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chapter one


Not many people believe this, but in the early months of 1942 Nazi submarines used to lie in wait at the mouth of the Mississippi for the tankers that sailed without naval escort from the oil refineries at Baton Rouge into the Gulf of Mexico.


It was a shooting gallery. Because of wartime censorship the newspapers and radio carried no accounts of the American ships sunk off the Louisiana coast, but just after sunset people could see the oil fires burning on the southern horizon, like a quickening orange smudge low in the winter sky.


As a little boy in New Iberia, I heard shrimpers talk about the burned, oil-coated bodies of four merchant sailors who had been found floating like lumps of coal in an island of kelp, their sightless eyes and poached faces strung with jellyfish.


I had nightmares for many years about Nazis, who I imagined as pinch-faced, slit-eyed creatures who lived beneath the waves, not far from my home, and who would eventually impose a diabolical design upon the earth.


While scuba diving in college, on a calm, windless day, I accidentally found one of those submarines in sixty feet of water, resting at an angle on its keel, the deck rails and forward gun gray and fuzzy with seaweed, a chain of tiny bubbles rising from the stern.


My heart was tripping against my rib cage, the blood vessels tightening in my head, but I refused to be undone by my childhood fears, and I swam down to the twisted remains of the periscope until I could see the swastika and ship’s numbers painted on the side of the conning tower.


I took my bowie knife from the scabbard on my side, and, like the primitive warrior who must touch the body of a slain enemy, I tapped with the butt of the knife on the conning tower’s rim.


Then one of the strangest occurrences of my life took place.


I felt a bone-numbing coldness in the water, where there had been none before; then a sound, a vibration, like a wire cable snapping, rang through the entire length of the submarine. The conning tower began to right itself in the current, the metal plates on the hull grating on the sand, and clouds of silt and trapped oil rose from under the keel. I watched in horror as the submarine seemed to poise itself just above the gulf’s floor, streamers of moss fanning back from the tower like tattered battle flags, then dip its bow downward into the darkness and slide over the edge of the continental shelf, my bowie knife toppling onto the rising stern, while sand sharks spun like minnows in the wake of its screws.


I discovered later that there was no mystery about the U-boat. It had been caught recharging its batteries on the surface, shelled by a U.S. Navy destroyer, then blown out of the water by depth charges, its spine broken; since that time it had scudded and bounced with the currents up and down the floor of the gulf along the Louisiana coast.


But sometimes in a dark moment I wondered about the crew that had gone down in a scream of sirens and whistles and torrents of water bursting through the ruptured plates or cascading down the tower that no one could close in time. Did they claw one another off the ladders? Were they willing to blind or maim or kill one another just to breathe air for a few more seconds? Did they regret embracing the scheme that would make the lights go out all over the world?


Or were they still sailing beneath the waves, their skins pickled in salt, their uniforms nests for moray eels, their plan to turn the earth into a place of concertina wire and guard towers still on track, as certain in prospect as the phosphorescent and boiling wake of a torpedo streaking toward a distant ship silhouetted against an autumnal moon?


It had been a strange day out on the salt. The wind was hot and sere out of the south, and in the swells you could see the shiny backs of stingrays and the bluish pink air sacs of jellyfish, which meant a storm was probably kicking them in toward shore; then the barometer dropped, the wind died, and the sun looked like a white flame trapped inside the dead water.


It rained for only about five minutes, large, flat drops that struck the water like lead shot, then the sky was clear and hot again and the sweat and humidity ran off your skin like snakes. Far to the south I could see the storm become stationary. Gray clouds were anchored low on the horizon, and right where they met the water there was a white line of surf and an occasional fork of lightning, like silver threads trembling inside the clouds.


While Batist, the black man who worked for me, put out the lines for gafftop catfish, I slipped on my air tanks, flippers, and mask and went over the side, following the anchor rope down through the cone of translucent green light, down to a level of water that was suddenly cold and moving and gray with silt, spinning with yellow blades of seaweed, perhaps alive with sand sharks that could whisk past you with such energy and force that you felt you had been struck by an invisible hand.


The anchor rope was taut and hard when I touched it. Above me I could see the silhouette of my boat’s hull wobbling against the light, the bow dipping into the chop against the pull of the anchor. I blew my mask clear and went down ten more feet along the rope, into a barrel of darkness, of swirling silt that had been blackened with oil, into sounds that shouldn’t have been there – metal knocking against itself, like a ball peen hammer bouncing idly off an anvil, steel plates grinding across hard-packed sand, perhaps wire cables lifting in the current and lighting on twisted spars.


I gave it up and headed for the surface, rising once more into water bladed with sunlight, into the predictable world of wind and salt spray blowing against the mask, of gulls and pelicans gliding overhead, of Batist straining with both hands against a stingray he had foul-hooked through the stomach.


I pulled off my tanks and rubbed my head and face dry with a towel. Batist was stripped to the waist, his back knotted with muscle, his cannonball head popping with sweat as he got the gaff into the stingray and lifted it over the gunwale. The gaff had gone all the way through one of the ray’s leathery wings. Batist flopped it on its back, shook the gaff loose, then knelt on one knee and sawed the treble hook out of its stomach. He wiped the blood off his knife, looked at the bent prongs on his hook, then flung the ray overboard with both hands.


‘How far down was you, Dave?’ he said.


‘Thirty or forty feet maybe.’


‘Ain’t smart. They’s a lot of trash down there. They’s even trees, yeah, you know that? They float all the way down the Miss’sippi. Some big as your house.’


‘I suspect you’re right.’


‘Well?’ He put a cigar in the corner of his mouth.


‘What?’


‘You found that sub down there?’


‘I heard some metal banging around, but I don’t know what it is. It’s too murky to see anything.’


‘Maybe it’s a wrecked oil rig down there. You t’ink of that? Maybe you gonna get tangled up in it, lose your life, Dave, all ‘cause that Hippo fellow wavin’ ten t’ousand dollars around. He want that sub, let him get his fat butt out here and look for it.’


‘Okay, Batist.’


‘It don’t do no good to be rich in the graveyard, no.’


‘I’m getting your drift. I really appreciate it.’


‘You ax me my opinion.’


‘How about we catch some fish?’


‘That’s what I been tryin’ to do. Except somebody been swimmin’ around under my line.’


Hippo Bimstine was a mover in the state Democratic party and probably owned half of the drugstores in New Orleans. His girth was elephantine, his bejeweled, pudgy fingers and yellow-and-black checkered sports coats legendary. On any given afternoon you could see him in the Pearl on St. Charles, eating anywhere from five to eight dozen oysters on the half shell, washing them down with pitchers of beer, his thick neck powdered with talcum, a purple rose in his lapel, his jowls freshly shaved and glowing with health, his eyes squinting almost completely shut when he smiled. Years ago I had told him the story about the wreck of the German U-boat I had discovered on a calm summer day when I was in college. Last week a friend of Hippo’s, a charter skipper out of Cocodrie, said his sonar had pinged a huge metal object just south of Grand Isle. Hippo remembered the story about the sunken sub, called me in New Iberia, and said he would pay a ten-thousand-dollar finder’s fee if I could locate the sub and he could salvage it.


