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CHAPTER


1


Aaron Crown should not have come back into our lives. After all, he had never really been one of us, anyway, had he? His family, shiftless timber people, had come from north Louisiana, and when they arrived in Iberia Parish, they brought their ways with them, occasionally stealing livestock along river bottoms, poaching deer, perhaps, some said, practicing incest.


I first saw Aaron Crown thirty-five years ago when, for a brief time, he tried to sell strawberries and rattlesnake watermelons out on the highway, out of the same truck he hauled cow manure in.


He seemed to walk sideways, like a crab, and wore bib overalls even in summertime and paid a dollar to have his head lathered and shaved in the barber shop every Saturday morning. His thick, hair-covered body gave off an odor like sour milk, and the barber would open the front and back doors and turn on the fans when Aaron was in the chair.


If there was a violent portent in his behavior, no one ever saw it. The Negroes who worked for him looked upon him indifferently, as a white man who was neither good nor bad, whose moods and elliptical peckerwood speech and peculiar green eyes were governed by thoughts and explanations known only to himself. To entertain the Negroes who hung around the shoeshine stand in front of the old Frederick Hotel on Saturday mornings, he’d scratch matches alight on his clenched teeth, let a pool of paraffin burn to a waxy scorch in the center of his palm, flip a knife into the toe of his work boot.


But no one who looked into Aaron Crown’s eyes ever quite forgot them. They flared with a wary light for no reason, looked back at you with a reptilian, lidless hunger that made you feel a sense of sexual ill ease, regardless of your gender.


Some said he’d once been a member of the Ku Klux Klan, expelled from it for fighting inside a Baptist church, swinging a wood bench into the faces of his adversaries.


But that was the stuff of poor-white piney woods folklore, as remote from our French-Catholic community as tales of lynchings and church bombings in Mississippi.


How could we know that underneath a live oak tree hung with moss and spiderwebs of blue moonlight, Aaron Crown would sight down the barrel of a sporterized Mauser rifle, his body splayed out comfortably like an infantry marksman’s, the leather sling wrapped tightly around his left forearm, his loins tingling against the earth, and drill a solitary round through a plate glass window into the head of the most famous NAACP leader in Louisiana?


It took twenty-eight years to nail him, to assemble a jury that belonged sufficiently to a younger generation that had no need to defend men like Aaron Crown.


Everyone had always been sure of his guilt. He had never denied it, had he? Besides, he had never been one of us.


*


It was early fall, an election year, and each morning after the sun rose out of the swamp and burned the fog away from the flooded cypress trees across the bayou from my bait shop and boat-rental business, the sky would harden to such a deep, heart-drenching blue that you felt you could reach up and fill your hand with it like bolls of stained cotton. The air was dry and cool, too, and the dust along the dirt road by the bayou seemed to rise into gold columns of smoke and light through the canopy of oaks overhead. So when I glanced up from sanding the planks on my dock on a Saturday morning and saw Buford LaRose and his wife, Karyn, jogging through the long tunnel of trees toward me, they seemed like part of a photograph in a health magazine, part of an idealized moment caught by a creative photographer in a depiction of what is called the New South, rather than an oddity far removed from the refurbished plantation home in which they lived twenty-five miles away.


I convinced myself they had not come to see me, that forcing them to stop their run out of reasons of politeness would be ungenerous on my part, and I set down my sanding machine and walked toward the bait shop.


‘Hello!’ I heard Buford call.


Your past comes back in different ways. In this case, it was in the form of Karyn La Rose, her platinum hair sweat-soaked and piled on her head, her running shorts and purple-and-gold Mike the Tiger T-shirt glued to her body like wet Kleenex.


‘How y’all doin’?’ I replied, my smile as stiff as ceramic.


‘Aaron Crown called you yet?’ Buford asked, resting one hand on the dock railing, pulling one ankle up toward his muscular thigh with the other.


‘How’d you know?’ I said.


