


“Bad thoughts, Helen.”


“I’ll feel as guilty about it as I can,” she said.


Two deputies and the black man who had called in the “shots fired” and the teenage boy who had been the driver of the four-wheeler were waiting for us outside the crime scene tape that was wound around the grove of gum trees. The boy was sitting on the ground, in an unplanned lotus position, staring dejectedly into space. Through the back window of the cruiser I saw an ambulance crossing the wooden bridge over the coulee.


Helen parked the cruiser and we walked into the lee of the trees. The sun was low in the west, pink from the dust drifting across the sky. I could smell a salty stench, like a dead animal, in the coulee.


“Where is she?” I asked a deputy.


He took a cigarette out of his mouth and stepped on it. “The other side of the blackberry bushes,” he said.


“Pick up the butt, please, and don’t light another one,” I said.


Helen and I stooped under the yellow tape and walked to the center of the grove. A gray cloud of insects swarmed above a broken depression in the weeds. Helen looked down at the body and blew out her breath.


“Two wounds. One in the chest, the other in the side. Probably a shotgun,” she said. Her eyes automatically began to search the ground for an ejected shell.


I squatted down next to the body. The girl’s wrists had been pulled over her head and tied with a child’s jump rope around the base of a tree trunk. Her skin was gray from massive loss of blood. Her eyes were still open and seemed to be focused on a solitary wildflower three feet away. A pair of panties hung around one of her ankles.


I stood up and felt my knees pop. For just a moment the trees in the clearing seemed to go in and out of focus.


“You all right?” Helen asked.


“They put one of her socks in her mouth,” I said.


Helen’s eyes moved over my face. “Let’s talk to the boy,” she said.


His skin was filmed with dust and lines of sweat had run out of his hair and dried on his face. His T-shirt was grimed with dirt and looked as though it had been tied in knots before he had put it on. When he looked up at us, his eyes were heated with resentment.


“There were two black guys?” I said.


“Yes. I mean yes, sir,” he replied.


“Only two?”


“That’s all I saw.”


“You say they had ski masks on? One of them wore gloves?”


“That’s what I said,” he replied.


Even in the shade it was hot. I blotted the sweat off my forehead with my sleeve.


“They tied you up?” I said.


“Yes,” he replied.


“With your T-shirt?” I asked.


“Yes, sir.”


I squatted down next to him and gave the deputies a deliberate look. They walked to their cruiser with the black man and got inside and left the doors open to catch the breeze.


“Let’s see if I understand,” I said to the boy. “They tied you up with your shirt and belt and left you in the coulee and took Amanda into the trees? Guys in ski masks, like knitted ones?”


“That’s what happened,” he replied.


“You couldn’t get loose?”


“No. It was real tight.”


“I have a problem with what you’re telling me. It doesn’t flush, partner,” I said.


“Flush?”


“T-shirts aren’t handcuffs,” I said.


His eyes became moist. He laced his fingers in his hair.


“You were pretty scared?” I said.


“I guess. Yes, sir,” he replied.


“I’d be scared, too. There’s nothing wrong in that,” I said. I patted him on the shoulder and stood up.


“You gonna catch those damned niggers or not?” he asked.


I joined Helen by our cruiser. The sun was low on the horizon now, blood red above a distant line of trees. Helen had just gotten off the radio.


“How do you read the kid?” she asked.


“Hard to say. He’s not his own best advocate.”


“The girl’s parents just got back from Lafayette. This one’s a pile of shit, bwana,” she said.


The family home was a one-story, wood-frame white building that stood between the state road and a cane field in back. A water oak that was bare of leaves in winter shaded one side of the house during the hot months. The numbered rural mailbox on the road and a carport built on the side of the house, like an afterthought, were the only means we could use to distinguish the house from any other on the same road.


The blinds were drawn inside the house. Plastic holy-water receptacles were tacked on the doorjambs and a church calendar and a hand-stitched Serenity Prayer hung on the living room walls. The father was Quentin Boudreau, a sunburned, sandy-haired man who wore wirerim glasses and a plain blue tie and a starched white shirt that must have felt like an iron prison on his body. His eyes seemed to have no emotion, no focus in them, as though he were experiencing thoughts he had not yet allowed himself to feel.


He held his wife’s hand on his knee. She was a small, dark-haired Cajun woman whose face was devastated. Neither she nor her husband spoke or attempted to ask a question while Helen and I explained, as euphemistically as we could, what had happened to their daughter. I wanted them to be angry with us, to hurl insults, to make racial remarks, to do anything that would relieve me of the feelings I had when I looked into their faces.