‘What are you going to do with a World War II U-boat, Hippo?’ I said.


‘Are you kidding? You ever see this Geraldo guy on TV? He had millions of people watching him dig into a basement wall under a Chicago hotel where Al Capone used to live. He had everybody believing there was a car, dead bodies, gold bars, machine guns, all kinds of bullshit, buried in this underground vault. The show went on for three hours. It was so boring you had to keep slapping yourself awake. You know what he found? A big pile of wet sand and some old bottles. He also almost punched a hole in the retaining wall that keeps Lake Michigan out of the city of Chicago.


‘You know what I could do with a sub full of drowned Nazis? Use your imagination, Dave.’


But I had struck out. And it was just as well. Hippo’s projects were usually as grandiose and thespian as his epicurean consumption of seafood in the Pearl, and if you became involved with him for very long, you began to realize that perhaps you had not successfully avoided the role of court jester in this life after all.


Batist and I caught and gutted over a dozen gafftop, ripped out the stingers and peeled the skin with pliers, fileted the meat in long, pink strips, and laid them out in rows on the crushed ice in the cooler. Then we ate the po’-boy sandwiches we’d made with fried oysters, mayonnaise, sauce piquant, sliced tomatoes, and onions and wrapped in waxed paper that morning; then we headed back toward the coast as the afternoon cooled and the wind began to blow out of the west, smelling of distant rain and speckled trout spawning and beached shellfish and lines of seaweed drying where the tide had receded from the sand.


As the late red sun seemed to collapse and melt into a single burning ember on the horizon, you could see the neon glow of New Orleans gradually replace the daylight and spread across the darkening sky. The clouds were black-green and low over the city, dancing with veins of lightning, roiling from Barataria all the way out to Lake Pontchartrain, and you knew that in a short while torrents of rain would blow through the streets, thrash the palm trees on the esplanades, overrun the gutters in the Quarter, fill the tunnel of oak trees on St. Charles with a gray mist through which the old iron, green-painted streetcars would make their way along the tracks like emissaries from the year 1910.


New Orleans was a wonderful place to be on a late evening in August.


That’s what I thought, anyway, until I called Hippo Bimstine to tell him that he’d have to hire somebody else to dive the wrecks of Nazi submarines.


‘Where are you?’ he said.


‘We’re having supper at Mandina’s, out on Canal.’


‘You still tight with Clete Purcel?’


‘Sure.’


‘You know where Calucci’s Bar is by St. Charles and Carrollton?’


‘Yeah, it’s across from your house, isn’t it?’


‘That’s right. So right now I’m looking out my window at a shitstorm in the making. I’m talking about they got a SWAT team out there. Can you believe that? A fucking SWAT team in the middle of my neighborhood. I think they could use a diplomat out there, before the meat loaf ends up on the wallpaper, you get my meaning?’


‘No.’


‘The salt water still in your ears, Dave?’


‘Look, Hippo—’


‘It’s Clete Purcel. He went apeshit in Calucci’s and ran one guy all the way through the glass window. The guy’s still lying in the flower bed. They say Purcel’s got two or three others in there on their knees. If he don’t come out, there’s a supervising plainclothes in front says they’re gonna smoke him. I got fucking Beirut, Lebanon, in my front yard.’


‘Who’s the supervising officer?’


‘A guy named Baxter. Yeah, Nate Baxter. He used to be in Vice in the First District. You remember a plainclothes by that name? … Hey, Dave, you there?’




chapter two


Calucci’s Bar had been fashioned out of an old white frame house, with tin awnings on the windows, in an old residential neighborhood at the end of St. Charles by the Mississippi levee. The rain looked like purple and green and pink sleet in the neon glow from the bar, and on the far side of the levee you could see mist rising off the river and hear horns blowing on a tug-boat.


The street in front of the bar was filled with a half dozen emergency vehicles, their revolving lights reflecting off the shrubs and wet cement and the palm trees on the esplanade. When Batist and I parked my pickup truck by the curb I saw Nate Baxter in the midst of it all, rainwater sluicing off his hat, his two-tone shoes and gray golf slacks splattered from passing cars. His neatly trimmed reddish beard was glazed with wet light, his badge and chrome-plated revolver clipped on his belt, his body hard and muscular with middle age and his daily workouts at the New Orleans Athletic Club.


A flat-chested black woman plainclothes, with skinny arms and a mouthful of gold teeth, was arguing with him. She wore a rumpled brown blouse that hung out of her dark blue slacks, makeup that had streaked in the rain, and loafers without socks. Nate Baxter tried to turn away from her, but she moved with him, her hands on her thin hips, her mouth opening and closing in the rain.


‘I’m talking to you, Lieutenant,’ she said. ‘It’s my opinion we have a situation that’s gotten out of hand here. The response is not proportionate to the situation. Not in my opinion, sir. If you persist, I plan to file my own report. Are you hearing me, sir?’


‘Do whatever you feel like, Sergeant. But please go do it somewhere else,’ Baxter said.


‘I’m responding to the call. I resent your talking to me like that, too,’ she said.


‘All right, I’ll put it a little more clearly. You’re a nuisance and a pain in the ass. You want to make a civil rights case out of that, be my guest. In the meantime, get out of here. That’s an order.’


A uniformed white cop laughed in the background.


Baxter’s eyes narrowed under the brim of his hat when he saw me.


‘What are you doing, Nate?’ I said.


He ignored me and began talking to a cop in a bulletproof vest and a bill cap turned backwards on his head.


‘What are you trying to do to Clete Purcel?’ I said.


‘Stay behind the tape, Robicheaux,’ he said.


‘I can talk him out of there.’


‘You’re out of your jurisdiction.’


Even in the rain his breath was heated and stale.


‘Nobody needs to get hurt here, Nate,’ I said.


‘Purcel dealt the play, not me. You know what? I think he’s been looking for this moment all his life.’


‘Have you called him on the phone?’


‘That’s a good idea, isn’t it? I’d really like to do that. Except he tore it out of the wall and wrapped it around a guy’s throat. Then he rammed the guy through the front window.’


‘The Calucci brothers are mobbed up. It’s some kind of personal beef between them and Clete, you know it is. You don’t call out a SWAT team on barroom bullshit.’


‘We’ve got a vigilante loose in New Orleans, too. I think Purcel’s a perfect suspect.’


I could feel my palms open and close at my sides. Baxter was talking again to the cop in the vest, pointing at a high area on the levee.


‘You’re not going to get away with this,’ I said.


‘End of conversation, Robicheaux.’


‘Clete stuck your head in a toilet bowl in a bar on Decatur,’ I said. ‘You didn’t report it because he knew you were taking freebies from street hookers in the Quarter. That’s what all this is about, Nate.’