‘He’s looking for soft-hearted guys to listen to his story.’ Buford grinned, then winked with all the confidence of the eighty-yard passing quarterback he’d been at L.S.U. twenty years earlier. He was still lean-stomached and narrow-waisted, his chest flat like a prizefighter’s, his smooth, wide shoulders olive with tan, his curly brown hair bleached on the tips by the sun. He pulled his other ankle up behind him, squinting at me through the sweat in his eyebrows.


‘Aaron’s decided he’s an innocent man,’ he said. ‘He’s got a movie company listening to him. Starting to see the big picture?’


‘He gets a dumb cop to plead his cause?’ I said.


‘I said “soft-hearted,”’ he said, his face beaming now.


‘Why don’t you come see us more often, Dave?’ Karyn asked.


‘That sounds good,’ I said, nodding, my eyes wandering out over the water.


She raised her chin, wiped the sweat off the back of her neck, looked at the sun with her eyelids closed and pursed her lips and breathed through them as though the air were cold. Then she opened her eyes again and smiled good-naturedly, leaning with both arms on the rail and stretching her legs one at a time.


‘Y’all want to come in for something to drink?’ I asked.


‘Don’t let this guy jerk you around, Dave,’ Buford said.


‘Why should I?’


‘Why should he call you in the first place?’


‘Who told you this?’ I asked.


‘His lawyer.’


’Sound like shaky legal ethics to me,’ I said.


‘Give me a break, Dave,’ he replied. ‘If Aaron Crown ever gets out of Angola, the first person he’s going to kill is his lawyer. That’s after he shoots the judge. How do we know all this? Aaron called up the judge, collect, mind you, and told him so.’


They said good-bye and resumed their jog, running side by side past the sprinklers spinning among the tree trunks in my front yard. I watched them grow smaller in the distance, all the while feeling that somehow something inappropriate, if not unseemly, had just occurred.


I got in my pickup truck and caught up with them a quarter mile down the road. They never broke stride.


‘This bothers me, Buford,’ I said out the window. ‘You wrote a book about Aaron Crown. It might make you our next governor. Now you want to control access to the guy?’


‘Bothers you, huh?’ he said, his air-cushioned running shoes thudding rhythmically in the dirt.


‘It’s not an unreasonable attitude,’ I said.


Karyn leaned her face past him and grinned at me. Her mouth was bright red, her brown eyes happy and charged with energy from her run.


‘You’ll be bothered a lot worse if you help these right-wing cretins take over Louisiana in November. See you around, buddy,’ he said, then gave me the thumbs-up sign just before he and his wife poured it on and cut across a shady grove of pecan trees.


She called me that evening, not at the house but at the bait shop. Through the screen I could see the lighted gallery and windows in my house, across the dirt road, up the slope through the darkening trees.


‘Are you upset with Buford?’ she said.


‘No.’


‘He just doesn’t want to see you used, that’s all.’


‘I appreciate his concern.’


’Should I have not been there?’


‘I’m happy y’all came by.’


‘Neither of us was married at the time, Dave. Why does seeing me make you uncomfortable?’


‘This isn’t turning into a good conversation,’ I said.


‘I’m not big on guilt. It’s too bad you are,’ she replied, and quietly hung up.


The price of a velvet black sky bursting with stars and too much champagne, a grassy levee blown with buttercups and a warm breeze off the water, I thought. Celibacy was not an easy virtue to take into the nocturnal hours.


But guilt over an impulsive erotic moment wasn’t the problem. Karyn LaRose was a woman you kept out of your thoughts if you were a married man.


Aaron Crown was dressed in wash-faded denims that were too tight for him when he was escorted in leg and waist chains from the lockdown unit into the interview room.


He had to take mincing steps, and because both wrists were cuffed to the chain just below his rib cage he had the bent appearance of an apelike creature trussed with baling wire.


‘I don’t want to talk to Aaron like this. How about it, Cap?’ I said to the gunbull, who had been shepherding Angola convicts under a double-barrel twelve gauge for fifty-five years.


