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chapter one


I had seen a dawn like this one only twice in my life: once in Vietnam, after a Bouncing Betty had risen from the earth on a night trail and twisted its tentacles of light around my thighs, and years earlier outside of Franklin, Louisiana, when my father and I discovered the body of a labor organizer who had been crucified with sixteen-penny nails, ankle and wrist, against a barn wall.


Just before the sun broke above the Gulf’s rim, the wind, which had blown the waves with ropes of foam all night, suddenly died and the sky became as white and brightly grained as polished bone, as though all color had been bled out of the air, and the gulls that had swooped and glided over my wake lifted into the haze and the swells flattened into an undulating sheet of liquid tin dimpled by the leathery backs of stingrays.


The eastern horizon was strung with rain clouds and the sun should have risen out of the water like a mist-shrouded egg yolk, but it didn’t. Its red light mushroomed along the horizon, then rose into the sky in a cross, burning in the center, as though fire were trying to take the shape of a man, and the water turned the heavy dark color of blood.


Maybe the strange light at dawn was only coincidence and had nothing to do with the return to New Iberia of Megan Flynn, who, like a sin we had concealed in the confessional, vexed our conscience, or worse, rekindled our envy.


But I knew in my heart it was not coincidence, no more so than the fact that the man crucified against the barn wall was Megan’s father and that Megan herself was waiting for me at my dock and bait shop, fifteen miles south of New Iberia, when Clete Purcel, my old Homicide partner from the First District in New Orleans, and I cut the engines on my cabin cruiser and floated through the hyacinths on our wake, the mud billowing in clouds that were as bright as yellow paint under the stern.


It was sprinkling now, and she wore an orange silk shirt and khaki slacks and sandals, her funny straw hat spotted with rain, her hair dark red against the gloom of the day, her face glowing with a smile that was like a thorn in the heart.


Clete stood by the gunnel and looked at her and puckered his mouth. ‘Wow,’ he said under his breath.


She was one of those rare women gifted with eyes that could linger briefly on yours and make you feel, rightly or wrongly, you were genuinely invited into the mystery of her life.


‘I’ve seen her somewhere,’ Clete said as he prepared to climb out on the bow.


‘Last week’s Newsweek magazine,’ I said.


‘That’s it. She won a Pulitzer Prize or something. There was a picture of her hanging out of a slick,’ he said. His gum snapped in his jaw.


She had been on the cover, wearing camouflage pants and a T-shirt, with dog tags round her neck, the downdraft of the British helicopter whipping her hair and flattening her clothes against her body, the strap of her camera laced around one wrist, while, below, Serbian armor burned in columns of red and black smoke.


But I remembered another Megan, too: the in-your-face orphan of years ago, who, with her brother, would run away from foster homes in Louisiana and Colorado, until they were old enough to finally disappear into that wandering army of fruit pickers and wheat harvesters whom their father, an unrepentant IWW radical, had spent a lifetime trying to organize.


I stepped off the bow onto the dock and walked toward my truck to back the trailer down the ramp. I didn’t mean to be impolite. I admired the Flynns, but you paid a price for their friendship and proximity to the vessel of social anger their lives had become.


‘Not glad to see me, Streak?’ she said.


‘Always glad. How you doin’, Megan?’


She looked over my shoulder at Clete Purcel, who had pulled the port side of the boat flush into the rubber tires on my dock and was unloading the cooler and rods out of the stern. Clete’s thick arms and fire-hydrant neck were peeling and red with fresh sunburn. When he stooped over with the cooler, his tropical shirt split across his back. He grinned at us and shrugged his shoulders.


‘That one had to come out of the Irish Channel,’ she said.


‘You’re not a fisher, Meg. You out here on business?’


‘You know who Cool Breeze Broussard is?’ she asked.


‘A house creep and general thief.’


‘He says your parish lockup is a toilet. He says your jailer is a sadist.’


‘We lost the old jailer. I’ve been on leave. I don’t know much about the new guy.’


‘Cool Breeze says inmates are gagged and handcuffed to a detention chair. They have to sit in their own excrement. The U.S. Department of Justice believes him.’


‘Jails are bad places. Talk to the sheriff, Megan. I’m off the clock.’


‘Typical New Iberia. Bullshit over humanity.’


‘See you around,’ I said, and walked to my truck. Rain was pinging in large, cold drops on the tin roof of the bait shop.


‘Cool Breeze said you were stand-up. He’s in lockdown now because he dimed the jailer. I’ll tell him you were off the clock,’ she said.


‘This town didn’t kill your father.’


‘No, they just put me and my brother in an orphanage where we polished floors with our knees. Tell your Irish friend he’s beautiful. Come out to the house and visit us, Streak,’ she said, and walked across the dirt road to where she had parked her car under the trees in my drive.


Up on the dock, Clete poured the crushed ice and canned drinks and speckled trout out of the cooler. The trout looked stiff and cold on the board planks.


‘You ever hear anything about prisoners being gagged and cuffed to chairs in the Iberia Parish Prison?’ I asked.


‘That’s what that was about? Maybe she ought to check out what those guys did to get in there.’


‘She said you were beautiful.’


‘She did?’ He looked down the road where her car was disappearing under the canopy of oaks that grew along the bayou. Then he cracked a Budweiser and flipped me a can of diet Dr. Pepper. The scar over his left eyebrow flattened against his skull when he grinned.