Four white cops, as well as the black woman, were staring at us now. The skin around Nate Baxter’s right eye was pinched like a marksman’s when he sights along a rifle barrel. He started to speak, but I didn’t give him the chance.


I held my Iberia Parish Sheriff’s Department badge high above my head and walked toward the front door of the bar.


Clete had dropped the Venetian blinds over all the windows and was leaning on the bar counter, one foot on the rail, drinking Mexican rum from a shot glass and sucking on a salted lime. He wore his powder blue porkpie hat slanted on the front of his head, his pants hanging two inches below his navel. His round, pink face was smiling and happy, his green eyes lighted with an alcoholic shine. Through one eyebrow and across the bridge of his nose was a scar, as thick as a bicycle patch, perforated with stitch holes, where he had been bashed with a pipe when he was a kid in the Irish Channel. As always, his tropical print shirt looked like it was about to split on his massive shoulders.


The bar was empty. Rain was blowing through the broken front window and dripping off the Venetian blinds.


‘What’s happenin’, Streak?’ he said.


‘Are you losing your mind?’


‘Harsh words, noble mon. Lighten up.’


That’s Nate Baxter out there. He’d like to paint the woodwork with both of us.’


‘That’s why I didn’t go out there. Some of those other guys don’t like PI’s, either.’ He looked at his watch and tapped on the crystal with his fingernail. ‘You want a Dr Pepper?’


‘I want us both to walk out of here. We’re going to throw your piece in front of us, too.’


‘What’s the hurry? Have a Dr Pepper. I’ll put some cherries and ice in it.’


‘Clete—’


‘I told you, everything’s copacetic. Now, disengage, noble mon. Nobody rattles the old Bobbsey Twins from Homicide.’ He took a hit from the shot glass, sucked on his sliced lime, and smiled at me.


‘It’s time to boogie, partner,’ I said.


He looked again at his watch.


‘Give it five more minutes,’ he said, and smiled again.


He started to refill his glass from a large, square, brown bottle that he held in his hand. I placed my palm lightly on his arm.


‘Look, let me give you the big picture, noble mon,’ he said. ‘I’m involved with a lady friend these days. She’s a nice person, she never hurt anybody, she’s intelligent, she goes part-time to the Ju-Co, she also strips in a T and A joint on Bourbon owned by the Calucci brothers. We’re talking about Max and Bobo here, Dave, you remember them, the two guys we ran in once for pulling a fingernail off a girl’s hand with a pair of pliers? Before I met Martina, my lady friend, she borrowed two grand off the Caluccis to pay for her grandmother’s hospitalization. So when she didn’t make the vig yesterday, Max, the bucket of shit I put through the window glass, called her in this morning and said it was time for her to start working out of the back of a taxicab.’


He took off his porkpie hat, combed his sandy hair straight back on his head, clipped the comb in his shirt pocket, and put his hat back on.


‘The Caluccis aren’t going to make a beef, Dave, at least not a legal one. They get along in police stations like shit does in an ice cream parlor,’ he said. He filled his shot glass, knocked it back, and winked at me.


‘Where’s the other one – Bobo?’


He glanced at his watch again, then looked across the counter, past a small kitchen, toward the massive wood door of a walk-in meat locker.


‘He’s probably wrapping himself in freezer foil right now,’ he said. ‘At least that’s what I’d do.’


‘Are you kidding?’


‘I didn’t put him in there. He locked himself in. What am I supposed to do about it? He’s got an iron bar or something set behind the door. I say live and let live.’


I went to the locker and tried to open it. The handle was chrome and cold in my hand. The door moved an inch, then clanked against something metal and wouldn’t move farther.


‘Bobo?’ I said.


‘What?’ a voice said through the crack.


‘This is Dave Robicheaux. I’m a sheriff’s detective. It’s over. Come on out. Nobody’s going to hurt you.’


‘I never heard of you.’


‘I used to be in Homicide in the First District.’


‘Oh yeah, you were dick-brain’s partner out there. What are you doing here? He call you up for some laughs?’


‘Here’s the agenda, Bobo. Let me run it by you and get your reactions. I’m holding a forty-five automatic in my hand. If you refuse to open the door, I’ll probably have to shoot a few holes through the lock and the hinges. Do you feel comfortable with that?’


It was silent a moment.


‘Where is he?’ the voice said.


‘He’s not a player anymore. Take my word for it.’


‘You keep that animal away from me. He’s a fucking menace. They ought to put his brain in a jar out at the medical school.’


‘You got my word, Bobo.’


I heard an iron bar rattle to the floor, then Bobo pushed the door open with one foot from where he sat huddled in the corner, a rug wrapped around his shoulders, his hair and nostrils white with frost, clouds of freezer steam rising from his body into the sides of beef that were suspended from hooks over his head. His small, close-set black eyes went up and down my body.


‘You ain’t got a gun. You sonofabitch. You lied,’ He said.


‘Let’s take a walk,’ I said, lifting him up by one arm. ‘Don’t worry about Clete. He’s just going to finish his drink and follow us outside. Believe it or not, there’re cops out there who were willing to drop one of their own kind, just to protect you. Makes you proud to be a taxpayer, I bet.’


‘Get your hand off my arm,’ he said when we reached the door.


Batist and I stayed overnight in a guesthouse on Prytania, one block from St. Charles. The sky was red at sunrise, the air thick with the angry cries of blue jays in the hot shade outside the French doors. Nate Baxter had held Clete for disturbing the peace, but the Caluccis never showed up in the morning to file assault charges, and Clete was kicked loose without even going to arraignment.


Batist and I had beignets and café au lait in the Café du Monde across from Jackson Square. The wind was warm off the river behind us, the sun bright on the banana and myrtle trees inside the square, and water sprinklers ticked along the black piked fences that bordered the grass and separated it from the sidewalk artists and the rows of shops under the old iron colonnades. I left Batist in the café and walked through the square, past St. Louis Cathedral, where street musicians were already setting up in the shade, and up St. Ann toward Clete’s private investigator’s office.


Morning was always the best time to walk in the Quarter. The streets were still deep in shadow, and the water from the previous night’s rain leaked from the wood shutters down the pastel sides of the buildings, and you could smell coffee and fresh-baked bread in the small grocery stores and the dank, cool odor of wild spearmint and old brick in the passageways. Every scrolled-iron balcony along the street seemed overgrown with a tangle of potted roses, bougainvillea, azaleas, and flaming hibiscus, and the moment could be so perfect that you felt you had stepped inside an Utrillo painting.


But it wasn’t all a poem. There was another reality there, too: the smell of urine in doorways, left nightly by the homeless and the psychotic, and the broken fragments of tiny ten-dollar cocaine vials that glinted in the gutters like rats’ teeth.


The biscuit-colored stucco walls inside Clete’s office were decorated with bullfight posters, leather wine bags, banderillas that he had brought back from his vacation in Mexico City. Through the back window I could see the small flagstone patio where he kept his dumbbells and the exercise bench that he used unsuccessfully every day to keep his weight and blood pressure down. Next to it was a dry stone well impacted with dirt and untrimmed banana trees.