But they didn’t. They were humble and undemanding and probably, at the moment, incapable of hearing everything that was being said to them.


I put my business card on the coffee table and stood up to go. “We’re sorry for what’s happened to your family,” I said.


The woman’s hands were folded in her lap now. She looked at them, then lifted her eyes to mine.


“Amanda was raped?” she said.


“That’s a conclusion that has to come from the coroner. But, yes, I think she was,” I said.


“Did they use condoms?” she asked.


“We didn’t find any,” I replied.


“Then you’ll have their DNA,” she said. Her eyes were black and hard now and fixed on mine.


Helen and I let ourselves out and crossed the yard to the cruiser. The wind, even full of dust, seemed cool after the long hot day and smelled of salt off the Gulf. Then I heard Mr. Boudreau behind me. He was a heavy man and he walked as though he had gout in one foot. A wing on his shirt collar was bent at an upward angle, like a spear point touching his throat.


“What kind of weapon did they use?” he asked.


“A shotgun,” I said.


His eyes blinked behind his glasses. “Did they shoot my little girl in the face?” he asked.


“No, sir,” I replied.


“’Cause those sons of bitches just better not have hurt her face,” he said, and began to weep in his front yard.


By the next morning the fingerprints lifted from the beer can thrown out of the automobile window at the crime scene gave us the name of Tee Bobby Hulin, a twenty-five-year-old black hustler and full-time smart-ass whose diminutive size saved him on many occasions from being bodily torn apart. His case file was four inches thick and included arrests for shoplifting at age nine, auto theft at thirteen, dealing reefer in the halls of his high school, and driving off from the back of the local Wal-Mart with a truckload of toilet paper.


For years Tee Bobby had skated on the edge of the system, shining people on, getting by on rebop and charm and convincing others he was more trickster than miscreant. Also, Tee Bobby possessed another, more serious gift, one he seemed totally undeserving of, as though the finger of God had pointed at him arbitrarily one day and bestowed on him a musical talent that was like none since the sad, lyrical beauty in the recordings of Guitar Slim.


When Helen and I walked up to Tee Bobby’s gas-guzzler that evening at a drive-in restaurant not far from City Park, his accordion was propped up in the backseat, its surfaces like ivory and the speckled insides of a pomegranate.


“Hey, Dave, what it is?” he said.


“Don’t call your betters by their first name,” Helen said.


“I gots you, Miss Helen. I ain’t done nothing wrong, huh?” he said, his eyebrows climbing.


“You tell us,” I said.


He feigned a serious concentration. “Nope. I’m a blank. Y’all want part of my crab burger?” he said.


His skin had the dull gold hue of worn saddle leather, his eyes blue-green, his hair lightly oiled and curly and cut short and boxed behind the neck. He continued to look at us with an idiot’s grin on his mouth.


“Put your car keys under the seat and get in the cruiser,” Helen said.


“This don’t sound too good. I think I better call my lawyer,” he said.


“I didn’t say you were under arrest. We’d just like a little information from you. Is that a problem?” Helen said.


“I gots it again. White folks is just axing for hep. Don’t need to read no Miranda rights to nobody. Sho’ now, I wants to hep out the po-lice,” he said.


“You’re a walking charm school, Tee Bobby,” Helen said.


Twenty minutes later Tee Bobby sat alone in an interview room at the Iberia Parish Sheriff’s Department while Helen and I talked in my office. Outside, the sky was ribbed with maroon strips of cloud and the train crossing guards were lowered on the railway tracks and a freight was wobbling down the rails between clumps of trees and shacks where black people lived.


“What’s your feeling?” I asked.


“I have a hard time making this clown for a shotgun murder,” she said.


“He was there.”


“This case has a smell to it, Streak. Amanda’s boyfriend just doesn’t ring right,” she said.


“Neither does Tee Bobby. He’s too disconnected about it.”


“Give me a minute before you come in,” she said.


She went into the interview room and left the door slightly ajar so I could hear her words to Tee Bobby. She leaned on the table, one of her muscular arms slightly touching his, her mouth lowered toward his ear. A rolled-up magazine protruded from the back pocket of her jeans.


“We’ve got you at the crime scene. That won’t go away. I’d meet this head-on,” she said.


“Good. Bring me a lawyer. Then I bees meeting it head-on.”


“You want us to get your grandmother down here?”


“Miss Helen gonna make me feel guilty now. ’Cause you a big family friend. ’Cause my gran’mama used to wash your daddy’s clothes when he wasn’t trying to put his hands up her dress.”


Helen pulled the rolled-up paper cylinder from her back pocket. “How would you like it if I just slapped the shit out of you?” she said.


