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chapter one



We parked the car in front of the parish jail and listened to the rain beat on the roof. The sky was black, the windows fogged with humidity, and white veins of lightning pulsated in the bank of thunderheads out on the Gulf.


‘Tante Lemon’s going to be waiting for you,’ Lester Benoit, the driver, said. He was, like me, a plainclothes detective with the sheriff’s department. He wore sideburns and a mustache, and had his hair curled and styled in Lafayette. Each year he arranged to take his vacation during the winter in Miami Beach so that he would have a year-round tan, and each year he bought whatever clothes people were wearing there. Even though he had spent his whole life in New Iberia, except for time in the service, he always looked as if he had just stepped off a plane from somewhere else.


‘You don’t want to see her, do you?’ he said, and grinned.


‘Nope.’


‘We can go in the side door and bring them down the back elevator. She won’t even know we’ve been there.’


‘It’s all right,’ I said.


‘It’s not me that’s got the problem. If you don’t feel good about it, you should have asked off the assignment. What’s the big deal, anyway?’


‘It’s not a big deal.’


‘Then blow her off. She’s an old nigger.’


‘She says Tee Beau didn’t do it. She says he was at her house, helping her shell crawfish, the night that guy got killed.’


‘Come on, Dave. You think she’s not going to lie to save her grandson?’


‘Maybe.’


‘You damn straight, maybe.’ Then he looked off in the direction of the park on Bayou Teche. ‘It’s too bad the fireworks got rained on. My ex was taking the kids to it. Happens every year. I got to get out of this place.’ His face looked wan in the glow of the streetlight through the rain-streaked window. His window was cracked at the top to let out his cigarette smoke.


‘Let’s do it,’ I said.


‘Give it a minute. I don’t want to drive in wet clothes all the way up there.’


‘It’s not going to let up.’


‘I’ll finish my cigarette and we’ll see. I don’t like being wet. Hey, tell me on the square, Dave, is it delivering Tee Beau that bothers you, or do we have some other kind of concerns here?’ The streetlight made shadows like rivulets of rain on his face.


‘Have you ever been to one?’ I asked.


‘I never had to.’


‘Would you go?’


‘I figure the guy sitting in that chair knew the rules.’


‘Would you go?’


‘Yeah, I would.’ He turned his head and looked boldly at my face.


‘It can be an expensive experience.’


‘But they all knew the rules. Right? You stuff somebody in the state of Louisiana, you get treated to some serious electroshock therapy.’


‘Tell me the name of one rich man the state’s burned. Or any state, for that matter.’


‘Sorry. I’m not broken up about these guys. You think Jimmie Lee Boggs should have gotten life? Would you like him back around here on parole after ten and a half?’


‘No, I wouldn’t.’


‘I didn’t think so. I’ll tell you another thing. If that guy tries anything on me, I’ll park one in his mouth. Then I’ll find his mother and describe it to her on her deathbed. How’s that sound?’


‘I’m going in now. You want to come?’


‘She’s going to be waiting,’ he said, and grinned again.


She was. In a drenched print-cotton dress, sun-faded and colorless from repeated washings, that clung to her bony frame like wet tissue paper. Her mulatto hair looked like a tangle of gray-gold wire, her high-yellow skin as though it were spotted with brown dimes. She sat alone on a wood bench next to a holding cell, next to the elevator from which her grandson, Tee Beau Latiolais, whom she had raised by herself, would emerge in a few minutes with Jimmie Lee Boggs, both of them manacled in waist and leg chains. Her blue-green eyes were covered with cataracts, but they never left the side of my face.


She had worked in one of Hattie Fontenot’s cribs on Railroad Avenue in the 1940s; then she’d spent a year in the women’s penitentiary for stabbing a white man through the shoulder after he beat her up. Later she worked in a laundry and did housework for twenty dollars a week, which was the standard full-time salary for any Negro in South Louisiana, wherever he or she worked, well into the 1960s. Tante Lemon’s daughter gave birth prematurely to a baby that was so small it fitted into the shoe box she hid it in before she put it in the bottom of a trash barrel. Tante Lemon heard the child’s cries when she went out to use the privy the next morning. She raised Tee Beau as her own, fed him cush-cush with a spoon to make him strong, and tied a dime around his neck with a string to keep illness from traveling down his throat. They lived in an unpainted shack whose gallery had totally collapsed, so that the steps looked as if they led into a gaping, broken mouth, in an area people called nigger town. Each spring my father, who was a commercial trapper and fisherman, hired her to shell crawfish for him, though he could scarcely afford her meager salary. Whenever he caught mullet or gar in his nets, he dressed it and dropped it by her house.


‘I ain’t eating that, me,’ he would say to me, as though he owed an explanation for being charitable.


I could hear the elevator coming down. A uniformed jailer at a small desk was finishing the paperwork on the transfer of the prisoners from the parish jail to Angola.


‘Mr Dave,’ Tante Lemon said.


‘Tell them up there they already been fed,’ the jailer said.


‘There ain’t anything wrong with them, either. The doctor checked out both of them.’


‘Mr Dave,’ she said again. Her voice was low, as though she were speaking in church.


‘I can’t help, Tante Lemon,’ I said.


‘He was at my little house. He didn’t kill no redbone,’ she said.


‘Somebody’s going to take her home,’ the jailer said.


‘I told all them people, Mr Dave. They ain’t listen to me. What for they gonna listen an old nigger woman worked Miz Hattie’s crib? That’s what they say. Old nigger putain lyin’ for Tee Beau.’


‘His lawyer’s going to appeal. There are a lot of things that can be done yet,’ I said. I kept waiting for the elevator doors to open.


‘They gonna electrocute that boy,’ she said.


‘Tante Lemon, I can’t do anything about it,’ I said.


Her eyes wouldn’t leave my face. They were small and wet and unblinking, like a bird’s.


I saw Lester smiling to himself.


