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AUTHOR’S NOTE


THE LITERARY ANTECEDENTS of this novel lie in two earlier works of mine. The unsolved murders in Jefferson Davis Parish formed the backdrop for the Dave Robicheaux novel titled The Glass Rainbow, published by Simon & Schuster in 2010. These homicides are often referred to in the media as the Jeff Davis Eight.


The bombing of the Indian village in Latin America happened in 1956. I wrote about this incident in the short story titled “The Wild Side of Life”, published in the winter issue of The Southern Review in 2017.









ROBICHEAUX










Chapter


1





LIKE AN EARLY nineteenth-century poet, when I have melancholy moments and feel the world is too much for us and that late and soon we lay waste to our powers in getting and spending, I’m forced to pause and reflect upon my experiences with the dead and the hold they exert on our lives.


This may seem a macabre perspective on one’s life, but at a certain point it seems to be the only one we have. Mortality is not kind, and do not let anyone tell you it is. If there is such a thing as wisdom, and I have serious doubts about its presence in my own life, it lies in the acceptance of the human condition and perhaps the knowledge that those who have passed on are still with us, out there in the mist, showing us the way, sometimes uttering a word of caution from the shadows, sometimes visiting us in our sleep, as bright as a candle burning inside a basement that has no windows.


On a winter morning, among white clouds of fog out at Spanish Lake, I would see the boys in butternut splashing their way through the flooded cypress, their muskets held above their heads, their equipment tied with rags so it wouldn’t rattle. I was standing no more than ten feet from them, although they took no notice of me, as though they knew I had not been born yet, and their travail and sacrifice were not mine to bear.


Their faces were lean from privation, as pale as wax, their hair



uncut, the rents in their uniforms stitched clumsily with string. Their mouths were pinched, their eyes luminous with caution. The youngest soldier, a drummer boy, could not have been older than twelve. On one occasion I stepped into the water to join them. Even then, none acknowledged my presence. The drummer boy stumbled and couldn’t right himself, struggling with the leather strap around his neck and the weight of his drum. I reached out to help him and felt my hand and arm sink through his shoulder. A shaft of sunlight pierced the canopy, turning the fog into white silk; in less than a second the column was gone.


Long ago, I ceased trying to explain events such as these to either myself or others. Like many my age, I believe people in groups are to be feared and that arguing with others is folly and the knowledge of one generation cannot be passed down to the next. Those may seem cynical sentiments, but there are certain truths you keep inside you and do not defend lest you cheapen and then lose them altogether. Those truths have less to do with the dead than the awareness that we are no different from them, that they are still with us and we are still with them, and there is no afterlife but only one life, a continuum in which all time occurs at once, like a dream inside the mind of God.


Why should an old man thrice widowed dwell on things that are not demonstrable and have nothing to do with a reasonable view of the world? Because only yesterday, on a broken sidewalk in a shabby neighborhood at the bottom of St. Claude Avenue, in the Lower Ninth Ward of St. Bernard Parish, under a colonnade that was still twisted out of shape by Katrina, across from a liquor store with barred windows that stood under a live oak probably two hundred years old, I saw a platoon of Confederate infantry march out of a field to the tune of “Darling Nelly Gray” and disappear through the wall of a gutted building and not exit on the other side.


THE MAN I came to see was Fat Tony Nemo, also known as Tony the Nose, Tony Squid, or Tony Nine Ball, the latter not because he was a pool shark but because he packed a nine ball into a bartender’s mouth



with the butt of a pool cue. Of course, that was during his earlier incarnation, when he was a collector for Didoni Giacano and the two of them used to drive around New Orleans in Didi’s Caddy convertible, terrifying whoever couldn’t make the weekly vig, a bloodstained baseball bat propped up in the backseat. Currently, Fat Tony was involved in politics and narcotics and porn and casinos and Hollywood movies and the concrete business. He had also laundered money for the Triads in Hong Kong and helped Somoza’s greaseballs introduce crack cocaine to America’s inner cities. In terms of territory, he had fingers in pies all over Louisiana, Mississippi, and Florida. If he had any sense of morality or fear about a judgment down the track, I never saw it.


So why would a semi-retired sheriff’s detective from Iberia Parish want to make a social call on a psychopath like Tony Squid? Simple. Most investigative cops, often without knowing who Niccolò Machiavelli was, adhere to his admonition to keep your friends close but your enemies closer. Less simple is the fact that we share much of the same culture as the lowlifes, and we are more alike than different, and the information they give us is indispensable.


Fat Tony was sitting in a swivel chair behind his desk when I entered his office. No, that’s not correct. Tony didn’t sit; he piled himself into a chair or on a couch like a gelatinous heap of whale sperm thrown on a beach, except he was wearing a blue suit with a red boutonniere in the lapel. A sword with a scrolled brass guard in a plain metal scabbard lay across his ink pad. “I’m glad you could come, Dave. You never disappoint. That’s why I like you,” he wheezed.


“What’s the haps, Tony?”


“I’m on an oxygen bottle. I’m scheduled for a colostomy. I couldn’t get laid in a whorehouse that has an ATM. My wife tells me I got a serious case of GAPO. Otherwise, I’m doing great. What kind of question is that?” He had to catch his breath before he could continue. “Want a drink?”


“No, thanks. What’s GAPO?”


“Gorilla armpit odor. You still on the wagon?”


“I’m still in A.A., if that’s what you mean.”


“The same thing, right?”


“No.”


“Whatever. Take Clete Purcel to a meeting with you.”


“What’s Clete done?”


“What hasn’t he done? He’s a fucking cancer on the whole city. He should have a steel codpiece locked on his body so he can’t reproduce.”


“How can I help you, Tony?”


“Maybe I can help you. I heard about your wife.”


“I appreciate your concern. I need to get back to New Iberia.”


“She got killed in an accident?”


I nodded.


“What, about three months ago?”


“Two years. She was T-boned by a guy in a pickup. I’d rather talk about something else.”


He handed me the sword. “I got this at a flea market in Memphis. I asked an expert what it’s worth. He said he’d take if off my hands for three thousand. The real value, what is it?”


“I wouldn’t know.”


“You know about history, what the names of these places on the hilt mean, whether those places make the sword more valuable. What’s this Cemetery Hill stuff? Who fights a war in a fucking cemetery?”


The brass on the handle was engraved with the name of Lieutenant Robert S. Broussard, Eighth Louisiana Infantry. The base of the blade was stamped with the initials CSA and the name of the maker, James Conning, of Mobile, Alabama, and the year 1861.


“I did some Googling,” Tony said. “The guy who owned this was from New Iberia. It’s worth a lot more than two or three thousand dollars, right? Maybe the guy was famous for something.”


“You couldn’t find any of that on the Internet, with all the Civil War junk that’s on sale?”


“You can’t trust the Internet. It’s full of crazoids.”


I couldn’t begin to sort through the contradictions in what he had just said. This was a typical Fat Tony conversation. Trying to get inside his mind was akin to submerging your hand in an unflushed



toilet. Outside, some black kids were breaking bottles with an air rifle in a vacant lot. There were concrete foundations in the lot without structures on them. A garbage truck was driving down a street, seagulls picking at its overflow.


“Is this about Clete?” I said.


“I got no problem with Purcel. Other people do. It’s true he took out that fat dick of his at the Southern Yacht Club and hosed down Bobby Earl’s car?”


“I don’t know,” I lied.


“Two weeks ago he did it again. At the casino.”


“Clete did?”


“No, the pope. Earl put his lady friend in the car, and suddenly, she’s sitting in a puddle of piss.”


“Why did you show me this sword, Tony?”


“Because the family of the guy who owned it lives in New Iberia. I thought maybe they’d want it.”


“What does any of this have to do with Clete and Bobby Earl?”


“Nothing.”


My head was throbbing. “It was good seeing you.”