The gunbull’s eyes were narrow and valuative, like a man constantly measuring the potential of his adversaries, the corners webbed with wrinkles, his skin wizened and dark as a mulatto’s, as if it had been smoked in a fire. He removed his briar pipe from his belt, stuck it in his mouth, clicking it dryly against his molars. He never spoke while he unlocked the net of chains from Aaron Crown’s body and let them collapse around his ankles like a useless garment. Instead, he simply pointed one rigid callus-sheathed index finger into Aaron’s face, then unlocked the side door to a razor-wire enclosed dirt yard with a solitary weeping willow that had gone yellow with the season.


I sat on a weight lifter’s bench while Aaron Crown squatted on his haunches against the fence and rolled a cigarette out of a small leather pouch that contained pipe tobacco. His fingernails were the thickness and mottled color of tortoiseshell. Gray hair grew out of his ears and nose; his shoulders and upper chest were braided with knots of veins and muscles. When he popped a lucifer match on his thumbnail and cupped it in the wind, he inhaled the sulfur and glue and smoke all in one breath.


‘I ain’t did it,’ he said.


‘You pleaded nolo contendere, partner.’


‘The shithog got appointed my case done that. He said it was worked out.’ He drew in on his hand-rolled cigarette, tapped the ashes off into the wind.


When I didn’t reply, he said, “They give me forty years. I was sixty-eight yestiday.’


‘You should have pleaded out with the feds. You’d have gotten an easier bounce under a civil rights conviction,’ I said.


‘You go federal, you got to cell with colored men.’ His eyes lifted into mine. ‘They’ll cut a man in his sleep. I seen it happen.’


In the distance I could see the levee along the Mississippi River and trees that were puffing with wind against a vermilion sky.


‘Why you’d choose me to call?’ I asked.


‘You was the one gone after my little girl when she got lost in Henderson Swamp.’


‘I see… I don’t know what I can do, Aaron. That was your rifle they found at the murder scene, wasn’t it? It had only one set of prints on it, too – yours.’


‘It was stole, and it didn’t have no set of prints on it. There was one thumbprint on the stock. Why would a white man kill a nigger in the middle of the night and leave his own gun for other people to find? Why would he wipe off the trigger and not the stock?’


‘You thought you’d never be convicted in the state of Louisiana.’


He sucked on a tooth, ground out the ash of his cigarette on the tip of his work boot, field-stripped the paper and let it all blow away in the wind.


‘I ain’t did it,’ he said.


‘I can’t help you.’


He raised himself to his feet, his knees popping, and walked toward the lockdown unit, the silver hair on his arms glowing like a monkey’s against the sunset.





CHAPTER


2


The flooded cypress and willow trees were gray-green smudges in the early morning mist at Henderson Swamp. My adopted daughter, Alafair, sat on the bow of the outboard as I swung it between two floating islands of hyacinths and gave it the gas into the bay. The air was moist and cool and smelled of schooled-up sac-a-lait, or crappie, and gas flares burning in the dampness. When Alafair turned her face into the wind, her long Indian-black hair whipped behind her in a rope. She was fourteen now, but looked older, and oftentimes grown men turned and stared at her when she walked by, before their own self-consciousness corrected them.


We traversed a long, flat bay filled with stumps and abandoned oil platforms, then Alafair pointed at a row of wood pilings that glistened blackly in the mist. I cut the engine and let the boat float forward on its wake while Alafair slipped the anchor, a one-foot chunk of railroad track, over the gunwale until it bit into the silt and the bow swung around against the rope. The water in the minnow bucket was cold and dancing with shiners when I dipped my hand in to bait our lines.


‘Can you smell the sac-a-lait? There must be thousands in here,’ she said.


‘You bet.’


‘This is the best place in the whole bay, isn’t it?’


‘I don’t know of a better one,’ I said, and handed her a sandwich after she had cast her bobber among the pilings.