‘A car’s going to take you home,’ the jailer said to her.


‘What for I goin’ home, me? Be home by myself in my little house?’ she answered.


‘You fix something hot, you get out of them wet clothes,’ the jailer said. ‘Then tomorrow you talk to Tee Beau’s lawyer, like Mr Dave says.’


‘Mr Dave know better,’ she said. ‘They gonna burn that little boy, and he ain’t done nothing wrong. That redbone pick on him, make fun of him in front of people, work him so hard he couldn’t eat when he got home. I fix chicken and rice, everything nice, just the way he like it. He sit down all dirty at the table and stare at it, put it in his mouth like it ain’t nothing but a bunch of dry bean. I tell him go wash his face and arm, then he gonna eat. But he say, “I tired, Gran’maman. I cain’t eat when I tired.” I say, “Tomorrow Sunday, you gonna sleep tomorrow, you, then you gonna eat.” He say, “He comin’ for me in the morning. We got them field to cut.”


‘Where everybody when that little boy need he’p?’ she said. ‘When that redbone roll up a newspaper and swat him like he’s a cat? Where them police, them lawyer then?’


‘I’ll come over to your house tomorrow, Tante Lemon,’ I promised.


Lester lit a cigarette and smiled up into the smoke. I heard the elevator motor stop; then the door slid open and two uniformed sheriff’s deputies walked Tee Beau Latiolais and Jimmie Lee Boggs out in chains. They were dressed in street clothes for the trip up to Angola. Tee Beau wore a shiny sports coat the color of tin, baggy purple pants, and a black shirt with the collar flattened out on the coat. He was twenty-five, but he looked like a child in adult clothes, like you could pick him up around the waist as you would a pillow slip full of sticks. Unlike his grandmother’s, his skin was black, his eyes brown, too big for his small face, so that he looked frightened even when he wasn’t. Someone in the jail had cut his hair but had not shaved the neck, leaving a black wiry line low on the back of his neck that looked like dirt.


But Jimmie Lee Boggs was the man who caught your eye. His hair was silver, long and thin, and it hung straight back off his head like thread that had been sewn to the scalp. He had jailhouse pallor, and his eyes were elongated and spearmint green. His lips looked unnaturally red, as though they had been rouged. The curve of his neck, the profile of his head, the pink-white scalp that showed through his threadlike hair, reminded me of a mannequin’s. He wore a freshly laundered T-shirt, jeans, and ankle-high black tennis shoes without socks. A package of Lucky Strikes stuck up snugly from one of his pockets. Even though his hands were manacled to the waist chain and he had to shuffle because of the short length of chain between his ankles, you could see the lean tubes of muscle move in his stomach, roll in his arms, pulse over his collarbones when he twisted his neck to look at everyone in the room. The peculiar light in his eyes was not one you wanted to get lost in.


The jailer opened a file cabinet drawer and took out two large grocery bags that were folded and stapled neatly across the top. The name ‘Boggs’ was written on one, ‘Latiolais’ on the other.


‘Here’s their stuff,’ he said, and handed the bags to me. ‘If y’all want to stay up there tonight, you can get a per diem.’


‘Lookit what you send up there, you,’ Tante Lemon said. ‘Ain’t you shamed? You put that little boy in chains, you pretend he like that other one, ’cause you conscience be bothering y’all at night.’


‘I had that boy in my jail eight months, Tante Lemon, long before he got in this trouble,’ the jailer said. ‘So don’t be letting on like Tee Beau never done anything wrong.’


‘For taking from Mr Dore junkyard. For giving his gran’maman an old window fan ain’t nobody want. That’s why y’all had him in y’all’s jail.’


‘He stole Mr Dore’s car,’ the jailer said.


‘That’s what he say,’ Tante Lemon said.


‘I hope I don’t have to pay rent here tonight,’ Lester said, and brushed cigarette ashes off his slacks by flipping his nails against the cloth.


Then Tante Lemon started to cry. Her eyes closed, and tears squeezed out of the lids as though she were sightless; her mouth trembled and jerked without shame.


‘Good God,’ said Lester.


‘Gran’maman, I be writing,’ Tee Beau said. ‘I be sending letters like I right down the street.’


‘I got to go to the bathroom,’ said Jimmie Lee Boggs.


‘Shut up,’ the jailer told him.


‘That boy innocent, Mr Dave,’ she said. ‘You know what they gonna do. T’connais, you. He goin’ to the Red Hat.’


‘Y’all get out of here. I’ll see she’s all right,’ the jailer said.


‘Fuck, yes,’ Lester said.


We went out into the dark, into the rain and the lightning that leaped across the southern sky, and locked Jimmie Lee Boggs and Tee Beau into the back of the car behind the wire-mesh screen. Then I unlocked the trunk and threw the two paper bags containing their belongings inside. At the back of the trunk, fastened to the floor with elastic rope, were a .30–06 scoped rifle in a zippered case and a twelve-gauge pump shotgun with a pistol stock. I got in the passenger’s side, and we drove out of town on the back road that led through St Martinville to Interstate 10, Baton Rouge, and Angola Pen.


The spreading oaks along the two-lane road were black and dripping with water. The rain had slackened, and when I rolled my window partly down I could smell the sugarcane and the wet earth in the fields. The ditches on both sides of the road were high with rainwater.


‘I got to use the can,’ Jimmie Lee Boggs said.


Neither Lester nor I answered.


‘I ain’t kidding you, I gotta go,’ he repeated.


‘You should have gone back there,’ I said.


‘I asked. He told me to shut up.’


‘You’ll have to hold it,’ I said.


‘What’d you come back to this stuff for?’ Lester said.


‘I’m into some serious debt,’ I said.


‘How bad?’


‘Enough to lose my house and boat business.’


‘I’m going to get out one of these days. Buy me a place in Key Largo. Then somebody else can haul the freight. Hey, Boggs, didn’t the mob have enough work for you in Florida?’