He sat behind his desk in his Budweiser shorts, a yellow tank top, and porkpie hat. His blue-black .38 police special hung in a nylon holster from a coatrack in the corner. He pried the cap off a bottle of Dixie beer with his pocketknife, let the foam boil over the neck onto the rug, kicked off his flip-flops, and put his bare feet on top of the desk.


‘You trying to leave the dock early today?’ I said.


‘Hey, I was in the tank all night. You ought to check that scene out, mon. Two-thirds of the people in there are honest-to-God crazoids. I’m talking about guys eating their grits with their hands. It’s fucking pitiful.’


He pushed at a scrap of memo paper by his telephone.


‘I was a little bothered by something Nate Baxter said last night,’ I said.


‘Oh yeah?’


‘This vigilante stuff. He thinks you might be the man.’


He drank out of his beer and smiled at me, his eyes filled with a merry light.


‘You think I might actually have that kind of potential?’ he said.


‘People have said worse things about both of us.’


‘The Lone Ranger was a radio show, mon. I don’t believe there’s any vigilante. I think we’re talking about massive wishful thinking. These hits are just business as usual in the city. We’ve got a murder rate as high as Washington, D.C.’s now.’


‘Five or six of them have been blacks in the projects.’


‘They were all dealers.’


‘That’s the point,’ I said.


‘Dave, I’ve run down bond jumpers in both the Iberville and Desire projects. Life in here is about as important as water breaking out the bottom of a paper bag. The city’s going to hell, mon. That’s the way it is. If somebody’s out there taking names in a serious way, I say more power to them. But I don’t think that’s the case, and anyway it’s not me.’


He took a long drink from the beer. The inside of the bottle was filled with amber light. Moisture slid down the neck over the green-and-gold label.


‘I’m sorry. You want me to send out for a Dr Pepper or some coffee?’ he asked.


‘No, I’ve got to be going. I had to bring my boat up from New Iberia for some work. It’ll be ready about noon.’


He picked up the slip of memo paper by his phone and rubbed it between thumb and forefinger.


‘I ought to save you a headache and throw this away,’ he said. But he flipped it across the desk blotter at me.


‘What is it?’


‘That black broad, the sergeant who was in front of Calucci’s, called this morning. She didn’t know how else to get ahold of you. My advice is that you pitch that telephone number in the trash and go back to New Iberia. Forget New Orleans. The whole place is just waiting for a hydrogen bomb.’


‘What’s the deal?’


‘She’s a hard-nosed black broad named Lucinda Bergeron from the projects who doesn’t take dog shit from white male cops. That’s the deal.’


‘So?’


‘Last night she evidently got in Nate Baxter’s face. So today he’s trying to kick a two-by-four up her ass. He wrote her up for insubordination. He says she cussed him out. She says she’s innocent and you can back her up.’


‘She didn’t cuss him out while I was there. In fact, she really kept her Kool-Aid.’


‘Don’t get sucked in, mon. Messing with Baxter is like putting your hand in a spittoon.’


I picked up the slip of paper and put it in my pocket.


‘What do I know?’ he said.


I called the dock from the guesthouse and was told that the mechanic had gone home sick and my boat would not be ready until the next day. Then I called the number on the slip of paper, which turned out to be Garden District police headquarters, and was told that Lucinda Bergeron was not in. I left my name and the telephone number of the guesthouse.


Batist was sitting on the side of his bed, his big, callused, scar-flecked hands in his lap, staring out the French doors, his face full of thought.


‘What’s troubling you, partner?’ I asked.


‘That nigger out yonder in the lot.’


‘That what?’


‘You heard me.’


‘What’d he do?’


‘While you was still sleepin’, I got up early and went down to the dining room for coffee. He was eatin’ in there, talkin’ loud with his mout’ full of food, puttin’ his hand on that young white girl’s back each time she po’ed his coffee. Pretendin’ like it’s innocent, like he just a nice man don’t have no bad t’oughts on his mind, no.’


‘Maybe it’s their business, Batist.’


‘That kind of trashy nigger make it hard on the rest of us, Dave.’


He walked to the French doors, continued to stare out at the parking lot, peeled the cellophane off a cigar, and wadded the cellophane up slowly in his palm.


‘He leanin’ up against your truck,’ he said.


‘Let it go.’


‘He need somebody to go upside his head.’


I knew better than to argue with Batist, and I didn’t say anything more. He took off his short-sleeve blue denim shirt, hung it on the bedpost, and lathered his face with soap in front of the bathroom mirror. The muscles in his shoulders and back looked like rocks inside a leather bag. He began shaving with a pearl-handled straight-edge razor, drawing the blade cleanly down each of his jaws and under his chin.


I had known him since I was a child, when he used to fur-trap with my father on Marsh Island. He couldn’t read or write, not even his own name, and had difficulty recognizing numbers and dialing a telephone. He had never been outside the state of Louisiana, had voted for the first time in 1968, and knew nothing of national or world events. But he was one of the most honest and decent men I’ve known, and absolutely fearless and unflinching in an adversarial situation (my adopted daughter, Alafair, never quite got over the time she saw him reach into a flooded pirogue, pinch a three-foot moccasin behind the head, and fling it indifferently across the bayou).


He walked back to the French doors, blotting a cut on his chin with a towel, the razor still in his hand. Then he folded the razor, dropped it in the back pocket of his denims, and began buttoning on his shirt.


‘What are you doing, Batist?’


‘Take a look out yonder.’


A tall, thin mulatto with skin the color of a new penny was talking to a half dozen black kids by my truck. He wore striped brown pants, with a braided black belt, and a lavender short-sleeve shirt with a white tie. He grinned and jiggled, and his hands moved in the air while he talked, as though a song were working inside him.


‘A man like that just like a movie star to them raggedy kids, Dave.’


‘At some point they’ll learn he isn’t.’


‘It won’t be no he’p then. He’s a dope dealer or a pimp, don’t be tellin’ me he ain’t. He’ll use up them young boys’ lives just so he can have money for a nice car, take womens out to the racetrack, put dope up his nose … Hey, you t’ink I’m wrong? Come see.’


The mulatto man rubbed one kid on his head, the way a baseball coach might, then hooked two fingers inside the kid’s belt, drew the kid close to him, and stuffed something small inside his pants. Then he cupped his hand around the nape of another kid’s neck, his face beaming with goodwill and play, and shoved something down inside his pants, too.


‘I be right back,’ Batist said.


‘Leave this guy alone, Batist. I’ll call the locals and they’ll send somebody out.’


‘Yeah, in t’ree hours they will.’


‘This isn’t our pond, partner.’


‘Yeah? How come you run across town last night to get mixed up with Purcel and them dagos?’


He picked up his dry cigar from the ashtray, put it deep in his jaw, and went out the door.


Oh boy, I thought.