The turnkey had been a brig chaser in the Marine Corps and still wore his hair buzzed into the scalp and shaved in a razor-neat line on the back of his neck. His body was lean and braided with muscle, his walk as measured and erect as if he were on a parade ground. He unlocked the cell at the far end of the corridor, hooked up Willie Cool Breeze Broussard in waist and leg manacles, and escorted him with one hand to the door of the interview room, where I waited.


‘Think he’s going to run on you, Top?’ I said.


‘He runs at the mouth, that’s what he does.’


The turnkey closed the door behind us. Cool Breeze looked like two hundred pounds of soft black chocolate poured inside jailhouse denims. His head was bald, lacquered with wax, shiny as horn, his eyes drooping at the corners like a prizefighter’s. It was hard to believe he was a second-story man and four-time loser.


‘If they’re jamming you up, Cool Breeze, it’s not on your sheet,’ I said.


‘What you call Isolation?’


‘The screw says you asked for lockdown.’


His wrists were immobilized by the cuffs attached to the chain around his waist. He shifted in his chair and looked sideways at the door.


‘I was on Camp J up at Angola. It’s worse in here. A hack made a kid blow him at gunpoint,’ he said.


‘I don’t want to offend you, Breeze, but this isn’t your style.’


‘What ain’t?’


‘You’re not one to rat out anybody, not even a bad screw.’


His eyes shifted back and forth inside his face. He rubbed his nose on his shoulder.


‘I’m down on this VCR beef. A truckload of them. What makes it double bad is I boosted the load from a Giacano warehouse in Lake Charles. I need to get some distance between me and my problems, maybe like in the islands, know what I saying?’


‘Sounds reasonable.’


‘No, you don’t get it. The Giacanos are tied into some guys in New York City making dubs of movies, maybe a hundred t’ousand of them a week. So they buy lots of VCRs, cut-rate prices, Cool Breeze Midnight Supply Service, you wit’ me?’


‘You’ve been selling the Giacanos their own equipment? You’re establishing new standards, Breeze.’


He smiled slightly, but the peculiar downward slope of his eyes gave his expression a melancholy cast, like a bloodhound’s. He shook his head.


‘You still don’t see it, Robicheaux. None of these guys are that smart. They started making dubs of them kung fu movies from Hong Kong. The money behind them kung fus comes from some very bad guys. You heard of the Triads?’


‘We’re talking about China White?’


‘That’s how it gets washed, my man.’


I took out my business card and wrote my home number and the number of the bait shop on the back. I leaned across the table and slipped it in his shirt pocket.


‘Watch your butt in here, Breeze, particularly that ex-jarhead.’


‘Meet the jailer. It’s easy to catch him after five. He like to work late, when they ain’t no visitors around.’


Megan’s brother Cisco owned a home up Bayou Teche, just south of Loreauville. It was built in the style of the West Indies, one story and rambling, shaded by oaks, with a wide, elevated gallery, green, ventilated window shutters, and fern baskets hanging from the caves. Cisco and his friends, movie people like himself, came and went with the seasons, shooting ducks in the wetlands, fishing for tarpon and speckled trout in the Gulf. Their attitudes were those of people who used geographical areas and social cultures as playgrounds and nothing more. Their glittering lawn parties, which we saw only from the road through the myrtle bushes and azalea and banana trees that fringed his property, were the stuff of legend in our small sugarcane town along the Teche.


I had never understood Cisco. He was tough, like his sister, and he had the same good looks they had both inherited from their father, but when his reddish-brown eyes settled on yours, he seemed to search inside your skin for something he wanted, perhaps coveted, yet couldn’t define. Then the moment would pass and his attention would wander away like a balloon on the breeze.


He had dug irrigation ditches and worked the fruit orchards in the San Joaquin and had ended up in Hollywood as a road-wise, city-library-educated street kid who was dumbfounded when he discovered his handsome face and seminal prowess could earn him access to a movie lot, first as an extra, then as a stuntman.


It wasn’t long before he realized he was not only braver than the actors whose deeds he performed but that he was more intelligent than most of them as well. He co-wrote scripts for five years, formed an independent production group with two Vietnam combat veterans, and put together a low-budget film on the lives of migrant farmworkers that won prizes in France and Italy.


His next film opened in theaters all over the United States.


Now Cisco had an office on Sunset Boulevard, a home in Pacific Palisades, and membership in that magic world where bougainvillea and ocean sun were just the token symbols of the health and riches that southern California could bestow on its own.


It was late Sunday evening when I turned off the state road and drove up the gravel lane toward his veranda. His lawn was blue-green with St. Augustine grass and smelled of chemical fertilizer and the water sprinklers twirling between the oak and pine trees. I could see him working out on a pair of parallel bars in the side yard, his bare arms and shoulders cording with muscle and vein, his skin painted with the sun’s late red light through the cypresses on the bayou.


As always, Cisco was courteous and hospitable, but in a way that made you feel his behavior was learned rather than natural, a barrier rather than an invitation.


‘Megan? No, she had to fly to New Orleans. Can I help you with something?’ he said. Before I could answer, he said, ‘Come on inside. I need something cold. How do you guys live here in the summer?’


All the furniture in the living room was white, the floor covered with straw mats, blond, wood-bladed ceiling fans turning overhead. He stood shirtless and barefooted at a wet bar and filled a tall glass with crushed ice and collins mix and cherries. The hair on his stomach looked like flattened strands of red wire above the beltline of his yellow slacks.