“Sit down. I know what happened with your wife. No witnesses except the guy who killed her. He says she ran the Stop sign. They had to cut her out with the Jaws of Life?”


I could feel blood veins tightening on the side of my head.


“She died on the way to the hospital and got blamed for her own death?” he said.


“Who told you this?”


“Some cops. You got a dirty deal. Something ought to be done.”


“You need to disengage, Tony.”


“On top of it, I heard the guy tried to pump the insurance company. Shut the door.”


I leaned forward. “Listen carefully, Tony. My wife’s death is my business. You stay out of it.”


“Mabel, shut the door!” he yelled at his secretary. I raised my finger at him. I was trembling. I heard the door click shut behind me. He spoke before I could. “Hear me out. The guy ran over a kid in a



school zone in Alabama. The kid was crippled for life. You give me the nod, this guy is gonna be crawling around on stumps.”


“When did he run over a child in a school zone?”


“Ten, fifteen years back.”


“Where in Alabama?”


“What difference does it make? I’m telling you like it is. A guy like that has got it coming.”


He was like every gangster I ever knew. They’re self-righteous and marginalize their victims before breaking their bones. Not one of them could think his way out of a wet paper bag. Their level of cruelty is equaled only by the level of disingenuousness that governs their lives.


“I want you to get this straight, Tony. Go near the man who hit my wife’s car, and I’ll come looking for you, up close and personal.”


“Yeah?” He lit a cigarette with a paper match, cupping the flame. He threw the burnt match into the wastebasket. “So fuck me.”


I stood up and pulled the sword halfway from its scabbard, then slid it inside again. The guard was brass, molded like a metal basket with slits in it. It was incised with the names of three battles that took place during Stonewall Jackson’s Shenandoah campaign, plus Cemetery Hill at Gettysburg, and extended protectively and cuplike over the back of my hand. The black leather on the grip was both soft and firm, wrapped with gold wire. I replaced the sword on Tony’s desk. “I think the Broussard family would be honored and delighted if you gave this to them.”


“I’m having a hard time processing this,” he said. “I try to be your friend, and you’re offended and make threats. If you were somebody else, we’d have a different outcome here.”


“So fuck both of us. Tell me something, Tony.”


“What? How you should get rid of terminal assholitis?”


“Why do you keep your office in a neighborhood like this?”


“What’s wrong with it?”


“It looks like a moonscape. In the next storm, it’s going underwater again.”


“I like to stay close to the people. On that subject, I’m backing a



guy who might end up president of the United States. Want to know who that is?”


“Not really.”


“Jimmy Nightingale. People have been talking political correctness in this country for too many years. There’s gonna be a change. Fucking A.”


“Somehow I believe you, Tony.”


And that was probably the most depressing thought I’d had in a long time.
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I PARKED MY PICKUP on Decatur and walked across Jackson Square, past Pirate’s Alley and St. Louis Cathedral and a marimba band playing in the shade by the bookstore that used to be William Faulkner’s apartment. The day was bright and windy, cool even for March, the flowerpots on the balconies bursting with color, the kind of day in Louisiana that lifts the heart and tells you perhaps spring is forever, that the long rainy weeks of winter were nothing more than a passing aberration, that even death can be stilled by the season if you’ll only believe.


Clete’s apartment and PI office were located in a grand old building on St. Ann Street, the plaster painted a pale yellow, the ironwork on the balcony dripping with bougainvillea and bugle vine, a dry wishing well in the courtyard. Other than the vintage Cadillacs he drove, the only material possession he ever loved was his building, which may have been owned in the nineteenth century by the same woman who ran the House of the Rising Sun.


When I rounded the corner, I saw not only the building but a moving van at the curb and half of Clete’s furniture and office equipment on the sidewalk. Clete was on the sidewalk, arguing with a notorious New Orleans character named Whitey Zeroski, known as the dumbest white person in the city. When he was an independent taxi driver, he thought he’d widen his horizons and run for city council.



He outfitted a pickup truck with loudspeakers and a huge sign on the roof and on Saturday night drove into a black neighborhood, blaring to the crowds on the sidewalks, “Vote for Whitey! Whitey is your friend! Don’t forget Whitey on Tuesday! Whitey will never let you down!”


He was stunned by the cascade of rocks, bricks, bottles, and beer cans that crashed on top of his vehicle.


I hadn’t seen Clete in weeks, and I missed him, as I always did when we were separated for very long. Oddly, in the last couple of years, Clete had imposed a degree of order upon his life. The scars he carried from an abusive home in the old Irish Channel and Vietnam and the romances that began passionately but always ended badly no longer seemed to be his burden. He didn’t drink before noon, laid off the weed and cigarettes, ate one po’boy sandwich for lunch instead of two, and clanked iron in a baggy pair of Everlasts in his courtyard and sometimes jogged from one end of the Quarter to the other. When he’d head down Bourbon, one of the black kids who tap-danced for the tourists would sometimes say, “Here come the pink elephant. Hope he don’t crack the cement.”


None of this stopped me from worrying about Clete and his swollen liver and his blood pressure, and the violence he inflicted upon others as surrogates for himself and for the father who had beaten him unmercifully with a razor strop. I loved Clete Purcel, and I didn’t care who knew it or what others might think of us. We started off our careers walking a beat on Canal and in the Quarter, fresh back from Indochina, the evening sky robin’s-egg blue, the clouds as pink as cotton candy and ribbed like piano keys arching over the city. We thought we’d hit the perfecta. The Quarter was alive with music and full of beautiful women and the smell of burgundy and tap beer and bruised mint in a glass of shaved ice and Jack Daniel’s. Could the world offer any finer gifts?


Since the death of my wife Molly, I wanted to see more and more of Clete, particularly in those moments when I felt as though the defining moments of my life had little application in the present,



that somewhere down a deserted street a bus was throbbing at the curb, the passengers hollow-eyed and mute, unable to assimilate the journey that awaited them. Then the driver popped open the doors with a sucking sound, and I knew with a sinking of the heart that the bus was for me and I wouldn’t be returning to the city or the state I loved.


When I have those moments, I say the names of Clete and my daughter, Alafair, over and over. I have done it even in public, indifferent to the stares of others, a napkin held to my mouth or with my chin pointed down at my chest. And that’s why I resented Whitey Zeroski and his hired help or anyone else who tried to hurt the noblest man I ever knew.


“How’s tricks, Whitey?” I said.


He always looked surprised, as though someone had just stepped on his foot. He also had a habit of jerking his entire head when something caught his attention, like a meth addict or a chicken pecking in a barnyard or a man with a fused neck. He wore coveralls zipped up to his neck, the sleeves cut off at the armpits, his arms covered with hair.


“What it is, Robicheaux?” he said.


“Mind telling me what the hell you’re doing?”


“I work for the bank now. They gave me the key to Purcel’s building and the paperwork to move his belongings out on the sidewalk. He’s got another point of view on that.”


“This idiot creeped my house, Streak,” Clete said.


“What happened to your cab business?” I said to Whitey.


“Heard of Katrina?” he said.


“Don’t do this, Whitey,” I said.


“Off my back, Robicheaux. This is a legal action, here.”


“Whitey, I try to be kind to dumb Polacks, but I’m about to stuff you in the storm sewer,” Clete said.


“How about laying off the ethnic slurs?” Whitey said.


Clete looked at me and opened his hands. A pale red scar ran diagonally through his left eyebrow where he’d been hit with a pipe when



he was a kid. “This is like beating up on somebody who was born brain-dead. Whitey, I apologize for calling you a dumb Polack. That’s an insult to dumb Polacks.”


Whitey’s face contorted as he tried to figure out what Clete had just said.


“Let me see the paperwork,” I said.


“It’s a reverse mortgage,” Clete said, his face coloring.


I looked at him blankly. “You didn’t?”


“I was jammed up,” he said. He had a little-boy haircut and a dimpled chin and green eyes that never faltered unless he was hiding something from me.