‘What?’ Boggs said. He was leaning forward on the seat, looking out the side window.


‘You didn’t like Florida? You had to come all the way over here to kill somebody?’ Lester said. When he smiled, the edge of his mouth looked like putty.


‘What do you care?’ Boggs asked him.


‘I was just curious.’


Boggs was silent. His face looked strained, and he shifted his buttocks back and forth on the seat.


‘How much did they pay you to do that bar owner?’ Lester said.


‘Nothing,’ Boggs said.


‘Just doing somebody a favor?’ Lester continued.


‘I said “nothing” because I didn’t kill that guy. Look, I don’t want to be rude, we got a long trip together, but I’m feeling a lot of discomfort back here.’


‘We’ll get you some Pepto Bismol or something up on the Interstate,’ Lester said.


‘I’d appreciate that, man,’ Boggs said.


We went around a curve through open pasture. Tee Beau was sleeping with his head on his chest. I could hear frogs croaking in the ditches.


‘What a July Fourth,’ Lester said.


I stared out the window at the soaked fields. I didn’t want to listen to any more of Lester’s negative comments, nor tell him what was really on my mind, namely, that he was the most depressing person I had ever worked with.


‘I tell you, Dave, I never thought I’d have an assignment with a cop who’d been up on a murder beef himself,’ he said, yawning and widening his eyes.


‘Oh?’


‘You don’t like to talk about it?’


‘I don’t care one way or the other.’


‘If it’s a sore spot, I’m sorry I brought it up.’


‘It’s not a sore spot.’


‘You’re kind of a touchy guy sometimes.’


The rain struck my face, and I rolled the window up again. I could see cows clumped together among the streets, a solitary, dark farmhouse set back in a sugarcane field, and up ahead an old filling station that had been there since the 1930s. The outside bay was lighted, and the rain was blowing off the eaves into the light.


‘I got something bad happening inside me,’ Boggs said. ‘Like glass turning around.’


He was leaned forward on the seat in his chains, biting his lip, breathing rapidly through his nose. Lester looked at him, behind the mesh screen, in the rearview mirror. ‘We’ll get you the Pepto. You’ll feel a lot better.’


‘I can’t wait. I’m going to mess my pants.’


Lester looked over at me.


‘I mean it, I can’t hold it, you guys. It ain’t my fault,’ Boggs said.


Lester craned his head around, and his foot went off the gas. Then he looked over at me again. I shook my head negatively.


‘I don’t want the guy smelling like shit all the way up to Angola,’ Lester said.


‘When you transport a prisoner, you transport the prisoner,’ I said.


‘They told me you were a hard-nose.’


‘Lester—’


‘We’re stopping,’ he said. ‘I’m not cleaning up some guy’s diarrhea. That don’t sit right with you, I’m sorry.’


He pulled into the bay of the filling station. Inside the office a kid was reading a comic book behind an old desk. He put down the comic and walked outside. Lester got out of the car and opened his badge on him.


‘We’re with the sheriff’s office,’ he said. ‘A prisoner needs to use your rest room.’


‘What?’ the kid said.


‘Can we use your rest room?’


‘Yeah, sure. You want any gas?’


‘No.’ Lester got back into the car, leaving the kid standing there, and backed the car around the side of the station, out of the light, to the men’s room door.


Tee Beau was awake now, staring out into the darkness. In the headlights I could see a tree-lined coulee, with canebrakes along its banks, behind the station. Lester cut the engine, got out of the car again, unlocked the back door, and helped Boggs out into the light rain by one arm. Boggs kept breathing through his nose and letting the air out with a shudder.


‘I’ll unlock one hand and give you five minutes,’ Lester said. ‘You give me any more trouble, you can ride the rest of the way in the trunk.’


‘I ain’t giving you no trouble. I told them all day I was sick.’


Lester took his handcuff key out of his pocket.


‘Check the rest room first,’ I said.


‘I’ve been here before. There’s no window. Lay off me, Robicheaux.’


I let out my breath, opened my door, and started to get out.


‘All right, all right,’ Lester said. He walked Boggs to the rest room door, opened it, flipped on the light, and looked inside. ‘It’s a box, like I said. You want to look?’


‘Check it.’


‘Bullshit,’ he said. He unlocked Boggs’s right hand from the manacle attached to the waist chain. As soon as Boggs’s hand was free, he combed his hair back over his head with his fingers, looked back at the car, then walked inside the rest room with the short mincing steps that the leg chain would allow him. He clicked the bolt behind him.


This time I got out of the car.


‘What’s the matter with you?’ Lester said.


‘You’re doing too many things wrong.’ I came around the front of the car toward him. The headlights were still on.


‘Look, I’m in charge of this assignment. You don’t like the way I handle it, you write up a complaint when we get back.’


‘Boggs has killed three people. He killed the bar owner with a baseball bat. Does that tell you something?’


‘Yeah, that maybe you’re a little bit obsessive. You think that might be the problem here?’


I unsnapped the holster on my .45 and banged on the rest room door with my fist.


‘Open it up, Boggs,’ I yelled.


‘I’m on the toilet,’ he said.


‘Open the door!’


‘I can’t reach it. I got the shits, man. What’s going on?’ Boggs said.


‘You’re fucking unbelievable,’ Lester said.


I hit the door again.


‘Come on, Boggs,’ I said.


‘I’m going to get some cigarettes. You can do what you want to,’ Lester said, and walked toward the front of the station.


I stepped back from the door, rested my palm on the butt of the .45, and kicked the door hard under the knob. It didn’t give. I saw Lester turn and stare at me. I kicked it again, and this time the lock splintered out of the jamb and the door crashed back on its hinges.