Batist walked from the guesthouse through the shade of the mulberry tree to the edge of the parking lot. The mulatto man was leaning against the headlight of my truck, entertaining his audience by one-handedly rolling a half-dollar across the backs of his fingers. He propped one shined shoe behind him on the truck bumper and gingerly squeezed his scrotum. I don’t know what he said to Batist. It may have been a patronizing remark or perhaps even a pleasant greeting; he was smiling when he said it. But I don’t think he expected the response he got.


The flat of Batist’s right hand, which could curve around a brick and shale the corners off it, seemed to explode against the side of the man’s head. His face went out of round with the blow, and the blood drained from his cheeks; his jaw hung open, and his eyes were suddenly small and round, shrunken in his head like a pig’s. Then Batist hit him with his open hand again, harder, this time on the side of the mouth, so that the bottom lip broke against the teeth.


Batist waved his hands in the midst of the black kids like someone shooing chickens out of a brooder house. They ran in all directions while the mulatto man held the back of his wrist against his mouth, one palm turned outward in a placating gesture.


Batist pointed his finger into the man’s face and walked toward him silently, as though he were leveling a lance at him. The man broke and ran through the parking lot toward a cottage on the opposite side of the street. Batist ground a tiny glass vial into the cement with the heel of his boot, then walked past a group of stunned tourists who had just emerged from the guesthouse dining room; his perspiring face was turned away in embarrassment.


I called my wife, Bootsie, in New Iberia and told her that I would be at least another day in New Orleans, then I tried calling Lucinda Bergeron again at Garden District headquarters. She was still out, so I decided to drive over there, file a statement, and be done with the matter. I didn’t know that I would end up talking to Sergeant Benjamin Motley, who used to be in Vice when I was a homicide lieutenant in the First District.


He was a rotund, powerful black man, whose clothes always smelled of cigar smoke, with a thick black mustache and glistening fire-hydrant neck, who had little sympathy for the plight of his own people. One time a black wino in a holding cell had ridiculed Motley, calling him the white man’s hired ‘knee-grow,’ and Motley had sprayed the man from head to foot with a can of Mace. Earlier in his law-enforcement career he had been the subject of a wrongful death investigation, when, as a bailiff, he had escorted seven prisoners from the drunk tank on a wrist chain to morning arraignment and a fire in the courthouse basement had blown the circuits and stalled the elevator between floors. Motley had gotten out through the trap-door in the top of the elevator; the seven men on the chain had died of asphyxiation.


His office was glassed in and spacious, and several merit and civic citations were framed on the walls. Outside was a squad room filled with uniformed cops doing their paperwork at their desks. Motley leaned back in his swivel chair, one shoe propped on his waste-basket, and ate a half-peeled candy bar while I finished writing out in longhand what little I could report about the exchange between Nate Baxter and Lucinda Bergeron.


I signed my name at the bottom of the form and handed it to him. His eyes went up and down the page while he brushed at his chin with one knuckle.


‘What are you doing in New Orleans, anyway, Robicheaux? I thought you were a plainclothes in Iberia Parish,’ he said.


‘I’m on leave for a while.’


‘You couldn’t stay out of New Orleans?’


‘You need anything else, Motley?’


‘Not a thing. Use your time any way you want to.’


‘What’s that mean?’


‘You think this is going to bail that broad out?’ He shook the page between his fingers.


‘I don’t know. But she didn’t cuss out Nate Baxter while I was there. In fact, in my opinion, it was Baxter who was out of line.’


‘Baxter got you suspended without pay when he was in Internal Affairs. You even punched him out in a squad room at First District. You should have written this on toilet paper and put it in the John.’


‘You haven’t lost your touch, Motley.’


He chewed on the corner of his lip and rolled his eyes sideways.


‘Look through the glass,’ he said. ‘Count the white officers in the squad room, then count the black officers. When you get done doing that, count the female officers in the room. Then count the black female officers. Is the picture coming clear for you?’


‘Do they give her a lot of heat?’


‘You didn’t hear it from me.’


I looked at his face and didn’t speak. He wiped the chocolate off his fingers with the candy wrapper and threw the wrapper into the wastebasket.


‘Dog shit in her desk drawer, a dildo Scotch-taped to a jar of Vaseline in her mailbox, phony phone messages from David Duke’s campaign headquarters, that kind of stuff,’ he said. ‘She seems like a stand-up broad, but they’ll probably run her off eventually.’


‘It sounds like she could use some friends,’ I said, and got up to go.


‘You mean the brothers? Like me?’


I shrugged.


‘Last hired, first fired,’ he said. ‘That’s the way it is, my man. It doesn’t change because you wear tampons. And let’s be clear, the only reason you’re involved in this is because of your buddy Purcel. So go pull on your own pud, Robicheaux.’


That evening Batist and I walked over to St. Charles and took the streetcar up to Canal, then walked into the Quarter and ate at the Acme on Iberville. It was crowded and warm inside and smelled of flat beer and the piles of empty oyster shells in the drain bins. We heard thunder out over the river, then it started to rain and we walked in the lee of the buildings back to Canal and caught the streetcar out on the neutral ground.


As we clattered down the tracks around Lee Circle, past the equestrian statue of Robert Lee, St. Charles Avenue opened up into a long green-black corridor of moss-hung oak trees, swirling with mist, touched with the red afterglow of the sun. The inside of the streetcar was cool and dry and brightly lit, the windows flecked with rain, and the world felt like a grand and beautiful place to be.


Back at the guesthouse we watched a movie on television while the rain and wind shook the mulberry tree outside the French doors. I paid no attention to the sirens that I heard on the avenue, nor to the emergency lights that beat angrily against the darkness on the far side of the parking lot. We were picking up my boat in the morning, and with luck we would be somewhere south of Terrebonne Bay by noon, on our way back to New Iberia, our baited jigs bouncing in the trough behind us.


Sheets of lightning were trembling against the sky, and I lay down on the pillow with my arm across my eyes. Batist began undressing for bed, then walked to the French doors to close the curtain.


‘Hey, Dave, they’s a ambulance and a bunch of po-licemens over at that cottage where that nigger run to,’ he said.


‘I’m hitting the sack, partner. Clete’s right. Leave New Orleans to its own problems.’


‘They carryin’ somebody out of there.’


‘Tell me about it in the morning. Good night.’


He didn’t answer, and I felt myself drifting on the edges of sleep and the sound of the rain blowing against the windows; then I heard him click off the lamp switch.


It must have been an hour later that we were awakened by the knock on the door. No, that’s wrong; it wasn’t a knock; it was an incessant beating, with the base of the fist, the kind of ugly, penetrating sound sent by someone whose violation of your sleep and privacy is only a minimal indicator of his larger purpose.


I walked to the door in my skivvies, turned the dead bolt, and opened the door two inches.


‘Take off the night chain, Robicheaux.’


‘What do you want, Nate?’


‘What’s this look like?’ He held a warrant up in front of me. His chrome-plated .357 Magnum hung from his right hand. The skin of his face was tight with fatigue and muted anger, beaded with rainwater. Three uniformed white cops stood behind him.