“We’ll get the furniture off the sidewalk,” I said. “We’ll work it out.”


“Oh, you will?” Whitey said. He had a New Orleans working-class accent, like someone whose voice box had been injected with Novocain. “What, I got nothing else to do but walk behind dick-brain here with a dustpan and a broom?”


“Shoot your mouth off one more time, Whitey, and see what happens,” Clete said.


I placed my arm across Whitey’s shoulders. “Take a walk with me.”


“What for?”


“Your helpers don’t seem to speak English. You don’t have an inspection sticker on your windshield. Your license plate isn’t current. You’re parked in a no-loading zone. You don’t have flashers. What should we do about that?”


“Give me a break here, Robicheaux.”


I took out my wallet, removed all the bills from it, and put them in his hand. “That’s about sixty dollars. Tell your boys to put everything back in the building, and buy them a round. I’ll call the bank and get this straightened out.”


“We’re supposed to live on a beer and a shot while you get me fired by the bank? I can’t wait to tell my boys this.”


“Clete never did anything to you, Whitey, but you’re making money off an unrighteous situation that’s not Clete’s fault.”


“I’ll make you a counteroffer. Wipe your ass with your sixty dollars.



I’ll buy the round for the boys, and you and Purcel can haul everything back in the building. Then pour a shitload of Vaseline on it and cram it up your ass. I hope both of you get rich twice and go broke three times. I hope both of you inherit a house with fifty rooms in it and drop dead in every one of them.”


I had to hand it to him: Whitey was stand-up. I had tried to use my power wrongly to help a friend, and in so doing, I had probably put an unskilled and poor man at the mercy of an unscrupulous mortgage holder.


Clete and I spent the next two hours dragging furniture back into the building or wrestling it up the stairs into the apartment. It was four o’clock when I sat down heavily on the couch, my head swimming. Clete was in the kitchen, pouring four inches of Scotch into a glass packed with cracked ice. It was not a good moment. My defenses were down, the smoky smell of the Scotch like an irresistible thread from an erotic dream you can’t let go of at first light.


“You want a Dr Pepper?” he said, his back to me.


“No, thanks.”


“I got some cherries and limes.”


“I don’t want one.”


“Suit yourself.”


“I think I pulled something in my back.” I got up and went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. I took out a Dr Pepper and opened it.


“I thought you didn’t want one.”


“I changed my mind. Why didn’t you tell me you needed money?”


“It was eighty grand.”


“How much?”


“What I said.”


“You got it from a shylock?”


“I started gambling. I did pretty good at first.”


“Here?”


“Everywhere. I had a credit line in Vegas. Google has ruined private investigation. Anyway, I started losing, and I didn’t stop until I was broke and borrowing on the property.”


He took a long drink from the glass, his eyes on mine, the ice and mint and Scotch sliding down his throat. I felt a twitch in my face. “So the bank owns your place now?”


“It’s not a bank, it’s a mortgage company. They screw old people. Maybe they’re mobbed up.”


“Great choice.”


He set down the glass. The Scotch was drained from the ice. He dumped the ice into the sink. I felt myself swallow.


“Let’s go eat,” he said.


“There’s something you’re not telling me. Tony Nine Ball said you had trouble with Bobby Earl. What’s that about?”


“The problem wasn’t exactly with Bobby Earl. I almost feel sorry for the bastard. I heard the blacks were loading up on condoms his first night in Lewisburg.”


“Tony says you pissed in Earl’s car.”


“Yeah, years ago. At the Yacht Club.”


“Just recently.”


“Okay, I’m shooting craps at Harrah’s, and in come Bobby Earl and Jimmy Nightingale with this stripper who used to work on Bourbon. Except it was obvious Earl is carrying the stripper for Nightingale, or at least obvious to me, because Nightingale is a bucket of warm vomit who manipulates the subculture like it’s his private worm farm. But right now that’s not my business, and I’m simpatico at the table as long as these two assholes leave me alone. I’ve got twenty-six hundred dollars in chips in front of me, and a magic arm, and I’m rolling nothing but elevens and sevens. The broad hanging all over Earl is staring at me with this curious look, then a lightbulb goes off in her head and she says, ‘Hey, you’re the fat guy who came to my house.’”


Listening to a story told by Clete Purcel was like building the pyramids with your bare hands. I twirled my finger, trying to make him finish.


“Seconds earlier I felt like I owned Fort Knox,” he said. “Then I see it all draining away, like dirty water going down the lavatory. I pick up the dice and rattle them once and fling them down the felt. Snake



eyes. She goes, ‘I’m right, aren’t I? You’re the guy who came around about that legal problem?’”


“Cletus, try to get to the point,” I said.


“Legal problem? She got busted for leaving her kid in a hot car while she was stoned and balling a couple of truck drivers in a motel room. She skipped on her court appearance and left the bondsman on the hook for ten grand. So I pass the dice, and slap Bobby Earl on the back hard enough to rattle his teeth, and say, ‘Hey, Bob, I hear you picked up another nail. If you’re on penicillin, you shouldn’t be drinking. Next time out, wear a hazmat suit or get some radioactive condoms for your flopper.’”


He was sitting at the breakfast table now. He yawned as though just waking up, and put two fingers into his shirt pocket for cigarettes that weren’t there. Then he blinked.


“What’s the rest of it?” I said.


“Nothing. I left. I saw Earl’s wheels. I used my slim-jim to pop his door and took a leak inside.”


“No, you’ve left something out.”


“Like what?”


“Why give Bobby Earl a hard time? Like you said, he’s pitiful.”


“He makes me ashamed I’m from New Orleans. He’s a disgrace to the city. He’s a disgrace to the planet.”


“Does Jimmy Nightingale figure in this?”


“I might have said one or two things I shouldn’t have.”


“Really?”


“He put his arm on my shoulders like we were old pals. Then he touched my cheek with the back of his wrist. Yuck. I called him a cunt and got escorted in cuffs out the front door. There were only about three or four hundred people watching.”


He cleared his throat softly, his eyes shiny.


“He’s lucky you didn’t drop him,” I said. “Those security guys, too.”


“Think so?”


“I’m proud of you, Clete.”


“Yeah?” He looked at me guiltily.


“What?” I said.


“Nightingale is part owner of the company I took the reverse mortgage from.”


JIMMY NIGHTINGALE WAS one of the most unusual men I ever knew. He grew up in Franklin, on Bayou Teche, and lived in a refurbished antebellum home that resembled a candlelit steamboat couched among the live oaks. Like his family, Jimmy was a patrician and an elitist, but among common people, he was kind and humble and an attentive listener when they spoke of their difficulties and travail and Friday-night football games and the items they bought at Walmart. If someone told a vulgar joke or used profanity in his presence, he pretended not to hear or he walked away, but he never indicated condemnation. In a dressing room or a pickup basketball game, his manners and smile were so disarming that it was easy to think of him as an avatar of noblesse oblige rather than the personification of greed for which the Nightingales were infamous.


Please don’t misunderstand. My description of Jimmy is not about him or the system he served but a weakness in me. In trying to be a halfway decent Christian, I put aside my resentment of his oligarchic background and accepted him as he was. Actually, it went further than that. I liked Jimmy a lot, or at least I liked things about him. I admired him and perhaps sometimes even envied his combination of composure and ardor, as well as his ability to float above the pettiness that characterizes the greater part of our lives.


He was handsome in an androgynous way, his hair bronze-colored and neatly clipped and perfectly combed, his face egg-shaped, his cheeks pooled with color, his breath sweet. Both men and women were drawn to him in a physical way, and I think many times his admirers could not explain the attraction. He probably wasn’t over five-nine and 150 pounds. But maybe that was the key to his likability. He was one of us, yet confident in a locker room or at a boxing match, and he didn’t feel a need to contend with criticism or personal



insult. Jimmy used to say the only argument you ever win is the one you don’t have.