“I bees likin’ that.”


She looked at him thoughtfully a moment, then touched him lightly on the forehead with the cusp of the magazine.


His eyelids fluttered mockingly, like butterflies.


Helen walked out the door past me. “I hope the D.A. buries that little prick,” she said.


I went into the interview room and closed the door.


“Right now your car is being torn apart and two detectives are on their way to your house with a search warrant,” I said. “If they find a ski mask, a shotgun that’s been fired in the last two days, any physical evidence from that girl on your clothes, even a strand of hair, you’re going to be injected. The way I see it, you’ve got about a ten-minute window of opportunity to tell your side of things.”


Tee Bobby removed a comb from his back pocket and ran it up and down the hair on his arm and looked into space. Then he put his head down on his folded arms and tapped his feet rhythmically, as though he were keeping time with a tune inside his head.


“You’re just going to act the fool?” I said.


“I ain’t raped nobody. Leave me be.”


I sat down across from him and watched the way his eyes glanced innocuously around the walls, his boredom with my presence, the beginnings of a grin on his mouth as he looked at the growing anger in my face.


“What’s wrong?” he said.


“She was sixteen. She had holes in her chest and side you could put your fist into. You get that silly-ass look off your face,” I said.


“I got a right to look like I want. You bring me a lawyer or you kick me loose. You ain’t got no evidence or you would have already printed me and had me in lockup.”


“I’m a half-inch from knocking you across this room, Tee Bobby.”


“Yassir, I knows that. This nigger’s bones is shakin’, Cap’n,” he replied.


I locked him in the interview room and went down to my office. A half hour later a phone call came in from the detectives who had been sent to Tee Bobby’s home on Poinciana Island.


“Nothing so far,” one of them said.


“What do you mean ‘so far’?” I asked.


“It’s night. We’ll start over again in the morning. Feel free to join us. I just sorted through a garbage can loaded with week-old shrimp,” he replied.


At dawn Helen and I drove across the wooden bridge that spanned the freshwater bay on the north side of Poinciana Island. The early sun was red on the horizon, promising another scorching day, but the water in the bay was black and smelled of spawning fish, and the elephant ears and the cypress and flowering trees on the banks riffled coolly in the breeze off the Gulf of Mexico.


I showed my badge to the security guard in the wooden booth on the bridge, and we drove through the settlement of tree-shaded frame houses where the employees of the LaSalle family lived, then followed a paved road that wound among hillocks and clumps of live oaks and pine and gum trees and red-dirt acreage, where black men were hoeing out the rows in lines that moved across the field as precisely as military formations.


The log-and-brick slave cabins from the original LaSalle plantation were still standing, except they had been reconstructed and modernized by Perry LaSalle and were now used by either the family’s guests or lifetime employees whom the LaSalles took care of until the day of their deaths.


Ladice Hulin, Tee Bobby’s grandmother, sat in a wicker chair on her gallery, her thick gray hair hanging below her shoulders, her hands folded on the crook of a walking cane.


I got out of the cruiser and walked into the yard. Three uniformed deputies and a plainclothes detective were in back, raking garbage out of an old trash pit. As a young woman, Ladice had been absolutely beautiful, and even though age had robbed her in many ways, it had not diminished her femininity, and her skin still had the smoothness and luster of chocolate. She didn’t ask me onto the gallery.


“They tear up your house, Miss Ladice?” I said.


She continued to look at me without speaking. Her eyes had the clarity, the deepness, the unblinking fixed stare of a deer’s.


“Is your grandson inside?” I asked.


“He didn’t come home after y’all turned him loose. Y’all put the fear of God in him, if that make you feel good,” she replied.


“We tried to help him. He chose not to cooperate. He also showed no feeling at all over the rape and murder of an innocent young girl,” I said.


She wore a white cotton dress with a gold chain and religious medal around her neck. A perforated gold-plated dime hung from another chain on her anklebone.


“No feeling, huh?” Then she brushed at the air and said, “Go on, go on, take care of your bidness and be done. The grave’s waiting for me. I just wish I didn’t have to deal with so many fools befo’ I get there.”


“I always respected you, Miss Ladice,” I said.


She put one hand on the arm of her chair and pushed herself erect.


“He’s gonna run from you. He’s gonna sass you. It’s ’cause he’s a scared li’l boy inside. Don’t hurt him just ’cause he’s scared, no,” she said.