It had been almost nine years since I had pulled her from the submerged and flooded wreckage of a plane that had been carrying Salvadoran war refugees. Sometimes in my sleep I would relive that moment when I found her struggling for breath inside the inverted cabin, her face turned upward like a guppy’s into the wobbling and diminishing bubble of air above her head, her legs scissoring frantically above her mother’s drowned form.


But time has its way with all of us, and today I didn’t brood upon water as the conduit into the world of the dead. The spirits of villagers, their mouths wide with the concussion of airbursts, no longer whispered to me from under the brown currents of the Mekong, either, nor did the specter of my murdered wife Annie, who used to call me up long-distance from her home under the sea and speak to me through the rain.


Now water was simply a wide, alluvial flood plain in the Atchafalaya Basin of south Louisiana that smelled of humus and wood smoke, where mallards rose in squadrons above the willows and trailed in long black lines across a sun that was as yellow as egg yoke.


‘You really went to see that man Aaron Crown at Angola, Dave?’ Alafair asked.


’Sure did.’


‘My teacher said he’s a racist. He assassinated a black man in Baton Rouge.’


‘Aaron Crown’s an ignorant and physically ugly man. He’s the kind of person people like to hate. I’m not sure he’s a killer, though, Alf.’


‘Why not?’


‘I wish I knew.’


Which was not only an inadequate but a disturbing answer.


Why? Because Aaron Crown didn’t fit the profile. If he was a racist, he didn’t burn with it, as most of them did. He wasn’t political, either, at least not to my knowledge. So what was the motivation, I asked myself. In homicide cases, it’s almost always money, sex, or power. Which applied in the case of Aaron Crown?


‘Whatcha thinking about, Dave?’ Alafair asked.


‘When I was a young cop in New Orleans, I was home on vacation and Aaron Crown came to the house and said his daughter was lost out here in a boat. Nobody would go after her because she was fourteen and had a reputation for running off and smoking dope and doing other kinds of things, you with me?’


She looked at her bobber floating between the pilings.


‘So I found her. She wasn’t lost, though. She was in a houseboat, right across the bay there, with a couple of men. I never told Aaron what she had been doing. But I think he knew.’


‘You believe he’s innocent?’


‘Probably not. It’s just one of those strange deals, Alf. The guy loved his daughter, which means he has emotions and affections like the rest of us. That’s something we don’t like to think about when we assign a person the role of assassin and community geek.’


She thought the word geek was funny and snorted through her nose.


It started to sprinkle, and we hung raincoats over our heads like cloistered monks and pulled sac-a-lait out of the pilings until mid-morning, then layered them with crushed ice in the cooler and headed for home just as a squall churned out of the south like smoke twisting inside a bottle.


We gutted and half-mooned the fish at the gills and scaled them with spoons under the canvas tarp on the dock. Batist, the black man who worked for me, came out of the bait shop with an unlit cigar stuck in his jaw. He let the screen slam behind him. He was bald and wore bell-bottomed blue jeans and a white T-shirt that looked like rotted cheesecloth on his barrel chest.


‘There’s a guard from the prison farm inside,’ he said.


‘What’s he want?’ I said.


‘I ain’t axed. Whatever it is, it don’t have nothing to do with spending money. Dave, we got to have these kind in our shop?’


Oh boy, I thought.


I went inside and saw the old-time gunbull from the lockdown unit I had visited at Angola just yesterday. He was seated at a back table by the lunch meat cooler, his back stiff, his profile carved out of teak. He wore a fresh khaki shirt and trousers, a hand-tooled belt, a white straw hat slanted over his forehead. His walking cane, whose point was sheathed in a six-inch steel tube, the kind road gang hacks used to carry, was hooked by the handle over the back of his chair. He had purchased a fifty-cent can of soda to drink with the brown paper bag of ginger snaps he had brought with him.


‘How’s it goin’, Cap?’ I said.