‘For what? That beef at Calucci’s Bar?’ I said.


‘You never disappoint me. Tell me stink and shit don’t go hand in hand.’


‘Why don’t you try making sense, Nate?’


‘We just hauled away a carved-up boon from across the street. Guess who knocked him around in front of a half dozen witnesses today? It’s great having you back in town, Robicheaux. It’s just like old times.’


He pulled his handcuffs from his belt and let them swing loosely from his index finger like a watch fob. Behind me, Batist sat on the edge of his bed, his big hands splayed on his naked thighs, his eyes focused on a sad and ancient racial knowledge that only he seemed able to see.




chapter three


There are those who, for political reasons, enjoy talking about country club jails. But any jail anywhere is a bad place to be. Anyone who thinks otherwise has never been in one.


Imagine an environment where the lights never go off and you defecate in full view of others on a toilet seat streaked with other people’s urine, where you never quite fall asleep, where you are surrounded by the sounds of clanging iron, irrational voices resonating down stone corridors, a count-man or irritated turnkey whanging his baton off steel bars, or the muffled and tormented cries of an eighteen-year-old fish being gang-raped behind a shower wall.


Perhaps even a worse characteristic of jail is the denial of any identity you might have had before you stepped inside a piece of geography where time can sometimes be measured in five-minute increments that seem borne right out of Dante’s ninth ring. Here you quickly learn that the personal violation of your self is considered as insignificant and ongoing an occurrence as routine body cavity searches, as the spraying of your genitals for crab lice, or as a wolf telling the server in the chow line to spit in your food, until you no longer think of yourself as an exception to the rules of jailhouse romance.


Batist spent the night in the tank and wasn’t booked until the next morning. I sat on a wood chair in a waiting area next to a squad room and a row of glassed-in offices, one of which was Nate Baxter’s. Through a doorway at the back of the squad room I could see the holding tank where Batist was still being held, though he had already been fingerprinted and photographed.


I had been waiting an hour and a half to see Nate Baxter. Then Sergeant Lucinda Bergeron walked past me, in navy blue slacks, a starched white short-sleeve shirt, and a lacquered black gunbelt with a leather pouch for handcuffs. She carried a clipboard in her hand, and if she noticed me, her face didn’t show it.


‘Excuse me, Sergeant,’ I said.


She stopped and looked at me but said nothing. Her eyes were turquoise and elongated, like an Oriental’s, and her cheekbones were rouged high up on her face.


‘Could I talk with you a minute?’ I asked.


‘What is it?’


‘I’m Dave Robicheaux. You left a message for me with Cletus Purcel.’


‘Yes?’


‘I came in and filed a report with Sergeant Motley yesterday.’


She looked at me, her face as still and expressionless as a picture painted upon the air.


‘I was at Calucci’s Bar,’ I said. ‘You asked me to come in and file a statement.’


‘I understood you. What can I help you with?’ she said.


‘I have a friend back there in the tank. The black man, Batist Perry. He’s already been booked.’


‘What do you want from me?’


‘How about getting him moved into a holding cell?’


‘You’ll have to talk to the officer in charge.’


‘That’s what I’ve been trying to do. For an hour and a half.’


‘I can’t help you. I’m sorry.’


She walked away to her desk, which was located in the squad room, among the uniformed officers, rather than in an enclosed office. Ten minutes later Baxter stepped out of his office door, studying some papers in his hand, then glanced in my direction and beckoned to me with one finger.


While I sat down across from him, he tipped his cigarette ashes in an ashtray and continued to concentrate on the papers on his desk blotter. He looked rested and fresh, in a sky blue sports coat and a crinkling shirt that was the color of tin.


‘You’re really charging Batist with murder?’ I said.


‘That decision comes down from the prosecutor’s office, Robicheaux. You know that.’


‘The man’s never been in trouble. Not in his whole life. Not even for a misdemeanor. What’s the matter with you?’


‘Well, he’s in trouble now. In a big way.’ He leaned forward and tipped his ashes into his ashtray, cocking his eyebrows at me.


‘I don’t think you have a case, Nate. I think this is all smoke.’


‘His prints are on the door at the crime scene.’


‘That’s impossible.’


‘Tell that to our fingerprint man. Does this look like smoke to you?’ He removed a half dozen eight-by-ten glossy black-and-white photographs from his desk drawer and dropped them in front of me. ‘You ever see that much blood at a crime scene? Check out the chest wound. Has your friend ever been into voodoo?’


‘You’re using a homicide investigation to settle an old score, Nate. Don’t tell me you’re not.’


‘Is the light in here bad? That must be the problem. The killer sawed the guy’s heart out. That wasn’t enough for him, either. He stuffed purple roses into the heart cavity.’


‘What’s your point?’


‘Your friend wears a dime on a string around his ankle,’ Baxter said. ‘He carries a shriveled alligator’s foot in his pocket. He had bones in his suitcase. The murder has all the characteristics of a ritual killing. If you were in my place, who would be your first suspect? Is there any chance it might be a superstitious backwater black guy who had already assaulted and threatened the victim the same day of the homicide and then left his prints at the crime scene? No, don’t tell me. Just go think about it somewhere and drop me a card sometime.’


‘I want to see him.’


‘Be my guest. Please. By the way, I saw the black broad blow you off. In case you want to get more involved with her, I hear she’s starting up a charm school. Take it easy, Robicheaux. You never surprise me,’ he said.


But while I had been talking with Nate Baxter, Batist had already been locked to a wrist chain and taken to morning arraignment. By the time I got to the courtroom the public defender, who did not look to be over twenty-five, was trying to prevail upon the judge to set a reasonable bail. He was methodical, even eloquent, in his argument and obviously sincere. He pointed out that Batist had no arrest record and had been employed for years at a boat-rental dock run by a law officer in Iberia Parish, that he had lived his entire life in one small community and was not apt to leave it.


But Judge James T. Flowers was a choleric white-knuckle alcoholic who stayed dry without a program by channeling his inner misery into the lives of others. His procedures and sentences kept a half dozen ACLU attorneys occupied year round.


He looked at the clock and waited for the public defender to finish, then said, ‘Hell’s hot, my young friend. Perhaps it’s time some of your clients learned that. Bail is set at fifty thousand dollars. Next case.’


An hour later Sergeant Motley arranged for me to see Batist in an interrogation room. The walls were a smudged white and windowless, and the air smelled like refrigerated cigarette smoke and cigar butts. Batist sat across from me at the wood table and kept rubbing his hands on top of each other. The scars on them looked like tiny pink worms. His face was unshaved and puffy with fatigue, his eyes arterial red in the corners with broken blood veins.


‘What’s gonna happen, Dave?’


‘I’m going to call a bondsman first, then we’ll see about a lawyer. We just have to do it a step at a time.’


‘Dave, that judge said fifty t’ousand dollars.’


‘I’m going to get you out, partner. You just have to trust me.’


‘What for they doin’ this? What they get out of it? I never had no truck with the law. I ain’t even seen these people befo’.’