I started to speak, but Helen touched me on the arm. The plainclothes in back was waving at us, a dirty black watch cap on a stick in his right hand.





chapter three


One week later an assistant district attorney, Barbara Shanahan, sometimes known as Battering Ram Shanahan, came into my office without knocking. She was a statuesque, handsome woman, over six feet tall, with white skin and red hair and green eyes. She wore white hose and horn-rim glasses and a pale orange suit and a white blouse, and she seldom passed men anywhere that they did not turn and look at her. But her face always seemed enameled with anger, without cause, her manner as sharp as razor wire. Her dedication to destroying criminals and defense attorneys was legendary. However, the reason for that dedication was a matter of conjecture.


I looked up from the newspaper that was spread on my desk.


“Excuse me for not getting up. I didn’t hear you knock,” I said.


“I need everything you have on the Amanda Boudreau investigation,” she said.


“It’s not complete.”


“Then give me what you have and update me on a daily basis.”


“You caught the case?” I asked.


She sat down across from me. She looked at the tiny gold watch on her wrist, then back at me. “Is it always necessary that I say everything twice to you?” she said.


“The forensics just came in on the watch cap we dug up at Tee Bobby’s place. The rouge and skin oils came off Amanda Boudreau,” I said.


“Good, let’s cut the warrant.” As she got up to go, her eyes paused on mine. “Something wrong?”


“This one doesn’t hang together.”


“The victim’s DNA is on the suspect’s clothes? His prints are on a beer can at the murder scene? But you have doubts about what occurred?”


“The semen on the girl wasn’t Tee Bobby’s. The man who called in the ‘shots fired’ said there were three people in the car. But Amanda’s boyfriend said only two men accosted him. Where was the other one? The boyfriend said he was tied up with a T-shirt. Why didn’t he try to get away?”


“I have no idea. Why don’t you find out?” she said.


I hesitated before I spoke again. “I have another problem. I can’t see Tee Bobby as a killer.”


“Maybe it’s because you want it both ways,” she said.


“Excuse me?”


“Some people always need to feel good about themselves, usually at the expense of others. In this case at the expense of a dead girl who was raped while she had a sock stuffed down her throat.”


I folded my newspaper and dropped it in the trash can.


“Perry LaSalle is representing Tee Bobby,” I said.


“So?”


I got up from my chair and closed the Venetian blinds on the corridor windows.


“You hate the LaSalles, Barbara. I think you asked for this case,” I said.


“I don’t have any feeling about the LaSalle family one way or another.”


“Your grandfather went to prison for old man Julian. That’s how he got his job as a security guard on LaSalle’s bridge.”


“Have the paperwork in my office by close of business. In the meantime, if you ever impugn my motives as a prosecutor again, I’ll take you into civil court and fry your sorry ass for slander.”


She threw the door open and marched down the corridor toward the sheriff’s office. A uniformed cop watched her sideways while he drank from the water fountain, his eyes glued on her posterior. He grinned sheepishly when he saw me looking at him.


It was Friday afternoon and I didn’t want to think anymore about Barbara Shanahan or a young girl who had probably been forced to stare into the barrel of a shotgun and wait helplessly while her executioner decided whether or not to pull the trigger.


I drove south of town, down a dusty road, along a tree-lined waterway, to the house built by my father during the Depression. The sunlight looked like yellow smoke in the canopy of the live oaks, and up ahead I saw the dock and bait shop that I operated as a part-time business and a lavender Cadillac convertible parked by the boat ramp, which meant that my old Homicide partner, the bane of NOPD, the good-natured, totally irresponsible, fiercely loyal Clete Purcel, was back in New Iberia.


He had dumped his cooler on a bait table at the end of the dock and was gutting a stringer of ice-flecked sac-a-lait and bream and big-mouth bass with a long, razor-edged knife that had no guard on the handle. He wore only a pair of baggy shorts and flip-flops and a Marine Corps utility cap. His whole body was oily with lotion and baked with sunburn, his body hair matted in gold curlicues on his massive arms and shoulders.


I parked my pickup truck in the driveway to the house and walked across the road and down the dock, where Clete was now scaling his fish with a tablespoon and washing them under a faucet and placing them on a clean layer of ice in his cooler.


“It looks like you had a pretty good day,” I said.


“If I can use your shower, I’ll take you and Bootsie and Alafair to Bon Creole.” He picked up a salted can of beer off the dock rail and watched me over the bottom of it while he drank. His hair was bleached by the sun, his green eyes happy, one eyebrow cut by a scar that ran across the bridge of his nose.


“You just here for a fishing trip?” I asked.


“I got a shitload of bail skips to pick up for Nig and Willie. Plus Nig may have written a bond on a serial killer.”