‘It was about an inmate in the parish prison, a guy named Cool Breeze Broussard,’ I said.


He drank from his glass, his eyes empty. ‘You want me to tell her something?’ he asked.


‘Maybe this guy was mistreated at the jail, but I think his real problem is with some mobbed-up dudes in New Orleans. Anyway, she can give me a call.’


‘Cool Breeze Broussard. That’s quite a name.’


‘It might end up in one of your movies, huh?’


‘You can’t ever tell,’ he replied, and smiled.


On one wall were framed still shots from Cisco’s films, and on a side wall photographs that were all milestones in Megan’s career: a ragged ditch strewn with the bodies of civilians in Guatemala, African children whose emaciated faces were crawling with blowflies, French Legionnaires pinned down behind sandbags while mortar rounds geysered dirt above their heads.


But, oddly, the color photograph that had launched her career and had made Life magazine was located at the bottom corner of the collection. It had been shot in the opening of a storm drain that bled into the Mississippi just as an enormous black man, in New Orleans City Prison denims strung with sewage, had burst out of the darkness into the fresh air, his hands raised toward the sun, as though he were trying to pay tribute to its energy and power. But a round from a sharpshooter’s rifle had torn through his throat, exiting in a bloody mist, twisting his mouth open like that of a man experiencing orgasm.


A second framed photograph showed five uniformed cops looking down at the body, which seemed shrunken and without personality in death. A smiling crew-cropped man in civilian clothes was staring directly at the camera in the foreground, a red apple with a white hunk bitten out of it cupped in his palm.


‘What are you thinking about?’ Cisco asked.


‘Seems like an inconspicuous place to put these,’ I said.


‘The guy paid some hard dues. For Megan and me, both,’ he said.


‘Both?’


‘I was her assistant on that shot, inside the pipe when those cops decided he’d make good dog food. Look, you think Hollywood’s the only meat market out there? The cops got citations. The black guy got to rape a sixteen-year-old white girl before he went out. I get to hang his picture on the wall of a seven-hundred-thousand-dollar house. The only person who didn’t get a trade-off was the high school girl.’


‘I see. Well, I guess I’d better be going.’


Through the French doors I saw a man of about fifty walk down the veranda in khaki shorts and slippers with his shirt unbuttoned on his concave chest. He sat down in a reclining chair with a magazine and lit a cigar.


‘That’s Billy Holtzner. You want to meet him?’ Cisco said.


‘Who?’


‘When the Pope visited the studio about seven years ago, Billy asked him if he had a script. Wait here a minute.’


I tried to stop him but it was too late. The rudeness of his having to ask permission for me to be introduced seemed to elude him. I saw him bend down toward the man named Holtzner and speak in a low voice, while Holtzner puffed on his cigar and looked at nothing. Then Cisco raised up and came back inside, turning up his palms awkwardly at his sides, his eyes askance with embarrassment.


‘Billy’s head is all tied up with a project right now. He’s kind of intense when he’s in preproduction.’ He tried to laugh.


‘You’re looking solid, Cisco.’


‘Orange juice and wheat germ and three-mile runs along the surf. It’s the only life.’


‘Tell Megan I’m sorry I missed her.’


‘I apologize about Billy. He’s a good guy. He’s just eccentric.’


‘You know anything about movie dubs?’


‘Yeah, they cost the industry a lot of money. That’s got something to do with this guy Broussard?’


‘You got me.’


When I walked out the front door the man in the reclining chair had turned off the bug light and was smoking his cigar reflectively, one knee crossed over the other. I could feel his eyes on me, taking my measure. I nodded at him, but he didn’t respond. The ash of his cigar glowed like a hot coal in the shadows.






chapter two


The jailer, Alex Guidry, lived outside of town on a ten-acre horse farm devoid of trees or shade. The sun’s heat pooled in the tin roofs of his outbuildings, and grit and desiccated manure blew out of his horse lots. His oblong 1960s red-brick house, its central-air-conditioning units roaring outside a back window twenty-four hours a day, looked like a utilitarian fortress constructed for no other purpose than to repel the elements.


His family had worked for a sugar mill down toward New Orleans, and his wife’s father used to sell Negro burial insurance, but I knew little else about him. He was one of those aging, well-preserved men with whom you associate a golf photo on the local sports page, membership in a self-congratulatory civic club, a charitable drive that is of no consequence.


Or was there something else, a vague and ugly story years back? I couldn’t remember.


Sunday afternoon I parked my pickup truck by his stable and walked past a chain-link dog pen to the riding ring. The dog pen exploded with the barking of two German shepherds who caromed off the fencing, their teeth bared, their paws skittering the feces that lay baked on the hot concrete pad.


Alex Guidry cantered a black gelding in a circle, his booted calves fitted with English spurs. The gelding’s neck and sides were iridescent with sweat. Guidry sawed the bit back in the gelding’s mouth.


‘What is it?’ he said.


‘I’m Dave Robicheaux. I called earlier.’


He wore tan riding pants and a form-fitting white polo shirt. He dismounted and wiped the sweat off his face with a towel and threw it to a black man who had come out of the stable to take the horse.


‘You want to know if this guy Broussard was in the detention chair? The answer is no,’ he said.


‘He says you’ve put other inmates in there. For days.’