My eyes saw the paper towel dispenser torn apart on the wall and the paper towels scattered all over the floor even before I saw Boggs, his knees squatted slightly in a shooting position, the links of chain crimped tightly into his body, one manacled hand frozen against his side like a bird’s claw, his right arm outstretched with a nickel-plated revolver. His spearmint-green eyes were alive with excitement, and his mouth was smiling, as though we were in this joke together.


I got the .45 halfway out of my holster before he fired. The report was no louder than a firecracker, and I saw sparks from the barrel fly out into the darkness. In my mind’s eye I was twisting sideways, raising my left arm in front of my face, and clearing my holster with the .45, but I do not think I was doing any of these things. Instead, I’m sure that my mouth opened wide in disbelief and fear as the round struck me high up in the chest like a fist that was wrapped in chain mail. My breath exploded out of my lungs, my knees caved, my chest burned as though someone had cored through sinew and bone with a machinist’s drill. The .45 fell uselessly from my hand into the weeds, and I felt my left arm go limp, the muscles in my neck and shoulder collapsing as though all the linkage were severed. Then I was stumbling backward in the rain toward the coulee, my hand pressed over a wet hole in my shirt, my mouth opening and closing like a fish’s.


Lester had a .38 strapped to his ankle. He had once told me that a cop he knew in Miami Beach carried his weapon in the same fashion. His knee came up in the air, his hand dropped towards his shoe, and in the light from the filling station front window his face looked absolutely white, frozen, beaded with raindrops, just before Jimmie Lee Boggs doubled him over with a round through the stomach.


But I wasn’t thinking about Lester, nor in honesty can I say that I cared about him at that moment. Among the pistol shots and the pop of lightning on the horizon, I heard a black medic from my outfit say, Sucking chest wound, motherfucker. Close it, close it, close it. Chuck got to breathe through his mouth. Then I crashed backward through a canebrake and tumbled down the slope of the coulee through the reeds and tangle of underbrush. I rolled on my back, my ears thundering with bugles and distant drums, and my breath came out of my mouth in a long sigh. The limbs of oak trees arched over the top of the coulee, and through the leaves I could see lightning flicker across the sky.


My legs were in the water, my back covered with mud, the side of my face matted with black leaves. I felt the warmness from the wound spread from under my palm into my shirt.


‘Get in there, you sonofabitch,’ Boggs said up in the darkness.


‘Mr Boggs,’ I heard Tee Beau say.


‘Get the car keys and open the trunk,’ Boggs said.


‘Mr Boggs, they ain’t no need to do that. That boy too scared to hurt us.’


‘Shut up and get the guns out of the trunk.’


‘Mr Boggs . . .’


I heard a sound like someone being shoved hard into a wall, then once again the report of the pistol, like a small, dry firecracker popping.


I swallowed and tried to roll on my side and crawl farther down the coulee. A bone-grinding, red-black pain ripped from my neck all the way down to my scrotum, and I rolled back into the ferns and the thick layer of black leaves and the mud that smelled as sour as sewage.


Then I heard the unmistakable roar of a shotgun.


‘Try some Pepto Bismol for it,’ Boggs said, and laughed in a way that I had never heard a human laugh before.


I slipped my palm away from my chest, put both of my hands behind me in the mud, dug the heels of my shoes into the silt bottom of the stream, and began to push myself toward a rotted log webbed with dried flotsam and morning glory vines. I could breathe all right now; my fears of a sucking chest wound had been groundless, but it seemed that all my life’s energies had been siphoned out of me. I saw both Tee Beau and Boggs silhouetted on the rim of the coulee. Boggs held the pistol-grip twelve-gauge from the car trunk at port arms across his chest.


‘Do it,’ he said, took the nickel-plated revolver from his blue jeans pocket, and handed it to Tee Beau.


‘Suh, let’s get out of here.’


‘You finish it.’


‘He dying down there. We ain’t got to do no more.’


‘You don’t get a free pass, boy. You’re leaving here dirty as I am.’


‘I cain’t do it, Mr Boggs.’


‘Listen, you stupid nigger, you do what I tell you or you join the kid up in the can.’


In his oversized clothes Tee Beau looked like a small stick figure next to Boggs. Boggs shoved him with one hand, and Tee Beau skidded down the incline through the wet brush, the branches whipping back across his coats and pants. The pistol was flat against his thigh. He splashed through the water toward me.


I ran my tongue across my lips and tried to speak, but the words became a tangle of rusty nails in my throat.


He knelt in front of me, his face spotted with mud, his eyes round and frightened in his small face.


‘Tee Beau, don’t do it,’ I whispered.


‘He done killed that white boy in the bat’room,’ he said. ‘He put that shotgun up against Mr Benoit face and blowed it off.’


‘Don’t do it. Please,’ I said.


‘Close your eyes, Mr Dave. Don’t be moving, neither.’


‘What?’ I said, as weakly as a man would if he were slipping forever beneath the surface of a deep, warm lake.


He cocked the pistol, and his bulging eyes stared disjointedly into mine.


Some people say that you review your whole life in that final moment. I don’t believe that’s true. You see the fold in a blackened leaf, mushrooms growing thickly around the damp roots of an oak tree, a bullfrog glistening darkly on a log; you hear water coursing over rocks, dripping out of the trees, you smell it blowing in a mist. Fog can lie on your tongue as sweet and wet as cotton candy, the cattails and reeds turning a silver-green more beautiful than a painting in one flicker of lightning across the sky. You think of the texture of skin, the grainy pores, the nest of veins that are like the lines in a leaf. You think of your mother’s powdered breasts, the smell of milk in her clothes, the heat in her body when she held you against her; then your eyes close and your mouth opens in that last strangled protest against the cosmic accident that suddenly and unfairly is about to end your life.


He was crouched on one knee when he pulled the trigger. The pistol went off ten inches from my face, and I felt the burnt powder scald my skin, the dirt explode next to my ear. My heart twisted in my chest.


I heard Tee Beau rise to his feet and brush his knees.