I was tired and didn’t want to hear about Clete’s ongoing grief as a bounty hunter for Nig Rosewater and Wee Willie Bimstine. I tried to look attentive, but my gaze started to wander toward the house, the baskets of impatiens swaying under the eaves of the gallery, my wife, Bootsie, weeding the hydrangea bed in the shade.


“You listening?” Clete said.


“Sure,” I replied.


“So this is how we heard about the serial sex predator or killer or whatever the hell he is. No Duh Dolowitz got nailed trying to creep Fat Sammy Figorelli’s skin parlor, but this time Nig says he’s had it with No Duh and his half-baked capers, like putting dog shit in the sandwiches at a Teamsters convention or impersonating a chauffeur and driving away with the Calucci family’s limo.


“So No Duh calls up from central lockup and says Nig and Wee Willie are hypocrites because they wrote the bond on some dude who killed a couple of hookers in Seattle and Portland.


“Nig asks No Duh how he knows this and No Duh goes, ‘ ’Cause one year ago I was sitting in a cell next to this perverted fuck while he was pissing and moaning about how he dumped these broads along riverbanks on the West Coast. This same pervert was also talking about two dumb New Orleans Jews who bought his alias and were writing his bond without running his sheet.’


“But Nig’s got scruples and doesn’t like the idea he might have put a predator back on the street. So he has me start going over every dirtbag he’s written paper on for the last two years. So far I’ve checked out one hundred twenty or one hundred thirty names and I can’t come up with anyone who fits the profile.”


“Why believe anything Dolowitz says? One of the Giacanos put dents in his head with a ball peen hammer years ago,” I said.


“That’s the point. He’s got something wrong with his brain. No Duh is a thief who never lies. That’s why he’s always doing time.”


“You’re going to take us to Bon Creole?” I asked.


“I said I was, didn’t I?”


“I’d really enjoy that,” I said.


But I would not be able to free myself that evening from the murder of Amanda Boudreau. I had just showered and changed clothes and was waiting on the gallery for Clete and Bootsie and Alafair to join me when Perry LaSalle’s cream-yellow Gazelle, a replica of a 1929 Mercedes, turned off the road into our driveway.


Before he could get out of his automobile, I walked down through the trees to meet him. The top was down on his automobile, and his sun-browned skin looked dark in the shade, his brownish-black hair tousled by the wind, his eyes bright blue, his cheeks pooled with color.


He had given up his studies at a Jesuit seminary when he was twenty-one, for no reason he was ever willing to provide. He had lived among street people in the Bowery and wandered the West, working lettuce and beet fields, riding on freight cars with derelicts and fruit tramps, then had returned like the prodigal son to his family and studied law at Tulane.


I liked Perry and the dignified manner and generosity of spirit with which he always conducted himself. He was a big man, at least six feet two, but he was never grandiose or assuming and was always kind to those less fortunate than he. But like many of us I felt Perry’s story was infinitely more complex than his benign demeanor would indicate.


“Out for a drive?” I said, knowing better.


“I hear Battering Ram Shanahan thinks you’re soft on the Amanda Boudreau investigation. I hear she wants to use a nail gun on your cojones,” he said.


“News to me,” I replied.


“Her case sucks and she knows it.”


“Seen any good movies lately?” I asked.


“Tee Bobby’s innocent. He wasn’t even at the murder scene.”


“His beer can was.”


“Littering isn’t a capital crime.”


“It was good seeing you, Perry.”


“Come out to the island and try my bass pond. Bring Bootsie and Alafair. We’ll have dinner.”


“I will. After the trial,” I said.


He winked at me, then drove down the road, the sunlight through the trees flicking like gold coins across the waxed surfaces of his automobile.


I heard Clete walking through the leaves behind me. His hair was wet and freshly combed, the top buttons of his tropical shirt open on his chest.


“Isn’t that the guy who wrote the book about the Death House in Louisiana? The one the movie was based on?” he said.


“That’s the guy,” I replied.


Clete looked at my expression. “You didn’t like the book?” he asked.


“Two kids were murdered in a neckers’ area up the Loreauville Road. Perry made the prosecutor’s office look bad.”


“Why?”


“I guess some people need to feel good about themselves,” I answered.


The next morning there was fog in the trees when Alafair and I walked down the slope and opened up the bait shop and hosed down the dock and fired up the barbecue pit on which we prepared links and chicken and sometimes pork chops for our midday customers. I went into the storage room and began slicing open cartons of canned beer and soda to stock the coolers while Alafair made coffee and wiped down the counter. I heard the tiny bell on the screen door ring and someone come into the shop.