‘Then he’s lying.’


‘You have a detention chair, though, don’t you?’


‘For inmates who are out of control, who don’t respond to Isolation.’


‘You gag them?’


‘No.’


I rubbed the back of my neck and looked at the dog pen. The water bowl was turned over and flies boiled in the door of the small doghouse that gave the only relief from the sun.


‘You’ve got a lot of room here. You can’t let your dogs run?’ I said. I tried to smile.


‘Anything else, Mr. Robicheaux?’


‘Yeah. Nothing better happen to Cool Breeze while he’s in your custody.’


‘I’ll keep that in mind, sir. Close the gate on your way out, please.’


I got back in my truck and drove down the shell road toward the cattle guard. A half dozen Red Angus grazed in Guidry’s pasture, while snowy egrets perched on their backs.


Then I remembered. It was ten or eleven years back, and Alex Guidry had been charged with shooting a neighbor’s dog. Guidry had claimed the dog had attacked one of his calves and eaten its entrails, but the neighbor told another story, that Guidry had baited a steel trap for the animal and had killed it out of sheer meanness.


I looked into the rearview mirror and saw him watching me from the end of the shell drive, his legs slightly spread, a leather riding crop hanging from his wrist.


Monday morning I returned to work at the Iberia Parish Sheriff’s Department and took my mail out of my pigeonhole and tapped on the sheriff’s office.


He tilted back in his swivel chair and smiled when he saw me. His jowls were flecked with tiny blue and red veins that looked like fresh ink on a map when his temper flared. He had shaved too close and there was a piece of bloody tissue paper stuck in the cleft in his chin. Unconsciously he kept stuffing his shirt down over his paunch into his gunbelt.


‘You mind if I come back to work a week early?’ I asked.


‘This have anything to do with Cool Breeze Broussard’s complaint to the Justice Department?’


‘I went out to Alex Guidry’s place yesterday. How’d we end up with a guy like that as our jailer?’


‘It’s not a job people line up for,’ the sheriff said. He scratched his forehead. ‘You’ve got an FBI agent in your office right now, some gal named Adrien Glazier. You know her?’


‘Nope. How’d she know I was going to be here?’


‘She called your house first. Your wife told her. Anyway, I’m glad you’re back. I want this bullshit at the jail cleared up. We just got a very weird case that was thrown in our face from St. Mary Parish.’


He opened a manila folder and put on his glasses and peered down at the fax sheets in his fingers. This is the story he told me.
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Three months ago, under a moon haloed with a rain ring and sky filled with dust blowing out of the sugarcane fields, a seventeen-year-old black girl named Sunshine Labiche claimed two white boys forced her car off a dirt road into a ditch. They dragged her from behind the wheel, walked her by each arm into a cane field, then took turns raping and sodomizing her.


The next morning she identified both boys from a book of mug shots. They were brothers, from St. Mary Parish, but four months earlier they had been arrested for a convenience store holdup in New Iberia and had been released for lack of evidence.


This time they should have gone down.


They didn’t.


Both had alibis, and the girl admitted she had been smoking rock with her boyfriend before she was raped. She dropped the charges.


Late Saturday afternoon an unmarked car came to the farmhouse of the two brothers over in St. Mary Parish. The father, who was bedridden in the front room, watched the visitors, unbeknown to them, through a crack in the blinds. The driver of the car wore a green uniform, like sheriff’s deputies in Iberia Parish, and sunglasses and stayed behind the wheel, while a second man, in civilian clothes and a Panama hat, went to the gallery and explained to the two brothers they only had to clear up a couple of questions in New Iberia, then they would be driven back home.


‘It ain’t gonna take five minutes. We know you boys didn’t have to come all the way over to Iberia Parish just to change your luck,’ he said.


The brothers were not cuffed; in fact, they were allowed to take a twelve-pack of beer with them to drink in the back seat.


A half hour later, just at sunset, a student from USL, who was camped out in the Atchafalaya swamp, looked through the flooded willow and gum trees that surrounded his houseboat and saw a car stop on the levee. Two older men and two boys got out. One of the older men wore a uniform. They all held cans of beer in their hands; all of them urinated off the levee into the cattails.


Then the two boys, dressed in jeans and Clorox-stained print shirts with the sleeves cut off at the armpits, realized something was wrong. They turned and stared stupidly at their companions, who had stepped backward up the levee and were now holding pistols in their hands.


The boys tried to argue, holding their palms outward, as though they were pushing back an invisible adversary. Their arms were olive with suntan, scrolled with reformatory tattoos, their hair spiked in points with butch wax. The man in uniform raised his gun and shouted an unintelligible order at them, motioning at the ground. When the boys did not respond, the second armed man, who wore a Panama hat, turned them toward the water with his hand, almost gently, inserted his shoe against the calf of one, then the other, pushing them to their knees, as though he was arranging manikins in a show window. Then he rejoined the man in uniform up the bank. One of the boys kept looking back fearfully over his shoulder. The other was weeping uncontrollably, his chin tilted upward, his arms stiff at his sides, his eyes tightly shut.


The men with guns were silhouetted against a molten red sun that had sunk across the top of the levee. Just as a flock of ducks flapped across the sun, the gunmen clasped their weapons with both hands and started shooting. But because of the fading light, or perhaps the nature of their deed, their aim was bad.


Both victims tried to rise from their knees, their bodies convulsing simultaneously from the impact of the rounds.