‘A bad cop out there is carrying a grudge over some things that happened a long time ago. Eventually somebody in the prosecutor’s office will probably figure that out. But in the meantime we have a problem, Batist. They say your fingerprints were on the door of that cottage across the street.’


I looked into his face. He dropped his eyes to the table and opened and closed his hands. His knuckles looked as round and hard against the skin as ball bearings.


‘Tell me,’ I said.


‘After you was gone, after I bust that man’s lip, I seen them kids t’rew the window, hangin’ round his cottage do’ again. When I call the po-lice, they ax me what he done. I say he sellin’ dope to children, that’s what he done. They ax me I seen it, I seen him take money from somebody, I seen somebody lighting up a crack pipe or somet’ing. I say no I ain’t seen it, you got to see a coon climb in a tree to know coons climb in trees?


‘So I kept watchin’ out the window at that nigger’s do’. After a while he come out with two womens, I’m talkin’ about the kind been workin’ somebody’s crib, and they got in the car with them kids and drove round the block. When they come back them kids was fallin’ down in the grass. I call the po-lice again, and they ax what crime I seen. I say I ain’t seen no crime, long as it’s all right in New Orleans for a pimp and his whores to get children high on dope.


‘This was a white po-liceman I was talkin’ to. So he put a black man on the phone, like nobody but another black man could make sense out of what I was sayin’. This black po-liceman tole me to come down and make a repote, he gonna check it out. I tole him check out that nigger after I put my boot up his skinny ass.’


‘You went over there?’


‘For just a minute, that’s all. He wasn’t home. I never gone inside. Maybe he went out the back do’. Why you look like that, Dave?’


I rested my chin on my fist and tried not to let him read my face.


‘Dave?’


‘I’m going to call a bondsman now. In the meantime, don’t talk about this stuff with anyone. Not with the cops, not with any of those guys in the lockup. There’re guys in here who’ll trade off their own time and lie about you on the witness stand.’


‘What you mean?’


‘They’ll try to learn something about you, enough to give evidence against you. They cut deals with the prosecutor.’


‘They can do that?’ he said ‘Get out of jail by sendin’ somebody else to Angola?’


‘I’m afraid it’s a way of life, podna.’


The turnkey opened the door and touched Batist on the shoulder. Batist stared silently at me a moment, then rose from his chair and walked out of the room toward a yellow elevator, with a wiremesh and barred door, which would take him upstairs into a lockdown area. The palms of his hands left tiny horsetails of perspiration on the tabletop.


It was going to cost a lot, far beyond anything I could afford right now. I had thirty-two hundred dollars in a money market account, most of which was set aside for the quarterly tax payments on my boat-rental and bait business, four hundred thirty-eight dollars in an account that I used for operating expenses at the dock, and one hundred thirteen dollars in my personal checking account.


I went back to the guesthouse and called every bondsman I knew in New Orleans. The best deal I could get was a one-week deferment on the payment of the fifty-thousand-dollar bail fee. I told the bondsman I would meet him at the jail in a half hour.


I couldn’t even begin to think about the cost of hiring a decent defense attorney for a murder trial.


Welcome to the other side of the equation in the American criminal justice system.


Our room was still in disarray after being tossed by Nate Baxter and his people. Batist’s cardboard suitcase had been dumped on the bed, and half of his clothes were on the floor. I picked them up, refolded them, and began replacing them in the suitcase. Underneath one of his crumpled shirts was the skull of what had once been an enormous catfish. The texture of the bone was old, a shiny gray, mottled with spots the color of tea, polished smooth with rags.


I remembered when Batist had caught this same mud cat three years ago, on a scalding summer’s day out on the Atchafalaya, with a throw line and a treble hook thick with nutria guts. The catfish must have weighed thirty-five pounds, and when Batist wrapped the throw line around his forearm, the cord cut into his veins like a tourniquet, and he had to use a club across the fish’s spine to get it over the gunwale. After he had driven an ice pick into its brain and pinned it flat on the deck, skinned it and cut it into steaks, he sawed the head loose from the skeleton and buried it in an anthill under a log. The ants boiled on the impacted meat and ate the bone and eye sockets clean, and now when you held up the skull vertically, it looked like a crucified man from the front. When you reversed it, it resembled an ecclesiastical, robed figure giving his benediction to the devout. If you shook it in your hand, you could hear pieces of bone clattering inside. Batist said those were the thirty pieces of silver that Judas had taken to betray Christ.


It had nothing to do with voodoo. It had everything to do with Acadian Catholicism.


Before I left the guesthouse for the jail, I called up Hippo Bimstine at one of his drugstores.


‘How bad you want that Nazi sub, Hippo?’ I asked.


‘It’s not the highest priority on my list.’


‘How about twenty-five grand finder’s fee?’


‘Jesus Christ, Dave, you were yawning in my face the other day.’


‘What do you say, partner.’


‘There’s something wrong here.’


‘Oh?’


‘You found it, didn’t you?’


I didn’t answer.


‘You found it but it’s not in the same place now?’ he said.


‘You’re a wealthy man, Hippo. You want the sub or not?’


‘Hey, you think that’s right?’ he asked. ‘I tell you where it’s at, you find it and up the fee on me? That’s like you?’


‘Maybe you can get somebody cheaper. You know some guys who want to go down in the dark on a lot of iron and twisted cables?’


‘Put my schlong in a vise, why don’t you?’


‘I’ve got to run. What do you say?’


‘Fifteen.’


‘Nope.’


‘Hey, New Orleans is recessed. I’m bleeding here. You know what it cost me to get rid of—when he was about to be our next governor? Now my friends are running a Roto-Rooter up my hole.’


(Hippo had spent a fortune destroying the political career of an ex-Klansman who had run for both the governor’s office and the U.S. Senate. My favorite quote of Hippo’s had appeared in Time magazine, during the gubernatorial campaign; he said of the ex-Klansman, ‘—doesn’t like us Jews now. Check out how he feels after I get finished with him.’)


‘I won’t charge expenses,’ I said.


‘I’m dying here. Hemorrhaging on the floor. I’m serious. Nobody believes me. Dave, you take food stamps?’


Hippo, you’re a jewel, I thought.


Batist and I picked up my boat and left the dock at three the next morning. The breeze was up, peppered with light rain, and you could smell the salt spray breaking over the bow. The water was as dark as burgundy, the chop on the edge of the swells electric with moonlight, the wetlands to the north green and gray and metamorphic with mist. To the southeast I could see gas flares burning on some offshore rigs; then the wind dropped and the sky turned the color of bone and I could see a red glow spreading out of the water into the clouds.


It was completely light when I cut the engine and drifted above the spot where I had dove down into darkness and the sounds of grinding metal three days earlier. Batist stood on the bow, feeding the anchor rope out through his palms, until it hit bottom and went slack; then he tied it off on a cleat.