He was a young man and wore a white straw hat coned up on the sides, a pale blue sports coat, a wide, plum-colored tie, gray pants, and shined cordovan cowboy boots. His hair was ash-blond, cut short, shaved on the neck, his skin a deep olive. He carried a suitcase whose weight made his face sweat and his wrist cord with veins.


“Howdy do,” he said, and sat down on a counter stool, his back to me. “Could I have a glass of water, please?”


Alafair was a senior in high school now, although she looked older than her years. She stood up on her tiptoes and took down a glass from a shelf, her thighs and rump flexing against her shorts. But the young man turned his head and gazed out the screen at the trees on the far side of the bayou.


“You want ice in it?” she asked.


“No, ma’am, I dint want to cause no trouble. Out of the tap is fine,” the young man replied.


She filled the glass and put it before him. Her eyes glanced at the suitcase on the floor and the leather belt that was cinched around the weight that bulged against its sides.


“Can I help you with something?” she asked.


He removed a paper napkin from the dispenser and folded it and blotted the perspiration on his brow. He grinned at her.


“There’s days I don’t think the likes of me is meant to sell sno’balls in Hades. Is there people up at that house?” he said.


“What are you selling?” she asked.


“Encyclopedias, Bibles, family-type magazines. But Bibles is what I like to sell most of. I aim to go into the ministry or law enforcement. I been taking criminal justice courses over at the university. Could I have one of them fried pies?”


She reached up on the shelf again, and this time his gaze wandered over her body, lingering on the backs of her thighs. When I stepped out of the storage room, his head jerked toward me, the skin tightening around his eyes.


“You want to rent a boat?” I asked.


“No, sir. I was just taking a little rest break on my route. My name’s Marvin Oates. Actually I’m from herebouts,” he said.


“I know who are you. I’m a detective with the Iberia Parish Sheriff’s Department.”


“Well, I reckon that cuts through it,” he said.


My memory of him was hazy, an arrest four or five years back on a bad check charge, a P.O.’s recommendation for leniency, Barbara Shanahan acting with the charity that she was occasionally capable of, allowing him to plead out on time served.


“We’ll be seeing you,” I said.


“Yes, sir, you got it,” he replied, cutting his head.


He tipped his hat to Alafair and hefted up his suitcase and labored out the door as though he were carrying a load of bricks.


“Why do you have to be so hard, Dave?” Alafair said.


I started to reply, then thought better of it and went outside and began laying out split chickens on the grill.


Marvin Oates paused at the end of the dock, set his suitcase down, and walked back toward me. He gazed reflectively at an outboard plowing a foamy yellow trough down the bayou.


“Is that your daughter, sir?” he asked.


“Yep.”


He nodded. “You saw me looking at her figure when her back was turned. But she’s good-looking and the way of the flesh is weak, at least it is with me. You’re her father and I offended you. I apologize for that.”


He waited for me to speak. When I continued to stare into his face, he cut his head again and walked back to his suitcase and hefted it up and crossed the dirt road and started up my driveway.


“Wrong house, partner,” I called.


He lifted his hat in salute and changed direction and headed toward my neighbor’s.


Monday morning I called before I drove out to the LaSalles’ island to see Tee Bobby’s grandmother. When she let me in, she was wearing a beige dress and white shoes that had been recently polished and her hair was brushed and fastened in back with a comb. Her living room had throw rugs on the floor and a wood-bladed fan that turned overhead, and the slipcovers on the upholstery were printed with flowery designs. The wind was blowing off the bay, and the red bloom of mimosa and poinciana trees flattened softly against the screens. From the couch Ladice looked at me and waited, her face cautionary, her chest rising and falling.


“Tee Bobby doesn’t have an alibi. Or at least not one he’ll give me,” I said.


“What if I say he was here when that girl died?” she said.


“Your neighbors say he wasn’t.”


“Then why you bother me, Mr. Dave?”


“People around here are in a bad mood about that girl’s death. Tee Bobby is a perfect dartboard for their anger.”


“This all started way befo’ he was born. Ain’t none of this that boy’s fault.”


“You’re going to have to explain that to me.”


I heard the back screen door open and saw a young woman walk across the kitchen. She wore pink tennis shoes and an oversize blue dress that hung on her like a sack. She took a soda pop that was already opened from the icebox, a paper straw floating in the bottle’s neck. She stood in the doorway, sucking on the straw, her face the twin of Tee Bobby’s, her expression vacuous, her eyes tangled with thoughts that probably no one could ever guess at.


“We going to the doctor in a li’l bit, Rosebud. Wait on the back porch and don’t be coming back in till I tell you,” Ladice said.


The young woman’s eyes held on mine a moment, then she pulled the drinking straw off her lips and turned and went out the back screen door and let it slam behind her.