‘I done it, Mr Boggs,’ he said.


‘Then get up here.’


‘Yes suh, I’m moving.’


I remained motionless, my hands turned palm upward in the stream. The night was filled with sound: the crickets in the grass, the rumble of thunder out on the Gulf, the cry of a nutria farther up the coulee, Tee Beau laboring up through the wet brush.


Then I heard the car doors slam, the engine start, and the tires crunching over the gravel out on to the two-lane road.


It rained hard once more during the night. Just before dawn the sky cleared, and the stars were bright through the oak branches overhead. The sun came up red and hot above the tree line in the east, and the fog that clung to the bottom of the coulee was as pink as blood diffused in water. My mouth was dry, my breath foul in my own nostrils. I felt dead inside, disconnected from all the ordinary events in my life, my body trembling with spasmodic waves of shock and nausea, as though I lay once again on the side of a trail in Vietnam after a bouncing Betty had filled my head with the roar of freight trains and left me disbelieving and voiceless in the scorched grass. I heard early morning traffic on the road and car tires cutting into the gravel; then a car door opened and someone walked slowly along the side of the filling station.


‘Oh Lawd God, what somebody gone done,’ a Negro man said.


I tried to speak, but no sound would come out of my voice box.


A small Negro boy in tattered overalls, with the straps hanging by his sides, stared down at me from the lip of the coulee. I raised my fingers off my chest and fluttered them at him. I felt one side of my mouth try to smile and the web of dried mud crack across my cheek. He backed away from the coulee and clattered through the cane, his voice ringing in the hot morning air.





chapter two



Three months later I spent much of my day out on the gallery at home. The days were cool and warm at the same time, the way they always are during the fall in southern Louisiana, and I liked to put on a pair of khakis, a soft flannel shirt, and my loafers, and sit on the gallery and watch the gold light in my pecan trees, the hard blue ceramic texture of the sky above the marsh, the red leaves floating like rose petals on the bayou, the fishermen on my dock shaking sacks of cracked ice on their catches of sac-à-lait and big-mouth bass.


Sometimes after a couple of hours I would walk down through the grove of pecan trees and across the dirt road to the dock and bait shop and help Batist, the Negro man who worked for me, count the receipts, seine the dead shiners out of the aluminum bait tanks, or paint sauce piquante on the split chickens and links of sausage that we barbecued in an old oil drum I had cut longways with an acetylene torch and welded hinges and metal legs on. It was a good season that year, and I made a lot of money renting boats and selling bait and beer and serving barbecue lunches to the fishermen who came in at noon and sat around my Southern Bell spool tables with beach umbrellas set in the centers. But I would tire of my own business in a short while, and walk back up on the gallery and look out at the round shafts of light in the trees, and the gray squirrels that ran through the piles of leaves around the trunks.


My left shoulder and arm and upper chest didn’t hurt me anymore when I moved around, or even when I turned on to my left side in my sleep. I was all right unless I picked up a lot of weight suddenly with my left hand. Sometimes I unbuttoned my shirt and fingered the round scar that was an inch and a half below my collarbone. It was the size of a dime, red, indented, rubbery to the touch. In an almost narcissistic fascination with my own mortality, I could reach over the top of my shoulder and touch the rubbery scar that had grown over the exit wound. The bullet had gone through me as clean and as straight as an arrow shaft.


On some afternoons I unfolded a card table on the gallery and took apart my guns – a double-barrel twelve-gauge, a .25-caliber hide-away Beretta, and the .45 automatic that I had brought home from Vietnam – and oiled and wiped and polished all the springs and screws and tiny mechanisms. Then I’d oil them again and run bore brushes through the barrels before I reassembled them. I liked the heavy weight of the .45 in my palm, the way the clip snugged up inside the handle, the delicate lines of my fingertips on the freshly oiled metal. One day I loaded the clip with hollow-points, walked down to the duck pond at the back of my property, eased a round into the chamber, and sighted on a broad green hyacinth leaf. But I didn’t pull the trigger. I lowered the automatic, then raised it and aimed again. The afternoon was bright and warm, and the grass in my neighbor’s pasture was dull green in the sunlight. I lowered the .45 a second time, released the clip from the magazine, slipped it into my back pocket, pulled back the receiver, and ejected the round in the chamber. I told myself that the pistol’s report, which was a deafening one, would be unsettling to the neighbors.


I walked back to the house, put the .45 under some shirts in my dresser drawer, and took no more interest in it.


I did not handle the nights well. Sometimes after supper I took Alafair, my adopted daughter, to Vezey’s in New Iberia for ice cream; later, we would drive back down the dirt road along the bayou in the waning twilight, the fireflies lighting in the sky, and I would begin to feel a nameless apprehension that seemed to have no cause. I would try to hide my self-absorption from her, but even though she was only in the second grade, she always read my moods accurately and saw through my disguises. She was a beautiful child, with a round, tan face, wide-set Indian teeth, and shiny black hair cut in bangs. When she smiled her eyes would squint almost completely shut, and you would not guess that she had witnessed a massacre in her Salvadorean village, or that I had pulled her from a pocket of air inside a crashed plane, carrying illegal refugees, out on the salt.


One evening on the way home from the ice-cream parlour I could feel her eyes watching the side of my face. I looked over at her and winked. We had bought some new Curious George and Baby Squanto Indian books, and she rode with them stacked on her knees.


‘Why you always thinking about something, Dave?’ she said. She wore her elastic-waisted jeans, pink tennis shoes, a USL T-shirt with the words ‘Ragin’ Cajuns’ printed on it, and an oversized Houston Astros ball cap.


‘I’m just tired today, little guy.’


‘A man in Vezey’s said hello to us and you didn’t say anything.’


‘I guess I didn’t hear him.’


‘You don’t smile or play anymore, Dave. It’s like something’s always wrong.’


‘I’m not that bad, am I?’