‘Need your opinion on something,’ he replied. His accent was north Louisiana hill country, the vowels phlegmy and round and deep in the throat, like speech lifted out of the nineteenth century.


His hands, which were dotted with liver spots, shook slightly with palsy. His career reached back into an era when Angola convicts were beaten with the black Betty, stretched out on anthills, locked down in sweatboxes on Camp A, sometimes even murdered by guards on a whim and buried in the Mississippi levee. In the years I had known him I had never seen him smile or heard him mention any form of personal life outside the penitentiary.


‘Some movie people is offered me five thousand dollars for a interview about Crown. What do you reckon I ought to do?’ he said.


‘Take it. What’s the harm?’


He bit the edge off a ginger snap.


‘I got the feeling they want me to say he don’t belong up there on the farm, that maybe the wrong man’s in prison.’


‘I see.’


’Something’s wrong, ain’t it?’


’Sir?’


‘White man kills a black man down South, them Hollywood people don’t come looking to get the white man off.’


‘I don’t have an answer for you, Cap. Just tell them what you think and forget it.’ I looked at the electric clock on the wall above the counter.


‘What I think is the sonofabitch’s about half-human.’ My eyes met his. ‘He’s got a stink on him don’t wash off. If he ain’t killed the NAACP nigger, he done it to somebody else.’


He chewed a ginger snap dryly in his jaw, then swallowed it with a small sip of soda, the leathery skin of his face cobwebbed with lines in the gloom.


Word travels fast among the denizens of the nether regions.


On Tuesday morning Helen Soileau came into my office at the Iberia Parish sheriff’s Department and said we had to pick up and hold a New Orleans hoodlum named Mingo Bloomberg, who was wanted as a material witness in the killing of a police officer in the French Quarter.


‘You know him?’ she asked. She wore a starched white shirt and blue slacks and her badge on her gunbelt. She was a blonde, muscular woman whose posture and bold stare always seemed to anticipate, even relish, challenge or insult.


‘He’s a button man for the Giacano family,’ I said.


‘We don’t have that.’


‘Bad communications with NOPD, then. Mingo’s specialty is disappearing his victims. He’s big on fish chum.’


‘That’s terrific. Expidee Chatlin is baby-sitting him for us.’


We checked out a cruiser and drove into the south part of the parish on back roads that were lined with sugarcane wagons on their way to the mill. Then we followed a levee through a partially cleared field to a tin-roofed fish camp set back in a grove of persimmon and pecan trees. A cruiser was parked in front of the screened-in gallery, the front doors opened, the radio turned off.


Expidee Chatlin had spent most of his law-enforcement career as a crossing guard or escorting drunks from the jail to guilty-court. He had narrow shoulders and wide hips, a tube of fat around his waist, and a thin mustache that looked like grease pencil. He and another uniformed deputy were eating sandwiches with Mingo Bloomberg at a plank table on the gallery.


‘What do you think you’re doing, Expidee?’ Helen asked.


‘Waiting on y’all. What’s it look like?’ he replied.


‘How’s it hanging, Robicheaux?’ Mingo Bloomberg said.


‘No haps, Mingo.’


He emptied his beer can and put an unlit cigarette in his mouth. He was a handsome man and wore beltless gray slacks and loafers and a long-sleeve shirt printed with flowers. His hair was copper-colored and combed straight back on his scalp, his eyes ice blue, as invasive as a dirty finger when they locked on yours.


He opened his lighter and began to flick the flint dryly, as though we were not there.


‘Get out of that chair and lean against the wall,’ Helen said.


He lowered the lighter, his mouth screwed into a smile around his cigarette. She pulled the cigarette out of his mouth, threw it over her shoulder, and aimed her nine millimeter into the middle of his face.


‘Say something wise, you fuck. Go ahead. I want you to,’ she said.


I pulled him to his feet, pushed him against the wall, and kicked his ankles apart. When I shook him down I tapped a hard, square object in his left pocket. I removed a .25 caliber automatic, dropped the magazine, pulled the slide back on the empty chamber, then tossed the pistol into Expidee’s lap.