“You look like you got somet’ing to say,” Ladice said.


“What happened to Tee Bobby and Rosebud’s mother?”


“Run off wit’ a white man when she was sixteen. Left them two in a crib wit’out no food.”


“That’s what you meant when you said none of this was Tee Bobby’s fault?”


“No. That ain’t what I meant at all.”


“I see.” I stood up to leave. “Some people say old man Julian was the father of your daughter.”


“You come into the house of a white lady and ax a question like that? Like you was talking to livestock?” she said.


“Your grandson may end up in the Death House, Ladice. The only friend he seems to have is Perry LaSalle. Maybe that’s good. Maybe it isn’t. Thanks for your time.”


I walked outside, into the yard and the smell of flowers and the sun-heated salty hint of rain out on the Gulf. Across the road I could see peacocks on the lawn of the scorched three-story stucco ruins that had been Julian LaSalle’s home. I heard Ladice open the screen door behind me.


“What you mean, it ain’t good Perry LaSalle’s the only friend Tee Bobby got?” she said.


“A man who’s driven by guilt eventually turns on those who make him feel guilty. That’s just one guy’s observation,” I said.


The breeze blew a strand of her hair down on her forehead. She brushed it back into place and stared at me for a long time, then went back into her house and latched the screen door behind her.


At sunset an elderly black man named Batist helped me close up the bait shop and chain-lock our rental boats to the pilings under the dock. Heat lightning flickered over the Gulf and I could hear the distant rumble of thunder, but the air was dry, the trees along the road coated with dust, and a column of acrid smoke blew from a neighbor’s trash fire and flattened in a gray haze on the bayou.


This was the third year of the worst drought in Louisiana’s history.


I pressure-hosed the dried fish blood and scales off the cleaning boards, then folded the Cinzano umbrellas that protruded from the spool tables on the dock and went inside the shop.


A few years ago a friend had given me a replica of the classic Wurlitzer jukebox, one whose domed plastic casing swirled with color, like liquid candy that had not been poured into the mold. He had stocked it with 45 rpm records from the 1950s, and I had never replaced them. I dropped in a quarter painted with red nail polish and played Guitar Slim’s “The Things That I Used to Do.”


I had never heard a voice filled with as much sorrow as his. There was no self-pity in the song, only acceptance of the terrible conclusion that what he loved most in the world, his wife, had become profligate and had not only rejected his love but had given herself to an evil man.


Guitar Slim was thirty-two when he died of his alcoholism.


“That’s old-time blues there, ain’t it?” Batist said.


Batist was well into his seventies now, his attitudes intractable, his hair the color of smoke, the backs of his broad hands flecked with pink scars from a lifetime of working on fishing boats and shucking oysters at one of the LaSalle canneries. But he was still a powerful, large man who was confident in himself and took pride in his skill as a boatmate and fisherman and was proud of the fact that all of his children had graduated from high school.


He had grown up in a time when people of color were not so much physically abused as taken for granted, used as a cheap source of labor, and deliberately kept uneducated and poor. Perhaps an even greater injury done to them came in the form of the white man’s lie when they sought redress. On those occasions they were usually treated as children, given promises and assurances that would never be kept, and sent on their way with the feeling that their problems were of their own manufacture.


But I never saw Batist show bitterness or anger about his upbringing. For that reason alone I considered him perhaps the most remarkable man I had ever known.


The lyrics and the bell-like reverberation of Guitar Slim’s rolling chords haunted me. Without ever using words to describe either the locale or the era in which he had lived, his song re-created the Louisiana I had been raised in: the endless fields of sugarcane thrashing in the wind under a darkening sky, yellow dirt roads and the Hadacol and Jax beer signs nailed on the sides of general stores, horse-drawn buggies that people tethered in stands of gum trees during Sunday Mass, clapboard juke joints where Gatemouth Brown and Smiley Lewis and Lloyd Price played, and the brothel districts that flourished from sunset to dawn and somehow became invisible in the morning light.


“You t’inking about Tee Bobby Hulin?” Batist asked.


“Not really,” I said.


“Boy got a bad seed in him, Dave.”


“Julian LaSalle’s?”


“I say let evil stay buried in the graveyard.”


A half hour later I turned off the outside floodlamps and the string of electric lights that ran the length of the dock. Just as I locked the front door of the shop I heard the phone inside ring. I started to let it go, but instead I went back in and reached over the counter and picked up the receiver.


“Dave?” the sheriff’s voice said.


“Yeah.”