He was our man of all seasons: a graduate of military school, a screenwriter, a yachtsman, a polo player, and a performer at aerial shows. He could speak on any subject and was the escort of women who were both beautiful and cerebral, although he had never married nor, to my knowledge, ever been engaged. His self-contained manner and repressed intensity made me wonder if he didn’t belong in a Greek tragedy.


I believed Jimmy had an enormous capacity for either good or evil, and that his spirit was as capricious as a wind vane. F. Scott Fitzgerald once said no one could understand America without understanding the graves of Shiloh. I think the same could have been said of Jimmy Nightingale.


He was about to announce his candidacy for the United States Senate. If elected, he would establish a precedent. Yes, Louisiana has produced some statesmen and stateswomen, but they are the exception and not the norm. For many years our state legislature has been known as a mental asylum run by ExxonMobil. Since Huey Long, demagoguery has been a given; misogamy and racism and homophobia have become religious virtues, and self-congratulatory ignorance has become a source of pride.


I shared none of these thoughts with Clete. Instead, when I returned to New Iberia and my shotgun house on the bayou a short distance from the Shadows, I called Jimmy Nightingale’s home in Franklin. A female secretary answered and took a message. Did you ever have a conversation with a professional ice cube?


“Do you know where Mr. Nightingale is?” I asked.


“He didn’t say.”


“Is he in New Orleans?”


“I’m sure he’ll return your call very soon, Mr. Robicheaux.”


“It’s Detective Robicheaux.”


“Thank you for your call, Detective Robicheaux. Is your call in reference to an official matter?”


“I really don’t know how to define it.”


“I’ll tell him that. Good-bye.”


The line went dead.


I lit the gas stove in the kitchen and warmed a bowl of frozen crawfish gumbo. The windows were open, the curtains swelling with wind, the house creaking. The light was failing in the oak and pecan trees in my backyard. On the far side of the bayou, a man of color was sitting on a wooden chair, fishing with a cane pole and bobber among the reeds, the late sun splintering on the water. Since my wife’s accident, this had become my worst time of day. My home was cavernous with silence and emptiness. My wife was gone, and so were my pets and most of my relatives. With each day that passed, I felt as though the world I had known was being airbrushed out of a painting.


I took the gumbo off the stove and sat down at the breakfast table with a spoon and a chunk of dry French bread and started to eat. I heard a car turn in to my gravel drive, the tires clicking, and come to a stop at the porte cochere.


“Dave?” someone called.


I walked through the hallway into the living room. Jimmy Nightingale stood at the screen, panama hat in hand, trying to see inside. He was wearing beige slacks and a maroon shirt and a windbreaker with a pair of aviator glasses sticking out of the breast pocket. “How you doin’, copper?” he said.


“Come in,” I said, pushing open the door.


“My secretary called me on the cell.” He shook hands, his eyes sweeping through the house, then brightening when they came back to mine. “You look good.”


“You, too, Jimmy.”


But Jimmy always looked good. He followed me into the kitchen.


“I have some gumbo on the stove,” I said. “Or would you like a cold drink?”


“I just ate at Clementine’s. You have such a nice place here. The park is right across the bayou, huh? Tell me the truth, did my secretary



give you the impression she was blowing you off? She’s like that. But she’s a class act, believe me.”


I had forgotten that Jimmy often spoke in paragraphs rather than sentences. “She was fine,” I said.


“Always the gentleman,” he said, soft-punching me on the arm. “I bet you were calling about Clete Purcel.”


“Clete’s sorry about the encounter at the casino.”


“Sprinkling his head with ashes? Using a flagellum on his back, that sort of thing?”


“Clete doesn’t mean half the things he says.”


“Finish your supper while I explain something. Come on, sit down.”


That he was inviting me to sit down in my own house didn’t seem to cross his mind. He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed and opened his eyes as though fatigued. “I flew a biplane today and got a little sunburned. Ever go up in one?”


I shook my head.


“I wish I could have been in the Lafayette Escadrille. Dancing around the skies of France and Belgium, giving the Red Baron a tap or two with the Vickers.”


“War is usually interesting only to people who haven’t been to one.”


“You should have been a funeral director, Dave.”


“Clete says you own the mortgage on his house,” I said.


“I own part of a lending company that does. He thinks I’m having him evicted because of a little incident at a craps table?”


“Are you?”


“I forgot it two minutes after it was over.”


“People call you a cunt in public with regularity?”


“Wow, you know how to say it.”


“Cut him some slack, Jimmy.”


Then he surprised me. “I’ll look into it. If there’s something I can do, I will.”


“I have your word?”


“I just gave it to you.”


I forgot to mention Jimmy was a very good baseball pitcher, both in the American Legion and in college. His best pitch was the changeup, when you hold the ball in the back of your palm and leave the batter swinging at empty space.


“Thank you,” I said.


“You getting along all right? Since the accident?”


“I don’t talk about it much.”


“I understand.”


He gazed through the back window. The lawn was deep in shadow, the air tannic and cold, the ground strewn with yellow leaves spotted with black mold. The door hung open on the hutch that once housed our pet coon, Tripod, the wood floor clean and dry and empty. “I love your place,” he said.


“Why?”


“It’s out of another era. A more innocent time.”


“Why do you pal around with a shitbag like Bobby Earl?”


“The eyes of God see no evil,” he replied.


“I’ve always envied people who know the mind of God.”


“I’ll call you by the end of business tomorrow on that mortgage situation. Can you do me a favor?”


I waited.


“This novelist who lives up the Teche on Loreauville Road, you know him?”


“Levon Broussard?” I said.


“That’s the baby. How about an introduction?”


“You need me for that?”


“I hear he’s a little eccentric and his wife got kicked off a spaceship.”


“You’re the second unlikely person to say something to me today about the Broussard family. The other was Tony Nemo. Is that coincidence?”


“You know what they say at meetings. Coincidence is your Higher Power acting with anonymity.”


“I didn’t know you were in the program.”


“I’m not. I go for the dialogue. It’s great material.”


“I’ll ask Levon if he wants to have dinner with us.”


Jimmy made a snicking sound in his jaw. “That’s my man. Make it soon, will you? I really dig the guy’s work. I’m going to get a shotgun house just like this. See you.”


He tapped me on the shoulder with his hat and went out the door. Jimmy kept it simple.
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AFTER SUNSET, I drove to the rural two-lane highway where Molly’s car had been struck broadside on the driver’s door, knocking her unconscious, pinning her inside. I had revisited the site more than a dozen times, either at night or before sunrise, when there was little traffic. There was a Stop sign at the access road, then nothing but the long curving bend of the two-lane. By flashlight I had looked for the pickup’s skid marks, re-created every possibility about the speed of the pickup, and measured the exact distance from the bend to the Stop sign. The speed limit was forty-five miles an hour, the speed the pickup driver said he was traveling when Molly’s Toyota had suddenly come through the Stop sign and made a reckless left turn in front of him.


I used a stopwatch to compute the time it would take for the pickup driver to traverse the distance from the bend to the point of impact if he were driving the legal limit. The math led to only two possible conclusions: Either Molly ran the Stop sign, abandoning all reason; or she looked to the left, saw nothing coming, then looked to the right, saw the road was clear, and turned left without looking again and got crushed.


But Molly never ran stop signs. She would never willingly break a law of any kind. The skid marks, now washed away, were no longer than eighteen inches in length, indicating the pickup driver saw her



car only seconds before the collision. Everything in me told me that Molly probably failed to double-check the two-lane before she started her turn, and the pickup driver lied and was coming much faster than forty-five miles an hour. The causes of the crash were shared ones.


Like many victims of violent crimes who never find justice, I became obsessed with speculations I could not prove. I told myself that Molly’s fate could have been worse, that the Toyota could have burst into flame while she was conscious and trapped inside, that she could have spent the rest of her life as a vegetable or disfigured beyond recognition or left a quadriplegic. I soon began to gaze into space at the office, in the middle of conversation, on a street corner, my hands balling, while others stared at me with pity and concern.