The witness said, ‘Their guns just kept popping. It looked like somebody was blowing chunks out of a watermelon.’


After it was over, smoke drifted out over the water and the shooter in the Panama hat took close-up flash pictures with a Polaroid camera.


‘The witness used a pair of binoculars. He says the guy in the green uniform had our department patch on his sleeve,’ the sheriff said.


‘White rogue cops avenging the rape of a black girl?’


‘Look, get that FBI agent out of here, will you?’


He looked at the question in my face.


‘She’s got a broom up her ass.’ He rubbed his fingers across his mouth. ‘Did I say that? I’m going to go back to the laundry business. A bad day used to be washing somebody’s golf socks,’ he said.


I looked through my office window at the FBI agent named Adrien Glazier. She sat with her legs crossed, her back to me, in a powder-blue suit and white blouse, writing on a legal pad. Her handwriting was filled with severe slants and slashes, with points in the letters that reminded me of incisor teeth.


When I opened the door she looked at me with ice-blue eyes that could have been taken out of a Viking’s face.


‘I visited William Broussard last night. He seems to think you’re going to get him out of the parish prison,’ she said.


‘Cool Breeze? He knows better than that.’


‘Does he?’


I waited. Her hair was ash-blond, wispy and broken on the ends, her face big-boned and adversarial. She was one of those you instinctively know have a carefully nursed reservoir of anger they draw upon as needed, in the same way others make use of daily prayer. My stare broke.


‘Sorry. Is that a question?’ I said.


‘You don’t have any business indicating to this man you can make deals for him,’ she said.


I sat down behind my desk and glanced out the window, wishing I could escape back into the coolness of the morning, the streets that were sprinkled with rain, the palm fronds lifting and clattering in the wind.


I picked up a stray paper clip and dropped it in my desk drawer and closed the drawer. Her eyes never left my face or relented in their accusation.


‘What if the prosecutor’s office does cut him loose? What’s it to you?’ I said.


‘You’re interfering in a federal investigation. Evidently you have a reputation for it.’


‘I think the truth is you want his cojones in a vise. You’ll arrange some slack for him after he rats out some guys you can’t make a case against.’


She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. She cocked her elbow on my desk and let one finger droop forward at my face.


‘Megan Flynn is an opportunistic bitch. What she didn’t get on her back, she got through posing as the Joan of Arc of oppressed people. You let her and her brother jerk your pud, then you’re dumber than the people in my office say you are,’ she said.


‘This has to be a put-on.’


She pulled a manila folder out from under her legal pad and dropped it on my desk blotter.


‘Those photos are of a guy named Swede Boxleiter. They were taken in the yard at the Colorado state pen in Canon City. What they don’t show is the murder he committed in broad daylight with a camera following him around the yard. That’s how good he is,’ she said.


His head and face were like those of a misshaped Marxist intellectual, the yellow hair close-cropped on the scalp, the forehead and brainpan too large, the cheeks tapering away to a mouth that was so small it looked obscene. He wore granny glasses on a chiseled nose, and a rotted and torn weight lifter’s shirt on a torso that rippled with cartilage.


The shots had been taken from an upper story or guard tower with a zoom lens. They showed him moving through the clusters of convicts in the yard, faces turning toward him the way bait fish reflect light when a barracuda swims toward their perimeter. A fat man was leaning against the far wall, one hand squeezed on his scrotum, while he told a story to a half circle of his fellow inmates. His lips were twisted with a word he was forming, purple from a lollypop he had been eating. The man named Swede Boxleiter passed an inmate who held a tape-wrapped ribbon of silver behind his back. After Swede Boxleiter had walked by, the man whose palm seemed to have caught the sun like a heliograph now had his hands stuffed in his pockets.


The second-to-last photo showed a crowd at the wall like early men gathered on the rim of a pit to witness the death throes and communal roasting of an impaled mammoth.


Then the yard was empty, except for the fat man, the gash across his windpipe bubbling with saliva and blood, the tape-wrapped shank discarded in the red soup on his chest.


‘Boxleiter is buddies with Cisco Flynn. They were in the same state home in Denver. Maybe you’ll get to meet him. He got out three days ago,’ she said.


‘Ms. Glazier, I’d like to—’


‘It’s Special Agent Glazier.’


‘Right. I’d like to talk with you, but … Look, why not let us take care of our own problems?’


‘What a laugh.’ She stood up and gazed down at me. ‘Here it is. Hong Kong is going to become the property of Mainland China soon. There’re some people we want to put out of business before we have to deal with Beijing to get at them. Got the big picture?’


‘Not really. You know how it is out here in the provinces, swatting mosquitoes, arresting people for stealing hog manure, that sort of thing.’


She laughed to herself and dropped her card on my desk, then walked out of my office and left the door open as though she would not touch anything in our department unless it was absolutely necessary.


At noon I drove down the dirt road by the bayou toward my dock and bait shop. Through the oak trees that lined the shoulder I could see the wide gallery and purple-streaked tin roof of my house up the slope. It had rained again during the morning, and the cypress planks in the walls were stained the color of dark tea, the hanging baskets of impatiens blowing strings of water in the wind. My adopted daughter Alafair, whom I had pulled from a submerged plane wreck out on the salt when she was a little girl, sat in her pirogue on the far side of the bayou, fly-casting a popping bug into the shallows.