“You’d better get over to the jail. Tee Bobby just hung himself.”





chapter four


When the jailer had walked past Tee Bobby’s cell and seen his silhouette suspended in midair, he had thrown open the cell door and burst inside with a chair, wrapping one arm around Tee Bobby’s waist, lifting him upward while he sawed loose the belt that was wrapped around an overhead pipe.


After he dropped Tee Bobby like a sack of grain on his bunk, he yelled down the hall, “Find the son of a bitch who put this man in a cell with his belt!”


When I went to see Tee Bobby the next morning in Iberia General, one of his wrists was handcuffed to the bed rail. The capillaries had burst in the whites of his eyes and his tongue looked like cardboard. He put a pillow over his head and drew his knees up to his chest in an embryonic position. I pulled the pillow out of his hands and tossed it at the foot of the bed.


“You might as well plead out,” I said.


“What you talking about?” he said.


“Attempted suicide in custody reads just like a confession. You just shafted yourself.”


“I’ll finish it next time.”


“You grandmother’s outside. So is your sister.”


“What you up to, Robicheaux?”


“Not much. Outside of Perry LaSalle, I’m probably the only guy on the planet who wants to save you from the injection table.”


“My sister don’t have nothing to do wit’ this. You leave her alone. She cain’t take no kind of stress.”


“I’m letting go of you, Tee Bobby. I hope Perry gets you some slack. I think Barbara Shanahan is going to put a freight train up your ass.”


He raised himself up on one elbow, the handcuffs clanking tight against the bed rail. His breath was bilious.


“I hear you, boss man. Nigger boy got to swim in his own shit now,” he said.


“Run the Step ’n’ Fetch It routine on somebody else, kid,” I said.


I passed Ladice and Rosebud in the waiting room. Rosebud had a cheap drawing tablet open on her thighs and was coloring in it with crayons, her face bent down almost to the paper.


At noon the sheriff buzzed my extension. “You know that black juke joint by the Olivia Bridge?”


“The one with the garbage piled outside?” I said.


“I want Clete Purcel out of there.”


“What’s the problem?”


“Not much. He’s probably setting civil rights back thirty years.”


I drove down Bayou Teche and crossed the drawbridge into the little black settlement of Olivia and parked by a ramshackle bar named the Boom Boom Room, owned by a mulatto ex-boxer named Jimmy Dean Styles, who was also known as Jimmy Style or just Jimmy Sty.


Clete sat in his lavender Cadillac, the top down, listening to his radio, drinking from a long-necked bottle of beer.


“What’s the haps, Streak?” he said.


“What are you doing out here?”


“Checking on a dude named Styles. Nig and Willie wrote a bond on him about the time No Duh was in central lockup.”


“No Duh said the serial killer was using an alias.”


“Styles used just his first and middle names—Jimmy Dean.”


Clete drank out of the beer bottle and squinted up at me in the sunlight. There was an alcoholic shine in his eyes, a bloom in his cheeks.


“Styles is a music promoter. He’s also the business manager for a kid named Tee Bobby Hulin, who’s in custody right now for rape and murder. I think maybe you should leave Styles alone until we’ve finished our investigation.”


Clete peeled a stick of gum and slipped it into his mouth. “No problem,” he said.


“Did you have trouble inside?”


“Not me. Everything’s copacetic, big mon.” Clete’s eyes smiled at me while he snapped his gum wetly in his jaw.


A black Lexus pulled into the lot and Jimmy Dean Styles pulled the keys from the ignition and got out and looked at us, flipping the keys back and forth over his knuckles. He had close-set eyes and a nose like a sheep’s and the flat chest and trim physique of the middleweight boxer he’d been in Angola, where he’d busted up all comers in the improvised ring out on the yard.


“You’re looking good, Jimmy,” I said.


“Yeah, we all be lookin’ good these days,” he replied.


“Saw your picture in People magazine. A guy from the Teche doesn’t make it in rap every day,” I said.


“I’d like to talk wit’ y’all, but I got a call from my bartender. Some big fat cracker was inside, being obnoxious, rollin’ the gold on my customers like he was a real cop ’stead of maybe a P.I. does scut work for a bondsman. I better check to see he took his fat ass somewhere else.”


“Hey, that’s no kidding? You’re a rapper? You’ve been in People magazine?” Clete said, turning around in the car seat to get a better look at Styles, his mouth grinning.


“You right on top of it, Marse Charlie,” Styles said.


Clete opened the Cadillac’s door and put one loafered foot out on the dirt, then rose to his full height, like an elephant standing up after sunning itself on a riverbank, his grin still in place, the skin on the back of his neck peeling like fish scales. A slapjack protruded from the side pocket of his slacks.
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