The water was smoky green, the swells full of skittering bait fish, the air hazy with humidity. I had fashioned a viewer box from reinforced window glass inset in a waterproofed wood crate, and I lowered it over the side by the handles and pressed it beneath the surface. Pockets of air swam across the glass, then flattened and disappeared, and suddenly in the yellow-green light I could see schools of small speckled trout, like darting silver ribbons, drumfish, as round and flat as skillets, a half dozen stingrays, their wings undulating as smoothly as if they were gliding on currents of warm air, and down below, where the light seemed to be gathered into a vortex of silt, the torpedo shapes of sand sharks, who bolted and twisted in erratic circles for no apparent reason.


Batist peered downward through the viewer box over my shoulder. Then I felt his eyes studying me while I strapped on my tanks and weight belt.


‘This don’t make me feel good, Dave,’ he said.


‘Don’t worry about it, partner.’


‘I don’t want to see you lunch for them sharks, no.’


‘Those are sand sharks, Batist. They’re harmless.’


‘Tell me that out yonder’s harmless.’ He pointed past the cabin to the southwest.


It was a water spout that had dropped out of a thunderhead and was moving like an enormous spinning cone of light and water toward the coast. If it made landfall, which it probably would not, it would fill suddenly with mud, rotted vegetation, and uprooted trees, and become as black as a midwestern tornado coursing through a freshly plowed field.


‘Keep your eye on it and kick the engine over if it turns,’ I said.


‘Just look up from down there, you see gasoline and life jackets and a bunch of bo’rds floatin’ round, see me swimmin’ toward Grand Isle, that means it ain’t bothered to tell me it was fixin’ to turn.’


I went over the side, swam to the anchor rope, and began pulling myself downward hand over hand. I felt myself sliding through three different layers of temperature, each one cooler than the last; then just as a school of sea perch swept past me, almost clattering against my mask, I could feel a uniform level of coldness penetrate my body from the crown of my head down to the soles of my feet. Clouds of gray silt seemed to be blowing along the gulf‘s floor as they would in a windstorm. The pressure against my eardrums began to grow in intensity; it made a faint tremolo sound, like wire stretching before it breaks. Then I heard iron ring against iron, and a groan like a great weight shifting against impacted sand.


I held the anchor rope with one hand and floated motionlessly in the current. Then I saw it. For just a moment.


It was pointed at an upward angle on a slope, buried in a sand-bar almost to its decks, molded softly with silt. But there was no mistaking the long, rounded, sharklike shape. It was a submarine, and I could make out the battered steel flanges that protruded above the captain’s bridge on the conning tower, and I knew that if I scraped the moss and layers of mud and shellfish from the tower’s plates I would see the vestiges of the swastika that I had seen on the same conning tower over three decades ago.


Then I saw it tilt slightly to one side, saw dirty strings of oil or silt or engine fuel rise near the forward torpedo tubes, and I realized that years ago air must have been trapped somewhere in a compartment, perhaps where a group of terrified sailors spun a wheel on a hatch and pretended to themselves that their friends outside, whose skulls were being snapped like eggshell, would have chosen the same alternative.


I felt a heavy surge in the current from out in the dark, beyond the continental shelf. The water clouded and the submarine disappeared. I thought I heard thunder booming, then the anchor rope vibrated in my palm, and when I looked up I could see the exhaust pipes on my boat boiling the waterline at the stern.


When I came to the surface the chop smacked hard against my mask, and the swells were dented with rain circles. Batist came outside the cabin and pointed toward the southeast. I pushed my mask up on my head and looked behind me; three more water spouts had dropped out of the sky and were churning across the surface of the water, and farther to the south you could see thunderclouds as thick as oil smoke on the horizon.


I climbed up the ladder, pulled off my gear, tied the end of a spool of clothesline through a chunk of pig iron that had once been a window sash, and fed the line over the gunwale until the weight bit into the bottom. Then I sawed off the line at the spool and strung it through the handles of three sealed Clorox bottles that I used as float markers. The rain was cold and dancing in a green haze on the swells now, the air heavy with the smell of ozone and nests of dead bait fish in the waves. Just as I started to fling the Clorox bottles overboard, I heard the blades of a helicopter thropping low over the water behind me.


It passed us, flattening and wrinkling the water below the downdraft, and I saw the solitary passenger, a blond man in pilot’s sunglasses, turn in his seat and stare back at me. Then the helicopter circled and hovered no more than forty yards to the south of us.


‘What they doin’?’ Batist said.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Let’s get goin’, Dave. We don’t need to be stayin’ out here no longer with them spouts.’


‘You got it, partner,’ I said.


Then the helicopter gained altitude, perhaps to five hundred feet directly above us, high enough for them to see the coastline and to take a good fix on our position.


I left the Clorox marker bottles on the deck and pulled the sash weight back up from the bottom. We could return to this same area and probably find the sub again with my sonar, or ‘fish finder,’ which was an electronic marvel that could outline any protrusion on the gulf’s floor. But the sky in the south was completely black now, with veins of lightning trembling on the horizon, and I had a feeling that the Nazi silent service down below was about to set sail again.




chapter four


We lived south of New Iberia, on an oak-lined dirt road next to the bayou, in a house that my father had built of notched and pegged cypress during the Depression. The side and front yards were matted with a thick layer of black leaves and stayed in deep shade from the pecan and oak trees that covered the eaves of the house. From the gallery, which had a rusted tin roof, you could look down the slope and across the dirt road to my boat-rental dock and bait shop. On the far side of the bayou was a heavy border of willow trees, and beyond the willows a marsh filled with moss-strung dead cypress, whose tops would become as pink as newly opened roses when the sun broke through the mist in the early morning.


I slept late the morning after we brought the boat back from New Orleans. Then I fixed coffee and hot milk and a bowl of Grape-Nuts and blackberries, and took it all out on a tray to the redwood picnic table under the mimosa tree in the backyard. Later, Bootsie came outside through the screen door with a glass of iced tea, her face fresh and cool in the breeze across the lawn. She wore a sleeveless white blouse and pink shorts, and her thick, honey-colored hair, which she had brushed in swirls and pinned up on her head, was burned gold on the tips from the sun.


‘Did you see the phone messages from a police sergeant on the blackboard?’ she asked.


‘Yeah, thanks.’


‘What does she want?’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t called her back.’


‘She seemed pretty anxious to talk to you.’


‘Her name’s Lucinda Bergeron. I think she probably has problems with her conscience.’


‘What?’


‘I tried to help her on an insubordination beef. When I asked her to do a favor for Batist, she more or less indicated I could drop dead.’


‘Maybe it’s just a misunderstanding.’


‘I don’t think so. Where’s Alafair?’


‘She’s down at the dock with Batist.’ She drank from her iced tea and gazed at the duck pond at the foot of our property. She shook the ice in the bottom of the glass and looked at it. Then she said, ‘Dave, are we going to pay for his lawyer?’


‘It’s either that or let him take his chances with a court-appointed attorney. If he’s lucky, he’ll get a good one. If not, he can end up in Angola.’


She touched at her hairline with her fingers and tried to keep her face empty of expression.
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