‘Nobody told me. I thought the guy was suppose to be a witness or something,’ he said.


Helen cuffed Mingo’s wrists behind him and shoved him toward the screen door.


‘Hey, Robicheaux, you and the lady take your grits off the stove,’ he said.


‘It’s up to you, Mingo,’ I said.


We were out front now, under a gray sky, in the wind, in leaves that toppled out of the trees on the edge of the clearing. Mingo rolled his eyes. ‘Up to me? You ought to put a cash register on top of y’all’s cruiser,’ he said.


‘You want to explain that?’ I said.


He looked at Helen, then back at me.


‘Give us a minute,’ I said to her.


I walked him to the far side of our cruiser, opened the back door and sat him down behind the wire-mesh screen. I leaned one arm on the roof and looked down into his face. An oiled, coppery strand of hair fell down across his eyes.


‘You did the right thing with this guy Crown. You do the right thing, you get taken care of. Something wrong with that?’ he said.


‘Yeah. I’m not getting taken care of.’


‘Then that’s your fucking problem.’


‘When you get back to the Big Sleazy, stay there, Mingo,’ I said, and closed the car door.


‘I got a permit for the piece you took off me. I want it back,’ he said through the open window.


I waited for Helen to get behind the wheel, drumming my fingers on the cruiser’s roof, trying to conceal the disjointed expression in my face.


If you seriously commit yourself to alcohol, I mean full-bore, the way you take up a new religion, and join that great host of revelers who sing and lock arms as they bid farewell to all innocence in their lives, you quickly learn the rules of behavior in this exclusive fellowship whose dues are the most expensive in the world. You drink down. That means you cannot drink in well-lighted places with ordinary people because the psychological insanity in your face makes you a pariah among them. So you find other drunks whose condition is as bad as your own, or preferably even worse.


But time passes and you run out of geography and people who are in some cosmetic way less than yourself and bars where the only admission fee is the price of a 6 A.M. short-dog.


That’s when you come to places like Sabelle Crown’s at the Underpass in Lafayette.


The Underpass area had once been home to a dingy brick hotel and row of low-rent bars run by a notorious family of Syrian criminals. Now the old bars and brick hotel had been bulldozed into rubble, and all that remained of the city’s last skidrow refuge was Sabelle’s, a dark, two-story clapboard building that loomed above the Underpass like a solitary tooth.


It had no mirrors, and the only light inside came from the jukebox and the beer signs over the bar. It was a place where the paper Christmas decorations stayed up year-round and you never had to see your reflection or make an unfavorable comparison between yourself and others. Not unless you counted Sabelle, who had been a twenty-dollar whore in New Orleans before she disappeared up north for several years. She was middle-aged now, with flecks of gray in her auburn hair, but she looked good in her blue jeans and V-necked beige sweater, and her face retained a kind of hard beauty that gave fantasies to men who drank late and still believed the darkness of a bar could resurrect opportunities from their youth.


She opened a bottle of 7-Up and set it in front of me with a glass of ice.


‘You doin’ all right, Streak?’ she said.


‘Not bad. How about you, Sabelle?’


‘I hope you’re not here for anything stronger than 7-Up.’


I smiled and didn’t reply. The surface of the bar stuck to my wrists. ‘Why would a New Orleans gumball named Mingo Bloomberg have an interest in your father?’ I said.


‘You got me.’


‘I went over everything I could find on Aaron’s case this afternoon. I think he could have beat it if he’d had a good lawyer,’ I said.


She studied my face curiously. The beer sign on the wall made tiny red lights, like sparks, in her hair.


‘The big problem was Aaron told some other people he did it,’ I said.


She put out her cigarette in the ashtray, then set a shot glass and a bottle of cream sherry by my elbow and walked down the duckboards and around the end of the bar and sat down next to me, her legs hooked in the stool’s rungs.


‘You still married?’ she said.


‘Sure.’