I walked down on the dock and leaned against the railing. I could smell the salty odor of humus and schooled-up fish and trapped water out in the swamp. Alafair’s skin was bladed with the shadows of a willow tree, her hair tied up on her head with a blue bandanna, her hair so black it seemed to fill with lights when she brushed it. She had been born in a primitive village in El Salvador, her family the target of death squads because they had sold a case of Pepsi-Cola to the rebels. Now she was almost sixteen, her Spanish and early childhood all but forgotten. But sometimes at night she cried out in her sleep and would have to be shaken from dreams filled with the marching boots of soldiers, peasants with their thumbs wired together behind them, the dry ratcheting sound of a bolt being pulled back on an automatic weapon.


‘Wrong time of day and too much rain,’ I said.


‘Oh, yeah?’ she said.


She lifted the fly rod into the air, whipping the popping bug over her head, then laying it on the edge of the lily pads. She flicked her wrist so the bug popped audibly in the water, then a goggle-eye perch rose like a green-and-gold bubble out of the silt and broke the surface, its dorsal fin hard and spiked and shiny in the sunlight, the hook and feathered balsa-wood lure protruding from the side of its mouth.


Alafair held the fly rod up as it quivered and arched toward the water, retrieving the line with her left hand, guiding the goggle-eye between the islands of floating hyacinths, until she could lift it wet and flopping into the bottom of the pirogue.


‘Not bad,’ I said.


‘You had another week off. Why’d you go back to work?’ she said.


‘Long story. See you inside.’


‘No, wait,’ she said, and set her rod down in the pirogue and paddled across the bayou to the concrete boat ramp. She stepped out into the water with a stringer of catfish and perch wrapped around her wrist, and climbed the wood steps onto the dock. In the last two years all the baby fat had melted off her body, and her face and figure had taken on the appearance of a mature woman’s. When she worked with me in the bait shop, most of our male customers made a point of focusing their attention everywhere in the room except on Alafair.


‘A lady named Ms. Flynn was here. Bootsie told me what happened to her father. You found him, Dave?’ she said.


‘My dad and I did.’


‘He was crucified?’


‘It happened a long time ago, Alf.’


‘The people who did it never got caught? That’s sickening.’


‘Maybe they took their own fall down the road. They all do, one way or another.’


‘It’s not enough.’ Her face seemed heated, pinched, as though by an old memory.


‘You want some help cleaning those fish?’ I asked.


Her eyes looked at me again, then cleared. ‘What would you do if I said yeah?’ she asked. She swung the stringer so it touched the end of my polished loafer.


‘Megan wants me to get her inside the jail to take pictures?’ I said to Bootsie in the kitchen.


‘She seems to think you’re a pretty influential guy,’ she replied.


Bootsie was bent over the sink, scrubbing the burnt grease off a stove tray, her strong arms swollen with her work; her polo shirt had pulled up over her jeans, exposing the soft taper of her hips. She had the most beautiful hair I had ever seen in a woman. It was the color of honey, with caramel swirls in it, and its thickness and the way she wore it up on her head seemed to make the skin of her face even more pink and lovely.


‘Is there anything else I can arrange? An audience with the Pope?’ I said.


She turned from the drainboard and dried her hands on a towel.


‘That woman’s after something else. I just don’t know what it is,’ she said.


‘The Flynns are complicated people.’


‘They have a way of finding war zones to play in. Don’t let her take you over the hurdles, Streak.’


I hit her on the rump with the palm of my hand. She wadded up the dish towel and threw it past my head.


We ate lunch on the redwood table under the mimosa tree in the back yard. Beyond the duck pond at the back of our property my neighbor’s sugarcane was tall and green and marbled with the shadows of clouds. The bamboo and periwinkles that grew along our coulee rippled in the wind, and I could smell rain and electricity in the south.


‘What’s in that brown envelope you brought home?’ Bootsie asked.


‘Pictures of a mainline sociopath in the Colorado pen.’


‘Why bring them home?’


‘I’ve seen the guy. I’m sure of it. But I can’t remember where.’


‘Around here?’


‘No. Somewhere else. The top of his head looks like a yellow cake but he has no jaws. An obnoxious FBI agent told me he’s pals with Cisco Flynn.’


‘A head like a yellow cake? A mainline con? Friends with Cisco Flynn?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Wonderful.’


That night I dreamed of the man named Swede Boxleiter. He was crouched on his haunches in the darkened exercise yard of a prison, smoking a cigarette, his granny glasses glinting in the humid glow of lights on the guard towers. The predawn hours were cool and filled with the smells of sage, water coursing over boulders in a canyon riverbed, pine needles layered on the forest floor. A wet, red dust hung in the air, and the moon seemed to rise through it, above the mountain’s rim, like ivory skeined with dyed thread.


But the man named Swede Boxleiter was not one to concern himself with the details of the alpine environment he found himself in. The measure of his life and himself was the reflection he saw in the eyes of others, the fear that twitched in their faces, the unbearable tension he could create in a cell or at a dining table simply by not speaking.


He didn’t need a punk or prune-o or the narcissistic pleasure of clanking iron in the yard or even masturbation for release from the energies that, unsatiated, could cause him to wake in the middle of the night and sit in a square of moonlight as though he were on an airless plateau that echoed with the cries of animals. Sometimes he smiled to himself and fantasized about telling the prison psychologist what he really felt inside, the pleasure that climbed through the tendons in his arm when he clasped a shank that had been ground from a piece of angle iron on an emery wheel in the shop, the intimacy of that last moment when he looked into the eyes of the hit. The dam that seemed to break in his loins was like water splitting the bottom of a paper bag.