She looked straight ahead, her cap bouncing with the bumps in the road.


‘Alf?’ I said.


But she wouldn’t turn her head or reply.


‘Hey, Baby Squanto, come on.’


Then she said in a quiet voice, ‘Did I do something that made you sad?’


‘No, of course not. Don’t ever think of a thing like that, little guy. You’re my partner, right?’


But her face was morose in the purple light, her dark eyes troubled with questions she couldn’t answer.


After I said her prayers with her and kissed her goodnight, I read until very late, until my eyes burned and I couldn’t register the words on that page and the darkness outside was alive with the cries of night birds and nutrias in the marsh. Then I watched the late show on television, drank a glass of milk and fell asleep with my head on the kitchen table. I woke during the night to the sound of Alafair’s slippered feet shuffling across the linoleum. I looked up bleary-eyed into her face. Her pajamas were covered with smiling clocks. She patted me on top of the head as she would a cat.


He waited for me in my dreams. Not Tee Beau Latiolais or Jimmie Lee Boggs but a metamorphic figure who changed his appearance every night but always managed to perform the same function. Sometimes it was ole Victor Charlie, his black pajamas glued against his body with sweat, his face strung with human feces out of a rice paddy, one bulging walleye aimed along the iron sights of a French bolt-action rifle. When he squeezed the trigger I felt the steel-jacketed bullet rip through my throat as easily as it would core a cantaloupe.


Or I would see myself down a narrow, unlighted brick passageway off Dauphine in the French Quarter. I could smell the damp stone, the mint and roses growing in the courtyard, see the shadows of the banana trees waving on the flagstones beyond the piked gate that hung open at the end of the passageway. My hand tightened on the grip of the .45; the mortar between the bricks in the wall felt like claws in my back. I worked my way up to the courtyard entrance, my breath ballooning in my chest; then suddenly the scrolled iron gate swung into my face, broke two of my fingers as if they were sticks, raked the .45 out of my hand, and knocked me backward into a pool of rainwater. An enormous black man in a child’s T-shirt, in lavender slacks at least three sizes too small for him, so that his scrotum was outlined like a bag of metal washers, squatted down with a .410 shotgun pistol resting on his thigh and looked at me through the bars of the gate. He was toothless, his lips purple with snuff, his eyes red-rimmed, his breath rank with funk.


‘Your turn to beg, motherfucker,’ he said. ‘That’s right, beg for your worthless shitass life.’


Then he smiled, lifted the point of my chin with the shotgun barrel, and cocked the hammer.


I would awake on the couch, my T-shirt and shorts damp with perspiration, and sit in a square of moonlight on the edge of the couch, my head bent down, my jaws clenched tight to keep them from shaking.


I was given full pay during my three months’ leave, and when I returned to work I was assigned to restricted duty. I stayed in the office most of the time; I interviewed witnesses for other detectives; or sometimes I investigated traffic accidents out in the parish. I did a great deal of paperwork. I was treated with the deference you often see extended to a wounded and recuperating soldier. The attitude is one of kindness, but perhaps a degree of fear is involved also, as though mortality is an infectious condition that must be treated by isolation.


My life became as bland and unremarkable as the season was soft and warm and transitory.


Then, on a windblown afternoon, with leaves flying in the air, I drove to Lafayette in my truck to see Minos P. Dautrieve, an old friend and DEA agent who was now assigned to the Presidential Task Force on Drugs.


He loved to fish, and because I didn’t want to talk with him at his house, with his wife or children somewhere on the edge of the conversation, I asked him to bring his spinning rod and drive with me to the levee at Henderson Swamp.


I stopped at one of the bait and boat-rental shacks below the levee and bought two poor-boy shrimp sandwiches and a long-necked bottle of Jax for him and a Dr Pepper for me. We walked down to a grassy place on the bank, across from a row of willow islands that acted as a barrier between the channel along the levee and the swamp itself, which was actually an enormous wetlands area of bays, canals, bayous, oil platforms, and flooded stands of cypress and willow trees. He flipped his Rapala out to the edge of the willow pads that grew on the opposite side of the channel.


Minos had been All-American honorable mention when he played forward for LSU, and he still wore his hair in a college-boy crew cut, mowed so close that the scalp glowed. He was as lean, flat-stomached, and tapered-looking as he had been when sports-writers named him Dr Dunkenstein. He had been a first lieutenant with army intelligence in Vietnam, and although he was often flippant and cynical and defensive about his role as a government agent, he had a good heart and a hard-nosed sense about right and wrong that sometimes got him in trouble with his own bureaucracy.


I sat down on the incline and tore a long-bladed stem of grass along the spine. I told him about the strange sense of ennui that characterized my days. ‘It’s like being in the middle of a dead zone. It’s like suddenly there’s no sound, like all movement has stopped.’


‘It’ll pass,’ he said.


‘It doesn’t feel like it.’


‘You got two Hearts in ’Nam. You came out of it all right, didn’t you?’


‘That was different. The first wound was superficial. The second time I didn’t see it coming. There’s a difference when you see it coming.’


‘I never got hurt, so maybe you’re asking the wrong guy. But I’ve got a feeling that something else is bothering you.’


I dropped the torn grass blade between my knees and wiped my fingers on my pants.


‘I feel like I begged,’ I said.


‘I don’t understand. You begged Boggs before he shot you?’


‘No, when Tee Beau climbed down into the coulee and cocked the .38 in my face.’ I had to swallow when I said it.


‘It sounds to me like you did just fine. What were you supposed to do? You had a round through your chest, you had to lie there in the dark with your own thoughts while a couple of guys talked about killing you, then you had to depend on the mercy of a black kid who’d already been sentenced to the electric chair. I don’t think I would have come out of that altogether intact. In fact, I know I wouldn’t.’