She didn’t finish her thought. She poured sherry into her shot glass and drank it. ‘Daddy went to the third grade. He hauled manure for a living. Rich people on East Main made him go around to their back doors.’


I continued to look into her face.


‘Look, when this black civil rights guy got killed with Daddy’s rifle, he started making up stories. People talked about him. He got to be a big man for a while,’ she said.


‘He lied about a murder?’


‘How’d you like to be known as white trash in a town like New Iberia?’


‘Big trade-off,’ I said.


‘What isn’t?’


She gestured to the bartender, pointed to a shoebox under the cash register. He handed it to her and walked away. She lifted off the top.


‘You were in the army. See what you recognize in there. I don’t know one medal from another,’ she said.


It was heavy and filled with watches, rings, pocket-knives, and military decorations. Some of the latter were Purple Hearts; at least two were Silver Stars. It also contained a .32 revolver with electrician’s tape wrapped on the grips.


‘If the medal’s got a felt-lined box, I give a three-drink credit,’ she said.


‘Thanks for your time,’ I said.


‘You want to find out about my father, talk to Buford LaRose. His book sent Daddy to prison.’


‘I might do that’


‘When you see Buford, tell him—’ But she shook her head and didn’t finish. She pursed her lips slightly and kissed the air.


I went home for lunch the next day, and as I came around the curve on the bayou I saw Karyn LaRose’s blue Mazda convertible back out of my drive and come toward me on the dirt road. She stopped abreast of me and removed her sunglasses. Her teeth were white when she smiled, her tanned skin and platinum hair dappled with sunlight that fell through the oak trees.


‘What’s up, Karyn?’


‘I thought this would be a grand time to have y’all out.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Oh, stop all this silliness, Dave.’


‘Listen, Karyn—’


‘See you, kiddo,’ she said, shifted into first, and disappeared in my rearview mirror, her hair whipping in the wind.


I pulled into our dirt drive and parked by the side of the house, which had been built out of notched and pegged cypress during the Depression by my father, a huge, grinning, hard-drinking Cajun who was killed on the salt in an oil well blowout. Over the years the tin roof on the gallery had turned purple with rust and the wood planks in the walls had darkened and hardened with rain and dust storms and smoke from stubble fires. My wife, Bootsie, and I had hung baskets of impatiens from the gallery, put flower boxes in the windows, and planted the beds with roses, hibiscus, and hydrangeas, but in the almost year-round shade of the live oaks and pecan trees, the house had a dark quality that seemed straight out of the year 1930, as though my father still held claim to it.


Bootsie had fixed ham and onion sandwiches and iced tea and potato salad for lunch and we set the kitchen table together and sat down to eat. I kept waiting for her to mention Karyn’s visit. But she didn’t.


‘I saw Karyn LaRose out on the road,’ I said.


‘Oh, yes, I forgot. Tomorrow evening, she wants us to come to a dinner and lawn party.’


‘What did you tell her?’


‘I didn’t think we had anything planned. But I said I’d ask you.’ She had stopped eating. I felt her eyes on my face. ‘You don’t want to go?’


‘Not really.’


‘Do you have a reason? Or do we just tell people to drop dead arbitrarily?’


‘Buford’s too slick for me.’


‘He’s a therapist and a university professor. Maybe the state will finally have a governor with more than two brain cells.’


‘Fine, let’s go. It’s not a problem,’ I said.


‘Dave …’


‘I’m looking forward to it’


Finally her exasperation gave way to a smile, then to a laugh.


‘You’re too much, Streak,’ she said.


I wiped at my mouth with my napkin, then walked around behind her chair, put my arms on her shoulders, and kissed her hair. It was the color of dark honey and she brushed it in thick swirls on her head, and it always smelled like strawberry shampoo. I kissed her along the cheek and touched her breasts.


‘You doin’ anything?’ I said.


‘You have to go back to work.’


‘The perps will understand.’


She reached behind the chair and fitted her hand around the back of my thigh.