I had never confronted the driver or even spoken to him, because he was part of an official investigation, and my contacting him would have been improper. But the day after I talked with Fat Tony, I drove up the Teche to what were called the Quarters, outside the little town of Loreauville. The Quarters were composed of cabins and shotgun houses that went back to the corporate-plantation era of the nineteenth century. Most of them were painted a yellowish gray and aligned in rows on dirt streets with rain ditches and bare yards where whites and people of color lived in harmony and seemed to enjoy the lives they had. On weekends the residents barbecued and drank beer on their small galleries, washed their cars in the yard, and flew kites and played softball in the streets with their children. I don’t mean to romanticize poverty. The Loreauville Quarters were a window into my childhood, a time when few people in the community spoke English and few had traveled farther than two parishes from their place of birth. It wasn’t a half-bad world in which to grow up.


I found his name, T. J. Dartez, on a mailbox. I slipped my badge holder and my clip-on holster from my belt and put them under the seat, and stepped across the rain ditch into his yard. An old washing machine converted into a barbecue pit was smoking on the gallery, a chicken dripping in the coals. I heard children’s voices in back. I walked up the dirt driveway. A dented washed-out blue pickup was parked in a shed. An unshaved man in work pants and a clean strap



undershirt was lobbing a Wiffle ball at two little girls armed with plastic baseball bats. His hair was black and greasy and curly on the back of his neck. He turned around, smiling. The stub of a filter-tipped cigar was clenched in his teeth. I had never seen him before.


“You looking for somebody?” he asked.


“Are you Mr. Dartez?”


“Yes, suh.”


I stared at him. I don’t know for how long. The little girls looked about six and eight. They had both gone silent. “I need to talk to you.”


“About what?”


I glanced at the girls. “A serious matter.”


“Y’all go he’p your mama,” he said.


His house looked like a boxcar, a poorer version of mine, set up on cinder blocks. The girls went up the wooden steps and let the screen slam behind them.


“You’re from the agency?” he said.


“What agency?”


“The bill-collection one.”


“No, I’m not.”


He looked at nothing. “You’re him, ain’t you?”


“I don’t know who ‘him’ is.”


“The husband of the woman in the accident.”


“Yes, that’s who I am.”


“What you want wit’ me?”


“You know who Tony Nemo is?”


“Who?”


“You may not know him, but he knows you. He says you ran over a child in Alabama.”


“That’s a damn lie.”


“It didn’t happen?”


“I got a DWI for driving drunk in a school zone there. I didn’t hurt nobody. I don’t drink no more, either.”


“But you were driving faster than forty-five when you hit my wife, weren’t you?”


Through the screen, I could see his wife and children staring at us. These were people for whom bad luck was not an abstraction but a constant; a knock on the door, a puff of wind, and their lives could be up the spout.


“You always got your eye on the speedometer when you’re driving at night?” he said. “I think I was driving forty-five. I cain’t say for sure. She come out of the dark.”


“Her lights weren’t on?”


He tried to hold his eyes on mine. “I cain’t remember.”


“Your lawyer told you to say that?”


“Suh?”


“You heard me.”


His expression turned into a pout, like a child’s. “I ain’t got nothing else to say.”


“I hear you tried to pump State Farm.”


“I missed eight days of work. Who’s gonna pay for that? You?”


“My wife was a nun in Central America,” I said.


His mouth moved, but no sound came out.


“She was a former sister. She devoted her life to helping the poor.”


“She’s a farmer—?”


How do you get angry at a man who cannot understand or speak his own language?


“If you were me, what would you do, Mr. Dartez? What would you feel?”


There was a big thickly leafed shade tree by his garage. It was filled with wind, its leaves dark green against an orange sun. He stared at it as though he wanted to hide inside its branches. “This guy you call Tony? He’s a dago gangster you using to scare me?”


“How do you know he’s a gangster?”


“I know what goes on.”


“I’m telling you he took an interest in you. I’m not sure why. I told him to butt out. I’m telling you to learn who your friends are.”


“You’re my friend? A man who comes to my house and scares my wife and children?”


I stepped closer to him. I couldn’t help my feelings, the surge of bile



in my stomach, the visceral disgust I felt for his ignorance, my desire to do things with my fists that were ultimately a confession of defeat. He stepped back. “My old lady is calling the cops.”


The wind shifted. I could smell his odor, the barbecue smoke on his skin, the grease in his hair. “You lied to the state trooper. Until you admit your part in the accident, you’ll never have peace.”


“I’m sorry your wife is dead. She come at me. I didn’t do nothing wrong. If you won’t accept that, go fuck yourself.”


“You had your warning,” I said.


“My family heard that. What’s the sheriff gonna say if I call him and tell him that? Answer me that. Yeah, I didn’t think so. Fuck you twice.”


I walked away, the sugarcane fields and the horizon tilting, my long-sleeve white shirt peppered with sweat, a war taking place in my chest that I knew I would never win.


CLETE HAD TWO offices, one in New Orleans, one in New Iberia. When he worked out of his New Iberia office, he rented a cottage at the Teche Motel on East Main, down the bayou from my house. When I woke Sunday morning, there were clouds of thick white fog bumping against the tree trunks in the backyard, like cotton on the floor of a gin. I saw a raccoon on top of Tripod’s hutch, its coat shiny with dew. I went to the back door and looked through the screen. The coon had climbed into an oak tree and was looking at me from atop a limb. I pushed open the screen. “Tripod?”


Then he was gone. I went outside in my pajamas and slippers and looked up at the branches but saw no sign of him. I went back inside and dressed and ate breakfast and went to Mass at St. Edward’s. When I returned home, Clete’s metallic-purple Cadillac was parked in the driveway, the top up, his stocking feet sticking out the back window. He was asleep on the backseat with a pillow over his face. He smelled like a beer truck.


I went inside and made coffee and warmed a pan of milk and put four cinnamon rolls in the oven, then went into the backyard



again and looked for the coon. Tripod had died years ago, but I often dreamed of him in my sleep, as I did my other pets, and I wondered if animals, like people I’ve known, have ways of contacting us again. A half hour later, Clete came through the back door, his face wrinkled on one side by the pillow, his eyes bleary.


“You just hit town?” I said.


“I’m not sure what I did. I was drinking Jack with a beer back in Morgan City, then my lights went out. You got a beer?”


“Nope.”


“I’ll drink kerosene if you’ve got it.” He sat down at the breakfast table. He was wearing his porkpie hat and the long-sleeve tropical shirt he had bought in Miami. “You got any uppers?”


“Are you out of your mind?”


“You want me to go?”


“No, I fixed you some breakfast. Just don’t get sick on the floor.”


“Something weird happened yesterday. I was trying to think my way through it. That’s why I was drinking depth charges. You know, when you’re arguing with yourself and wondering if you’re letting somebody work your crank. My head feels like a basketball.”


“What are we talking about, Clete?”


“That douchebag called me.”


“Which douchebag?”


“The one who tried to evict me—Jimmy Nightingale. He says we can work out my problem on the reverse mortgage. I can refinance and let his company have a quarter-acre lot I own in Biloxi. He’ll also introduce me to a stockbroker who’ll let me buy some surefire winners on the margin. I asked him why he was doing all this. He says because you talked to him.”


“I did.”


“You don’t think he’s trying to shaft me?”


“He wants me to introduce him to Levon Broussard.”


Clete looked blank for a moment. “The writer who’s got the wife with outstanding bongos? She jogged by my office a couple of times. I hear she’s nuts.”


“Has anyone ever used the term ‘arrested development’ to you?”


“Yeah, the marriage counselor who was screwing my ex while he was counseling us. You think I should take the deal?”


“What’ll happen if you don’t?”


“The guys I owe in Vegas and Reno are real shitheads. Guys I used to work with. Use your imagination.”


“I have thirty thousand at Vanguard. You can have it.”