He flipped his lure out again and retrieved it in a zigzag motion just below the water’s surface. Then he set the rod down on the bank, took our sandwiches and drinks out of the paper bag, and sat down beside me.


‘Listen, podna,’ he said. ‘You’re a brave man. You proved that a long time ago. Stop trying to convince yourself that you’re not. I think what we should be talking about here is nailing Boggs. Like cooling out his action, dig it, like blowing up his shit. How’d he get the gun in the can, anyway?’


‘He had a girlfriend in Lafayette, a dancer. She blew town the same day he escaped, but she left her fingerprints all over the towel dispenser.’


‘Where do y’all think he is now?’


‘Who knows? He left the car in Algiers. Maybe he went back to Florida.’


‘How about the black kid?’


‘Disappeared. I thought he’d show up by now. He’s never been anywhere, and he’s always lived with his grandmother.’


‘Catch him and he might give you a lead on Boggs.’


‘He might be dead, too.’


Minos opened the bottle of Jax with his pocketknife, put the cap inside the paper bag, and drank out of the bottle, staring out at the long, flat expanse of gray water and dead cypress. The sun was red and low on the western horizon.


‘I think it’s time to put your transmission into gear and start hunting these guys down,’ he said. ‘The rules of the game are kick ass and take names.’


I didn’t say anything.


‘It’s pretty damn boring to be a spectator in your own life. What do you think?’ he said.


‘Nothing.’


‘Bullshit. What do you think?’ He hit me in the arm with his elbow.


I let out my breath.


‘I’ll give it some thought,’ I said.


‘You want any help from our office, you’ve got it.’


‘All right, Minos.’


‘If the black kid’s alive, I bet you nail him in a week.’


‘Okay.’


‘You know Boggs’ll show up, too. A guy like that can’t get through a day without smearing shit on the furniture somewhere.’


‘I think I’m getting your drift.’


‘All right, I’m crowding the plate a little bit. But I don’t want to see you sitting on your hands anymore. The lowlifes are the losers. They get up every morning knowing that fact. Let’s don’t ever let them think they’re wrong, partner.’


He smiled and handed me a poor-boy sandwich. It felt thick and soft in my hand. Across the channel I could see the ridged and knobby head of an alligator, like a wet, brown rock, among the lily pads.


The next day I read all the paperwork on Tee Beau Latiolais and talked to the prosecutor’s office and the detective who did the investigation and made the arrest. Nobody seemed to have any doubt about Tee Beau’s guilt. He had worked for a redbone named Hipolyte Broussard, a migrant-labor contractor who had ferried his crews on rickety buses from northern Arizona to Dade County, Florida. I remembered him. He was a strange-looking man who had moved about in that nether society of people of color in southern Louisiana – blacks, quadroons, octoroons, and redbones. You would see him unloading his workers at dawn in the fields during the sugarcane harvest, and at night he would be in a Negro bar or poolroom on the south side of town or out in the parish, where he paid off the laborers or lent them money at high interest rates at a table in back. Like all redbones, people who are a mixture of Negro, white, and Indian blood, he had skin the color of burnt brick, and his eyes were turquoise. His arms and long legs were as thin as pipe cleaners, and he wore sideburns, a rust-colored pencil mustache, and a lacquered straw hat at a jaunty angle on his head. He worked his crews hard, and he had as many contracts with corporate farms as he wanted. I had heard stories that workers, or even a whole family, who gave him trouble might be put off the bus at night in the middle of nowhere.


Nobody doubted why Tee Beau had done it, either. In fact, people were sympathetic with his apparent motivation. For one reason or another, Hipolyte Broussard had made Tee Beau’s life as miserable as he could. It was the way in which Tee Beau had killed him that had caused the judge to sentence Tee Beau to the electric chair.


It was misting slightly when I drove down the dirt road into the community of Negro shacks out in the parish where Tante Lemon now lived. The shacks were gray and paintless, the galleries sagging, the privies knocked together from tar paper, scrap lumber, and roofing tin. Chickens pecked in the dirt yards, the ditches were littered with garbage, the air reeked of somebody cooking cracklins outside in an iron kettle, which produces an eye-watering stench like sewage. On the corner was a clapboard juke joint, with tape crisscrossed on the cracked windows, and because it was Friday afternoon the oyster-shell parking lot was already full of cars, and the roar of the jukebox inside was so loud it vibrated the front window.


Tante Lemon’s house was raised off the ground on short brick columns, and a yellow dog on a rope had dug a depression under the edge of the house from which he looked up at me and flopped his tail in the dirt. Flies buzzed back in the damp shadows beneath the raised floor. I knocked on the screen door, then saw her ironing at a board in the corner of her small living room. She stopped her work, picked up a tin can, held it to her lips, and spit snuff in it.


‘They think they send you, I’m gonna tell where that little boy at?’ she said. ‘I ain’t seen him, I ain’t talk with him, I don’t even know Tee Beau alive. That’s what y’all done to us, Mr Dave. Don’t be coming round here pretend you our friend, no.’


‘Will you let me in, Tante Lemon?’


‘I done tole them po-licemens, I tell you, I ain’t seen him, me, and I ain’t he’ping you, me.’


‘Listen, Tante Lemon, I don’t want to hurt Tee Beau. He saved my life. It’s the white man I want. But they’re going to catch Tee Beau sooner or later. Wouldn’t you rather I find him first, so nobody hurts him?’


She walked to the screen and opened it. Her dress was wash-faded almost colorless, and it flapped on her body and withered breasts as shapelessly as rag.


‘You going lie now ’cause I an old nigger?’ she said. ‘You catch that boy, they gonna carry him up to the Red Hat, they gonna strap him down, put that tin cap on his little head, cover up his face with cloth so they ain’t got to look his eyes, let all them people watch my little boy suffer, watch the electricity burn up his body. I was on Camp I, Mr Dave, when they use to keep womens there. I seen them take a white man to the Red Hat. They had to pull him along the ground from the car, pull him along like a dog wrapped up in chains. Then all them people sat down like they was at the ballpark, them, and watch that man die.’