But prison shrinks were not people you confided in, at least if you were put together like Swede Boxleiter and ever wanted to make the street again.


In my dream he rose from his crouched position, reached up and touched the moon, as though to despoil it, but instead wiped away the red skein from one corner with his fingertip and exposed a brilliant white cup of light.


I sat up in bed, the window fan spinning its shadows on my skin, and remembered where I had seen him.


Early the next morning I went to the city library on East Main Street and dug out the old Life magazine in which Megan’s photos of a black rapist’s death inside a storm drain had launched her career. Opposite the full-page shot of the black man reaching out futilely for the sunlight was the group photo of five uniformed cops staring down at his body. In the foreground was Swede Boxleiter, holding a Red Delicious apple with a white divot bitten out of it, his smile a thin worm of private pleasure stitched across his face.


But I wasn’t going to take on the Flynns’ problems, I told myself, or worry about a genetic misfit in the Colorado pen.


I was still telling myself that late that night when Mout’ Broussard, New Iberia’s legendary shoeshine man and Cool Breeze’s father, called the bait shop and told me his son had just escaped from the parish prison.






chapter three


Cajuns often have trouble with the th sound in English, and as a result they drop the h or pronounce the t as a d. Hence, the town’s collectively owned shoeshine man, Mouth Broussard, was always referred to as Mout’. For decades he operated his shoeshine stand under the colonnade in front of the old Frederic Hotel, a wonderful two-story stucco building with Italian marble columns inside, a ballroom, a saloon with a railed mahogany bar, potted palms and slot and racehorse machines in the lobby, and an elevator that looked like a polished brass birdcage.


Mout’ was built like a haystack and never worked without a cigar stub in the corner of his mouth. He wore an oversized gray smock, the pockets stuffed with brushes and buffing rags ribbed with black and oxblood stains. The drawers under the two elevated chairs on the stand were loaded with bottles of liquid polish, cans of wax and saddle soap, toothbrushes and steel dental picks he used to clean the welts and stitches around the edges of the shoe. He could pop his buffing rags with a speed and rhythm that never failed to command a silent respect from everyone who watched.


Mout’ caught all the traffic walking from the Southern Pacific passenger station to the hotel, shined all the shoes that were set out in the corridors at night, and guaranteed you could see your face in the buffed point of your shoe or boot or your money would be returned. He shined the shoes of the entire cast of the 1929 film production of Evangeline; he shined the shoes of Harry James’s orchestra and of U.S. Senator Huey Long just before Long was assassinated.


‘Where is Cool Breeze now, Mout’?’ I said into the phone.


‘You t’ink I’m gonna tell you that?’


‘Then why’d you call?’


‘Cool Breeze say they gonna kill him.’


‘Who is?’


‘That white man run the jail. He sent a nigger try to joog him in the ear with a wire.’


‘I’ll be over in the morning.’


‘The morning? Why, t’ank you, suh.’


‘Breeze went down his own road a long time ago, Mout’.’


He didn’t reply. I could feel the late-summer heat and the closeness of the air under the electric light.


‘Mout’?’ I said.


‘You right. But it don’t make none of it easier. No suh, it surely don’t.’


At sunrise the next morning I drove down East Main, under the canopy of live oaks that spanned the street, past City Hall and the library and the stone grotto and statue of Christ’s mother, which had once been the site of George Washington Cable’s home, and the sidewalks cracked by tree roots and the blue-green lawns filled with hydrangeas and hibiscus and philodendron and the thick stand of bamboo that framed the yard of the 1831 plantation manor called The Shadows, and finally into the business district. Then I was on the west side of town, on back streets with open ditches, railroad tracks that dissected yards and pavement, and narrow paintless houses, in rows like bad teeth, that had been cribs when nineteenth-century trainmen used to drink bucket beer from the saloon with the prostitutes and leave their red lanterns on the gallery steps when they went inside.


Mout’ was behind his house, flinging birdseed at the pigeons that showered down from the telephone wires into his yard. He walked bent sideways at the waist, his eyes blue with cataracts, one cheek marbled pink and white by a strange skin disease that afflicts people of color; but his sloped shoulders were as wide as a bull’s and his upper arms like chunks of sewer pipe.


‘It was a bad time for Breeze to run, Mout’. The prosecutor’s office might have cut him loose,’ I said.


He mopped his face with a blue filling-station rag and slid the bag of birdseed off his shoulder and sat down heavily in an old barber’s chair with an umbrella mounted on it. He picked up a fruit jar filled with coffee and hot milk from the ground and drank from it. His wide mouth seemed to cup around the bottom of the opening like a catfish’s.


‘He gone to church wit’ me and his mother when he was a li’l boy,’ he said. ‘He played ball in the park, he carried the newspaper, he set pins in the bowling alley next to white boys and didn’t have no trouble. It was New Orleans done it. He lived with his mother in the projects. Decided he wasn’t gonna be no shoeshine man, have white folks tipping their cigar ashes down on his head, that’s what he tole me.’


Mout’ scratched the top of his head and made a sound like air leaving a tire.


‘You did the best you could. Maybe it’ll turn around for him someday,’ I said.