“That would be like putting a bicycle patch on the rip in the Titanic.”


I placed the rolls on a plate and set them and a butter dish and a cup of coffee and milk on the table. “Eat up.”


“You’re the best, noble mon,” he replied.


No, Clete was. But no one would ever convince him of that.


CLETE CHECKED IN to his cottage at the Teche Motel, and I called the home of Levon Broussard and his wife, Rowena. Levon had been on the New York Times bestseller lists for twenty years, and Rowena’s raw-edged paintings and photography were loved by many people in need of a cause and a banner. The only reason I had been given their private number was Levon’s admiration for the novels by my daughter, Alafair. The couple lived up the bayou from me in a spacious home built of teardown South Carolina brick, with floor-to-ceiling windows and ventilated green storm shutters and a wide gallery. The house stayed in almost permanent shadow inside a half-dozen live oaks hung with Spanish moss.


Rowena answered the phone.


“Hello, Miss Rowena,” I said. “It’s Dave Robicheaux. Is Levon there?”


There was a beat, the kind that makes you wonder what kind of expression is on your phone party’s face.


“I’ll get him,” she said, and dropped the receiver on a hard surface.


“Hello?” Levon said.


I told him that Jimmy Nightingale wanted to take us to dinner.


“What’s he want with us?” Levon said.


“You’re a famous writer. He’s written some screenplays. Maybe he wants to do business.”


“Isn’t Nightingale hooked up with the casino industry?”


“Among other things.”


“I don’t think this is a good idea.”


“He’s helping Clete Purcel out of a jam. As a favor, he asked for an introduction.”


“So you’re being charitable at my expense?”


He had me. “You’re right. Forget I called.”


“Is Alafair there?”


“She’s living in Bodega Bay.”


I could hear him breathing against the receiver. Levon was known for his reluctance to say no to anyone when asked for money or to help with a personal problem. In fact, he seemed to live with conflicting voices in his head. “I don’t like these casino people, Dave. They put the Indians’ face on their operations, but most of them are out of Jersey.”


“So is Bruce Springsteen,” I said.


“How important is this?”


“Clete has screwed himself financially six ways from breakfast. Jimmy Nightingale can probably get him out of it. We’re talking about one hour at a dinner table.”


I heard him blow out his breath. “When?”


“Six-thirty tomorrow night at Clementine’s. I’ll call Jimmy and set it up.”


“Give Alafair my best. I love her new book.”


Before I could reply, he eased the receiver into the cradle.


HELEN SOILEAU WAS in her third term as sheriff, a period when the Iberia Sheriff’s Department and the city police had merged. She had started her career as a meter maid with the NOPD and had worked her way up to patrolwoman, then returned to New Iberia, her birthplace, and worked as my plainclothes partner in our small homicide and felony assault unit. Helen defied all conventions and categorizations. Years ago a smartass told her at our department Christmas party that she had the perfect body for a man. She slapped him off



the stool, slammed his head into the bar, then picked him up and propped him on the stool and placed a drink in his hand. “No hard feelings,” she said.


She had blond hair cut short at the neck, and she never dyed it; she wore slacks and sometimes makeup and sometimes not. Her love affairs included a dalliance with a female informant (which almost destroyed her career), a circus owner, a male masseuse, a feminist professor, and Clete Purcel.


The silence between her sentences was often louder than her words. She didn’t carry a throw-down or jam the perps, and as a consequence, she usually learned more from them than others did with coercion. I believed she had several personalities, one of which was a sexual adventurer whose eye sometimes strayed over me. I didn’t care. My feelings about Helen were the same as my feelings about Clete: I believed their virtues were poured from a crucible whose heat couldn’t be measured.


Monday morning she called me into her office. Through the window I could see Bayou Teche, the sunlight dancing on the surface, a concrete boat ramp on the far side. Her gaze lifted to mine. She had a ballpoint gripped in her right hand. She clicked it over and over.


“I got a call from T. J. Dartez’s lawyer,” she said.


“I suspected that was coming.”


“He says you threatened his client.”


“Not true.”


“What were you doing at his house?”


“I told him I thought he was speeding when he hit Molly’s car. I told him he wouldn’t have any peace until he owned up.”


Her thumb pressed and released the button on top of the ballpoint, click-click, click-click. “Those were your words?”


“More or less.”


“You know what a good liability lawyer could do with that?”


“I had another reason for being there. Tony Nine Ball offered to do some damage to him, maybe take him off the board.”


“You had a conversation with Tony Nemo about killing T. J. Dartez?”


“No, I had a conversation with him about a Civil War sword. On the other subject, I told him to stay out of my business. He said Dartez ran over a child in Alabama.”


“This isn’t coming together for me, bwana.”


“Tony likes to pretend he’s in tight with cops. He bought a sword at a flea market. It belonged to one of Levon Broussard’s ancestors. He either wants to make some money off it, or he wants to get close to Levon. Tony has been involved with two or three film productions. He’s a self-serving, greedy, fat shit. He’s not a complex man.”


She gave me a look and let the ballpoint drop on the blotter. “Keep clear of Dartez and Nemo.”


“I plan to.”


She stared into my face, her expression flat. As often was the case, I had no idea what she was thinking or who presently occupied her skin. Her hair looked lighter, sun-bleached, perhaps, thicker and more attractive, as though she had been out on the salt.


“Buy me lunch, Pops, and don’t give me any more of your trash,” she said.










Chapter


4





JIMMY PICKED ME up in a limo, and we drove up Loreauville Road and turned in to the long driveway of the Broussard home. The carriage lamps on the gallery were lit, the floor-to-ceiling windows glowing from the lighted chandelier in the hallway. The wind was up, and the trees were filled with shadows that seemed to battle one another. Three of his live oaks were registered with a national conservation society and named Mosby, Forrest, and Longstreet, perhaps indicating a tired and old and depressing Southern obsession with the illusion that war is grand. But I had a hard time thinking of Levon in that fashion.


He avoided crowds and formal social situations and conventional thinking, and he had a pathological aversion to people who asked questions about his work. He seldom spoke specifically of his family, but supposedly, they were related to Oliver Hazard Perry, John Mosby, Edmund Burke, and John Wilkes Booth. He said he’d grown up in Galveston, or Lake Charles, or Lafayette, or maybe all three, I’m not sure. He was one of those paradoxical individuals who became notorious for his obsession with privacy. He had lived in the tropics and had known leftists in Mexico and DEA agents in Colombia and CIA operatives who flew for an airline headquartered in Fort Lauderdale. Why he had been drawn into the edges of the New American Empire, no one knew. With his tall frame and genteel manners and kind face and egalitarian attitudes, he seemed to personify virtue.



Strangely, although they looked nothing alike, he and Jimmy Nightingale made me think of bookends that belonged on the same shelf.


I sometimes saw Levon’s wife at Red Lerille’s Health & Racquet Club in Lafayette, in boxing trunks and a halter, sweaty and dedicated, slamming the body bag hard enough to rattle it on the chain. She was Australian and had dark hair and wide-set blue eyes that stared boldly into your face. She seldom spoke or smiled, and if she had any expression, it seemed to be one of puzzlement or wariness, as though the world were constantly deconstructing and reassembling itself before her eyes.


Before I could get out of the limo and ring the bell, Levon and Rowena came out the front door. Levon put his wife inside the limo, then leaned across the seat and shook Jimmy’s hand vigorously. “It’s very nice to meet you, sir. This is my wife, Rowena. Thank you for your kind invitation. How you doin’, Dave?”


That was Levon, the effusive gentleman no matter the occasion. But his cordiality had no influence on what was about to take place. Jimmy’s eyes were glued on Rowena’s. The connection was electric and naked to the degree that both of them were obviously embarrassed. She sat down heavily on the leather seat, her gaze never leaving Jimmy’s. “You’re a screenwriter?” she asked him.


“Not really. I try at it.”