She raised the tin can to her lips and spit snuff in it again, then picked up her iron and began pressing a starched white shirt. She smelled of dry sweat, Copenhagen, and the heat rising from the ironing board. The walls of her house had been pasted with pages from magazines, then overlaid with mismatched strips of water-streaked wallpaper. The floor was covered with a rug whose thread had split like crimped straw, and the few pieces of furniture she owned looked as though they’d been carted home a piece at a time from the junkyard where Tee Beau used to work.


I sat down on a straight-backed chair next to her ironing board.


‘I can’t promise you anything,’ I said, ‘but if I find Tee Beau, I’ll try to help him. Maybe we can get the governor to commute his sentence. Tee Beau saved the life of a police officer. That could mean a lot, Tante Lemon.’


‘The life of that pimp mean a lot.’


‘What?’


‘Hipolyte Broussard a pimp, and he was gonna make Tee Beau do it, too.’


‘I never heard that Broussard was involved with prostitution.’


‘White people hear what they want to hear.’


‘I didn’t see anything like that in the case record, either. Who’d you tell this to?’


‘I ain’t tole nobody. Ain’t nobody ax me.’


‘Where was he pimping, Tante Lemon?’


‘Out of the juke, there on the four-corner,’ she said, and nodded her head toward the outside of the house. ‘Out in them camps, where them farm worker stay at.’


‘And he wanted Tee Beau to do it, too?’


‘He make Tee Beau drive them girls from the juke down to the camp. Tee Beau say, “I cain’t do that no more, Hipolyte.” Hipolyte say, “You gonna do it, ’cause you don’t, I gonna tell your PO you been stealing from me and you going back to jail.” And it don’t matter Tee Beau do what he say or not. Hipolyte keep making him feel awful all the time, sticking his thumb in that little boy seat, in front of all them people, shame him till he come home and cry. If that man ain’t dead now, I go kill him myself, me.’


‘Tante Lemon, why didn’t you tell this to somebody?’


‘I tole you, they ain’t ax me. You think them people in that courtroom care what an old nigger woman say?’


‘You didn’t tell anybody because you thought it would hurt Tee Beau, that people would be sure he did it.’


It started raining outside. The hinged flap on the side window was raised with a stick, and in the gray light her skin had the color of a dull penny. She mashed the iron up and down on the shirt she was ironing.


‘I can tell lots of things ’bout that juke up the four-corner, ’bout the traiteur woman run that place with Hipolyte, ’bout them crib they got there. Ain’t nobody interested, Mr Dave. Don’t be telling me they are, no. Just like when I up in Camp I in Angola. On the Red Hat gang they run them boys up and down the levee with they wheelbarrow, beat them every day with the Black Betty, shoot them and bury them right there in the Miss’sippi levee. Everybody knowed it, nobody care. Ain’t nobody care about Tee Beau or what I got to say now.’


‘You should have talked to somebody. They didn’t give Tee Beau the chair because he killed Hipolyte. It was the way he did it.’


‘Tee Beau in this house, shelling crawfish. Right here,’ she said, and tapped her finger on the ironing board.


‘All right. But somebody drove the bus off the jack on top of Hipolyte. Tee Beau’s fingerprints were all over the steering wheel. His muddy shoe prints were all over the floor pedals. Nobody else’s. Then while Hipolyte was lying under the brake drum with his back broken, somebody stuffed an oil rag in his mouth so he could spend two hours strangling to death.’


‘It wasn’t long enough.’


‘Where is Tee Beau?’


‘I ain’t gonna tell you no more. Waste of time,’ she said, took a cigarette from a pack on the ironing board, and lit it. She blew the smoke out in the humid air. ‘You a white man. Colored folk ain’t never gonna be your bidness. You come round now ’cause you need Tee Beau catch that white trash shot you. You just see a little colored boy can he’p you now. But you cain’t be knowing what he really like, how he hurt inside, how much he love his gran’maman, how much he care for Dorothea and what he willing to do for that little girl. You don’t be knowing none of these things, Mr Dave.’


‘Who’s Dorothea?’


‘Go up the juke, ax her who she is. Ax her about Hipolyte, about what Tee Beau do for her. You, that’s gonna take him up to the Red Hat.’


I said good-bye to her, but she didn’t bother to answer. It was raining hard when I stepped off the gallery, and drops of mud danced in the dirt yard. Down the street at the four-corners, the clapboard façade of the juke joint glistened in the gray light, and the scroll of neon over the door, which read BIG MAMA GOULA’S, looked like purple smoke in the rain that blew back off the eaves.


The inside was crowded with Negroes, the air thick with cigarette smoke, the smell of dried sweat, muscat, talcum powder, chitlins, gumbo, flat beer, and bathroom disinfectant. The jukebox was deafening, and the pool players rifled the balls into side pockets, shouting and slamming the rack down on the table’s slate surface. Beyond the dance floor a zydeco band with an accordion, washboard, thimbles, and an electric bass was setting up on a small stage surrounded by orange lights and chicken wire. Behind the musicians a huge window fan sucked the cigarette smoke out into the rain, and their clothes fluttered in the breeze like bird’s feathers. Two deep at the bar, the customers ate boudin and pickled hog’s feet off paper plates, drank long-necked Jax and wine spot-ioti, a mixture of muscat and whiskey that can fry your head for a week.


I stood at the end of the bar, saw the eyes flick momentarily sideways, then heard the conversations resume as though I were not there. I waited for the bartender to reach that moment when he would decide to recognize me. He walked on the duckboards to within three feet of me and began lifting handfuls of beer bottles between his fingers from a cardboard carton, fitting them down into the ice bin. There was a thin, dead cigar in his mouth.


‘What you want, man?’ he asked, without looking up.
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