‘They gonna shoot him now, ain’t they?’ he said.


‘No. Nobody wants that, Mout’.’


‘That jailer, Alex Guidry? He use to come down here when he was in collitch. Black girls was three dollars over on Hopkins. Then he’d come around the shoeshine stand when they was black men around, pick out some fella and keep looking in his face, not letting go, no, peeling the skin right off the bone, till the man dropped his head and kept his eyes on the sidewalk. That’s the way it was back then. Now y’all done hired the same fella to run the jail.’


Then he described his son’s last day in the parish prison.


The turnkey who had been a brig chaser in the Marine Corps walked down the corridor of the Isolation unit and opened up the cast-iron door to Cool Breeze’s cell. He bounced a baton off a leather lanyard that was looped around his wrist.


‘Mr. Alex says you going back into Main Pop. That is, if you want,’ he said.


‘I ain’t got no objection.’


‘It must be your birthday.’


‘How’s that?’ Cool Breeze said.


‘You’ll figure it out.’


‘I’ll figure it out, huh?’


‘You wonder why you people are in here? When you think an echo is a sign of smarts?’


The turnkey walked him through a series of barred doors that slid back and forth on hydraulically operated steel arms, ordered him to strip and shower, then handed him an orange jumpsuit and locked him in a holding cell.


‘They gonna put Mr. Alex on suspension. But he’s doing you right before he goes out. So that’s why I say it must be your birthday,’ the turnkey said. He bounced the baton on its lanyard and winked. ‘When he’s gone, I’m gonna be jailer. You might study on the implications.’


At four that afternoon Alex Guidry stopped in front of Cool Breeze’s cell. He wore a seersucker suit and red tie and shined black cowboy boots. His Stetson hung from his fingers against his pant leg.


‘You want to work scrub-down detail and do sweep-up in the shop?’ he asked.


‘I can do that.’


‘You gonna make trouble?’


‘Ain’t my style, suh.’


‘You can tell any damn lie you want when you get out of here. But if I’m being unfair to you, you tell me to my face right now,’ he said.


‘People see what they need to.’


Alex Guidry turned his palm up and looked at it and picked at a callus with his thumb. He started to speak, then shook his head in disgust and walked down the corridor, the leather soles of his boots clicking on the floor.


Cool Breeze spent the next day scrubbing stone walls and side-walks with a wire brush and Ajax, and at five o’clock reported to the maintenance shop to begin sweep-up. He used a long broom to push steel filings, sawdust, and wood chips into tidy piles that he shoveled onto a dustpan and dumped into a trash bin. Behind him a mulatto whose golden skin was spotted with freckles the size of dimes was cutting a design out of a piece of plywood on a jigsaw, the teeth ripping a sound out of the wood like an electrified scream.


Cool Breeze paid no attention to him, until he heard the plywood disengage from the saw. He turned his head out of curiosity just as the mulatto balled his fist and tried to jam a piece of coat-hanger wire, sharpened to a point like an ice pick and driven vertically through the wood handle off a lawn-mower starter rope, through the center of Cool Breeze’s ear and into his brain.


The wire point laid open Cool Breeze’s cheek from the jawbone to the corner of his mouth.


He locked his attacker’s forearm in both his hands, spun with him in circles, then walked the two of them toward the saw that hummed with an oily light.


‘Don’t make me do it, nigger,’ he said.


But his attacker would not give up his weapon, and Cool Breeze drove first the coat hanger, then the balled fist and the wood plug gripped inside the palm into the saw blade, so that bone and metal and fingernails and wood splinters all showered into his face at once.


He hid inside the barrel of a cement mixer, where by all odds he should have died. He felt the truck slow at the gate, heard the guards talking outside while they walked the length of the truck with mirrors they held under the frame.


‘We got one out on the ground. You ain’t got him in your barrel, have you?’ a guard said.


‘We sure as hell can find out,’ the truck driver said.


Gears and cogs clanged into place, then the truck vibrated and shook and giant steel blades began turning inside the barrel’s blackness, lifting curtains of wet cement into the air like cake dough.


‘Get out of here, will you? For some reason that thing puts me in mind of my wife in the bathroom,’ the guard said.


Two hours later, on a parish road project south of town, Cool Breeze climbed from inside the cement mixer and lumbered into a cane field like a man wearing a lead suit, his lacerated cheek bleeding like a flag, the cane leaves edged with the sun’s last red light.


‘I don’t believe it, Mout’,’ I said.


‘Man ain’t tried to joog him?’


‘That the jailer set it up. He’s already going on suspension. He’d be the first person everyone suspected.’


‘’Cause he done it.’


‘Where’s Breeze?’


Mout’ slipped his sack of birdseed over his shoulder and began flinging handfuls into the air again. The pigeons swirled about his waxed bald head like snow-flakes.


My partner was Detective Helen Soileau. She wore slacks and men’s shirts to work, seldom smiled or put on makeup, and faced you with one foot cocked at an angle behind the other, in the same way a martial artist strikes a defensive posture. Her face was lumpy, her eyes unrelenting when they fixed on you, and her blond hair seemed molded to her head like a plastic wig. She leaned on my office windowsill with both arms and watched a trusty gardener edging the sidewalk. She wore a nine-millimeter automatic in a hand-tooled black holster and a pair of handcuffs stuck through the back of her gunbelt.
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