“Does anyone have a drink?” she said.


“I started to ice some champagne, but I didn’t think we’d be long in getting to the restaurant,” Jimmy said.


“We’re fine,” Levon said.


“I’m starved and dry,” she said. “Can we get the bloody hell out of here?”


“Right-o,” Jimmy said. He tapped the glass behind the driver.


“Is this your vehicle?” Levon said.


“My vehicle? No, it belongs to the car service,” Jimmy replied clearly, not sure what was happening. “I’m not that uptown.”


“Hello, Miss Rowena. I’m Dave Robicheaux,” I said. “I’ve seen you at Red’s health club in Lafayette.”


“You’re who?”


“We spoke on the phone.”


Her window was up. She stared at her reflection in the dark. Then she turned and looked at Jimmy again, as though seeing him for the first time. Levon leaned forward, interdicting her line of sight. “You keep company with Bobby Earl, Mr. Nightingale?”


“Call me Jimmy. I know Earl, but I wouldn’t call him a close friend.”


“A friend nonetheless?” Levon said.


“Judge not, lest you be judged,” Jimmy said.


“What’s to judge? His record is demonstrable, isn’t it?” Levon said. “If he had his way, the bunch of us would be soap.”


“I think he’s paid for his sins,” Jimmy said.


“His time in prison?” Levon said.


“Considering the ethnic makeup of the population, I suspect he found himself in the middle of a nightmare,” Jimmy said.


“I don’t think that’s much solace to the victims of the Ku Klux Klan.”


“Oh, shove it along, you two,” Rowena said. She massaged the back of her neck and rotated her head, glancing sideways at Jimmy.


“Good advice,” Jimmy said, reaching for something on the floor.


Rowena rolled down her window, flooding the limo with the smell of night-blooming flowers and the sprinklers spinning on the St. Augustine grass in the dark. “Look at the stars. Did you ever see Night Has a Thousand Eyes? When the constellations are out, I always think of that movie. Look, each star is vaporous.”


“What do you have there?” Levon asked.


“A sword,” Jimmy said, lifting it into the light. “I think it belonged to your great-grandfather. I’d like you to have it.”


Levon looked at the name incised on the handle. “My God, where did you get this?”


“Did anybody hear me?” Rowena said. “Has anyone seen Night Has a Thousand Eyes?”


“I have,” Jimmy said. He pushed the sword away when Levon tried to return it. “It starred Edward G. Robinson and Gail Russell. Did you see her in Angel and the Badman or Wake of the Red Witch?”


“Yes,” Rowena said, her face thrust forward, her wide-set eyes filled with interest.


“How about rolling up the window, Rowena?” Levon said. “The air smells like insecticide.”


“If that’s what everyone wants,” she replied.


“Listen here,” Levon said. “I can’t accept this gift.”


“Maybe we can give it to a museum,” Jimmy said. “It needs to be somewhere other than in the hands of its previous owner.”


Levon waited for Jimmy to continue.


“I got it from Fat Tony Nemo. He bought it at a flea market,” Jimmy said.


“You know Nemo?” Levon said.


“He poured the concrete for a couple of my buildings.”


“I forgot. He does that when he’s not killing people,” Levon said.


“Tony was out of the rackets twenty years ago,” Jimmy said.


“Is that right, Dave?” Levon said. “This guy who used to break arms and legs with a baseball bat found salvation?”


“I wouldn’t know,” I replied, regretting the choices I had made to help Clete.


“Could you tell your driver to go a little faster?” Rowena said to Jimmy. “I’m about to faint.”


“No Down Under histrionics tonight,” Levon said.


“Oh, balls,” she said.


“I need to write you a check for this,” Levon said to Jimmy.


“Show me the secret to your novels instead.”


“Beg your pardon?” Levon said.


“I’m envious. They’re marvelous books. Your prose is magical. I want to know how you do it.”


Then Rowena said something I didn’t expect, considering the undisguised arousal Jimmy obviously caused in her: “We all have our private cubbyholes, love. Don’t be fucking with them.”


The chauffeur was a peroxided, crew-cut, steroid-pumped weight lifter with a concave-shaped face whose eyes looked like lumps of lead in the rearview mirror. I wanted to get in the front with him.


* * *


CLEMENTINE’S WAS ON Main Street in a building that once was a saloon and pool hall and betting parlor, with wood floors and a stamped tin ceiling and a long bar and cuspidors and a potbelly stove, in a time when saloon owners one night a week covered pool tables with oilcloths and served free robin gumbo. Now it was a fine restaurant, with a large formally attired staff and sometimes a famous movie actor or musician among the guests.


Unfortunately, none of this was of any comfort to me. The atmosphere at our table was poisonous, the tension unbearable, primarily because there was no way to both acknowledge and resolve the problem, which was raw hatred between Jimmy and Levon and, I suspect, a flicker or two of the green-eyed monster in Levon.


“You understood about my writing a check, didn’t you?” Levon said.


“If you want,” Jimmy said.


“There’s no ‘if’ to it.”


Jimmy smiled. “I think I gave him two thousand for it. Why don’t you give that amount in my name to a charity?”


“Why don’t I just leave it on the table for the waiter?” Levon said.


Rowena was on her third glass of burgundy. “My grandfather was at Gallipoli. A neighbor tried to give him a souvenir bayonet to cut his hundredth birthday cake. Grandfather told him where to park it.”


“Lower the volume, Rowena,” Levon said.


“Fuck if I will,” she replied.


How about that for conversation in a small city on Bayou Teche where decorum is a religion and manners and morality are interchangeable?


The back of my neck was burning, my scalp drawing tighter each time Rowena had something to say. I went to the restroom, located in a separate building by the patio, and washed and dried my face and went back inside. The bar area was crowded, but in the midst of drinkers, I saw Clete Purcel hunched over a po’boy sandwich and a frosted mug of beer.


When I went to places where alcohol was served, I usually avoided sitting at the bar or at tables where people were there to drink rather



than eat. Those distinctions might seem foolish to normal people, but the slip that puts a sober alcoholic back on the dirty boogie usually has innocuous origins. You accidentally eat chocolate cake that has whiskey in it; there’s brandy in the plum sauce; two miles from shore, the sun blazing on your head, a friend tosses you a cold can of Miller from the ice chest; or worse, you wake at one in morning, your head full of nightmarish images, and rather than deal with your dragons, you put on your beat-up leather jacket and a wilted hat and find an end-of-the-line dive that has no clocks or windows.


But I wanted to be near Clete, the man who’d carried me down a fire escape when I had two bullets in my back, a man who sought excoriation and feared approval, a blue-collar iconoclast who had to look up the word.


“Can you tell me how to get to Sharkey Bonano’s Dream Room?” I said. Sharkey’s joint on Bourbon used to feature musicians like the Kings of Dixieland and Johnnie Scat Davis and Louis Prima and Sam Butera, and Clete and I had spent many wasted days and nights there.


Clete jumped when I put my hand on his shoulder. “Jesus, Dave, you know I have a coronary when people walk up on me like that? When did you come in?”


“I’m with Jimmy Nightingale and Levon and his wife.”


“You’re kidding.” He strained his neck to see into the dining room. “Oops, I shouldn’t have looked.”


“What do you mean?”


“That Australian broad gets to me. My big boy just went on red alert.”


“Will you stop that?”


“I know an animal when I see one.”


“I mean it, Clete.” But what was the point? Clete was Clete. “Join us. I feel like I’m in the middle of a blender.”


“I can’t take Nightingale. I know he’s cutting me a deal, but he’s still a bum and a fraud.”


“But it’s fine for me?” I said.


“Stop pretending. Nightingale hates my guts. I don’t know what



you see in that prick. Anyway, he’s doing a favor for you, not me. He wants something from Levon Broussard. So does Tony Nine Ball.”


“Where’d you hear this?”


“From Nig Rosewater.”


Nig and Wee Willie Bimstine had run New Orleans’s oldest bail bond service, until Katrina drowned the city and FEMA transported their clients all over the United States, never to return.


“Tony thinks he’s going to be a Hollywood movie producer,” Clete said. “He bought this sword to give to Levon Broussard, except Nightingale took it away from him.”


“When did Fat Tony start rolling over for anyone?”


“He’s got diabetes and emphysema and cancer in his colon and lymph nodes. He carries a bucket in his car to puke in.”


The bartender leaned close to Clete. “Would you like another drink, sir?”


Clete lifted his mug, the shell of ice sliding down the sides, the beer almost to the top. “Do I look like I need one? But since you asked, give Dave a diet Doc with cherries and limes in it.”


The man on the other side of Clete left the bar, and I took his stool with no plan in mind other than to delay rejoining the group I’d come with. In seconds I felt at home, the television set tuned to a sports channel, stuffed shrimp I hadn’t ordered placed on a paper napkin in front of me, someone talking about the New Orleans Saints. Clete ordered a shot and poured it into his mug. I watched the whiskey bounce on the bottom and rise in a brown cloud.


“Why not just put your brain in a jar and give it to a medical school?” I said.


“I did that five years ago. They gave it back.”


He chugged half the mug. I bit into a stuffed shrimp and looked over my shoulder at the dining room, then at the icy cloud rising from the beer box, the bartenders uncorking bottles of Liebfraumilch and dark red wine, fitting an orange slice on the rim of a Collins glass, tipping a jigger of Jack into shaved ice and mint leaves, pouring a creamy-pink gin fizz, setting up a round of Hennessy for everyone, provided by the distributor.


“No?” the bartender said, after setting a shot glass in front of me.


I cleared my throat to answer.


“Did he ask for one?” Clete said.


“Sorry, my mistake,” the bartender said.


“Give us both a diet Doc. I need a bowl of gumbo, too,” Clete said.


“You got it,” the bartender said.


“Where you from?” Clete asked.


“California.”


“You ever hear of the Bobbsey Twins from Homicide?”


“That’s a new one on me,” the bartender said. He wore a white jacket, his hair slicked back.


“You’re looking at them,” Clete said. “You’re standing in the middle of history.”


“Knock it off, Clete,” I said.


“He knows I’m kidding,” Clete said. “You, what’s-your-name, you don’t take people like me seriously, do you?”


“My name is Cedric.”


“You knew I was kidding, right, Cedric?”


The bartender wiped the bar. “Two diet drinks coming up.”


He walked away on the duckboards, wadding up his bar rag, tossing it into a sink. My face felt small and tight; my eardrums were ringing. “Don’t do that again, Clete.”


“He’s foisting drinks on people. I set him straight.”


“Did you hear me?”


“Climb down off it, Streak.”


“Off what?”


“You know what I’m talking about.”


“No, I don’t,” I said.


“I gave up trying to pork everything in sight. Why? Because I’m old and I make an idiot of myself. It’s called recognizing your limitations.”


“See you later,” I said.


“Come back here.”


But I kept walking, letting the noise in the dining room swallow up my conversation with Clete and the temptations that were as abiding in me as sexual desire and, even worse, that had to do with guns and



gambling and the rush of stepping through the dimension into a place I never wanted to go again.


Levon and Rowena and Jimmy were sloshed and had stupid smiles on their faces when I got to the table.


“Sorry, something just came up,” I said.


“You’re leaving?” Levon said.


“We’ll do it another time,” I said. “Thanks for inviting me.”


“You got your nose bent out of shape?” Rowena said. “Just throw the food to the hogs?”


“Chacun à son goût,” I said.


Then I walked out of the dining room and past the revelers at the bar, including Clete, and out the door and into the night. The street was empty, the great looming structure called the Shadows illuminated by floodlights in the yard, a tribute to all the suffering passed down to us by the antebellum era. What a joke, I thought.


But my cynicism gave me no release from the fire and the insatiable need burning inside me.












Chapter
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CLETE CALLED ME at the office in the morning. “I’m sorry about last night,” he said.


“Forget it. I had my head on sideways,” I said.


“You didn’t go home and get wasted, did you?”


“Worry about yourself,” I said.


“I’ll see you for lunch.”


“I’ve got too much desk work.”


“I’ll come by tonight. It’s about that prick.”


“Which prick?”


“That prick Nightingale, who else? I’ve got to pick up a bail skip in Jennings. I’ll see you about nine.”


At five-fifteen P.M., I threw my tackle box and rod and reel into the back of my truck, hooked up my boat and trailer, and drove to the Henderson levee, outside Breaux Bridge. Henderson Swamp is part of the vast network of bayous and bays and rivers that constitute the Atchafalaya Basin, the flooded woods a golden green at sunset and so swollen with silence that you wonder if this piece of primordial creation was saved by a divine hand to remind us of what the earth was like when our ancestors grew feet and crawled out of the sea.


The cypress trees were in early leaf, as delicate as green lace, ruffling in the breeze, the water high and black and undisturbed, chained



with lily pads, the bream and goggle-eye perch rolling under the pads like pillows of air floating to the surface.


I cut my outboard and let my boat glide silently into a cove lit by a molten red sun, then flipped my plug in an arching loop just beyond a clutch of flooded willows. The western sky was streaked with clouds as pink as flamingo wings. In the distance I heard the Southern Pacific blowing down the line.


But if I had come here for solace, my journey was in vain. The loss of my wife, my inability to accept the suddenness of the accident, the words of a paramedic telling me she was gone and they had done everything they could, his mouth moving like that of someone in a film with no sound track, I carried all these things wherever I went, my blood and mind fouled, the ground shifting, the realization at sunrise that her death was not a dream and she was gone forever, unfairly taken, her dignity and courage and spiritual resolve extinguished by a fool rounding a curve in a pickup truck, the accelerator mashed to the floor.


These thoughts robbed the light from my eyes, the birdsong from the trees, the sound of children playing in a park. Instead of the glory of the sunset, I saw beer cans and Styrofoam cups undulating in the shallows, a rubber tire submerged among the willows, a blanket of debris caught in the cattails, as viscous as dried paint skimmed off the top of a paint bucket.


I retrieved my lure and started the engine and drove back to the levee, the bow scraping on the concrete ramp like fingernails on a blackboard. I stopped into a bait shop and ate a sandwich on the gallery and watched the last of the sun slip beyond the trees. Several men were drinking beer at a spool table next to me. I believed I knew one of them, but I couldn’t say for sure. They invited me to join them. I could not get my mind off Molly, her warmth and steadfastness as a companion, her ability to deal with the sorrow and suffering of the world and not be undone by it.


“Everything cool, buddy?” a man said.


“Sure. I look like my gyroscope is busted?” I replied.


“Have a brew.”


“I have to be on my way.”


“I should, too,” he said. “My old lady is going to throw my supper in the backyard. Is yours like that?”


THE SUN WAS only an ember when I drove down the levee. A few minutes later, I was on the two-lane highway outside Breaux Bridge, the sky dark with rainclouds, when a pickup truck got on the back of my trailer and the driver clicked on his high beams, flooding the inside of my truck with light. I tried to see the driver’s face in the rearview mirror, but his headlights were blinding. I touched my brake pedal to no avail. I had broken the clamp-on emergency flasher I’d carried in my truck only two days earlier. There were ditches on either side of the road and no shoulder where I could pull off. My eyes were watering from the glare in the mirror.


Like anyone who has been harassed on the road by a tailgater, I felt my anger begin to rise, slowly at first, then build into an emotional straitjacket, and I began to have thoughts I did not associate with who I was. I pressed the brake again, this time hard. But he didn’t back off. His headlights were so close they were beneath the level of my trailer. I accelerated. He dropped back a few feet in the mirror, and I saw a pipe bumper welded on the front of his vehicle. Then he came at me again. As I neared the convenience store at the intersection, he roared through the blinking red light and shot me the finger.
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