The curtains in the bedroom, which were white and gauzy and printed with tiny flowers, puffed and twisted in the wind that blew through the trees in the yard. When Bootsie undressed, her body seemed sculpted, glowing with light against the window. She had the most beautiful complexion of any woman I ever knew; when she made love it flushed with heat, as though she had a fever, and took on the hue of a new rose petal. I kissed her breasts and took her nipples in my mouth and traced my fingers down the flatness of her stomach, then I felt her reach down and take me in her palm.


When I entered her she hooked her legs in mine and laced the fingers of one hand in my hair and placed the other hard in the small of my back. I could feel her breath against the side of my face, the perspiration on her stomach and inside her thighs, then her tongue on my neck, the wetness of her mouth near my ear. I wanted to hold it, to give more satisfaction than I received, but that terrible moment of male pleasure and solitary indulgence had its way.


‘Boots—’ I said hoarsely.


‘It’s all right, Dave. Go ahead,’ she whispered.


She ran both palms down my lower back and pushed me deeper inside, then something broke like a dam and melted in my loins and I closed my eyes and saw a sailfish rise from a cresting wave, its mouth torn with a hook, its skin blue and hard, its gills strung with pink foam. Then it disappeared into the wave again, and the groundswells were suddenly flat and empty, dented with rain, sliding across the fire coral down below.


It should have been a perfect afternoon. But on my way out Bootsie asked, almost as an afterthought, ‘Was there any other reason you didn’t want to go to the LaRoses’?’


‘No, of course not.’


I tried to avert my eyes, but it was too late. I saw the recognition in her face, like a sharp and unexpected slap.


‘It was a long time ago, Boots. Before we were married.’


She nodded, her thoughts concealed. Then she said, her voice flat, ‘We’re all modern people these days. Like you say, Streak, no problem.’


She walked down to the pond at the back of our property by herself, with a bag of bread crusts, to feed the ducks.





CHAPTER


3


At sunrise the next day, while I was helping Batist open up the bait shop before I went to work, the old-time gunbull called me long-distance from Angola.


‘You remember I told you about them movie people come see me? There’s one ain’t gonna be around no more,’ he said.


‘What happened, Cap?’


‘My nephew’s a uniform at NOPD in the First District. They thought it was just a white man interested in the wrong piece of jelly roll. That’s till they found the camera,’ he said.


After I hung up the phone I filled minnow buckets for two fishermen, put a rental outboard in the water, and pulled the tarp on guy wires over the spool tables on the dock in case it rained. Batist was sprinkling hickory chips on the coals in the barbecue pit, which we had fashioned from a split oil drum to cook chickens and links of sausage for our midday customers.


‘That was that old man from up at the prison farm?’ he asked.


‘I’m afraid so.’


‘I ain’t going to say it but once, no. It don’t matter what that kind of man bring into your life, it ain’t no good.’


‘I’m a police officer, podna. I can’t always be selective about the people I talk to.’


He cut his head and walked away.


I left a message for the nephew at NOPD and drove to the office just as it started to mist. He returned my call two hours later, then turned over the telephone to a Homicide detective. This is how I’ve reconstructed the story that was told to me.


Vice had identified the hooker as Brandy Grissum, a black twenty-five-year-old heroin addict who had done a one-bit in the St John the Baptist jail for sale and possession.


She worked with three or four pimps and Murphy artists out of the Quarter. The pimps were there for the long-term regular trade. The Murphy artists took down the tourists, particularly those who were drunk, married, respectable, in town on conventions, scared of cops and their employers.


It was an easy scam. Brandy would walk into a bar, well dressed, perhaps wearing a suit, sit at the end of the counter, or by herself in a booth, glance once into the john’s face, her eyes shy, her hands folded demurely in front of her, then wait quietly while her partner cut the deal.


This is the shuck: ‘My lady over there ain’t a reg’lar, know what I’m sayin’? Kind of like a schoolgirl just out on the town.’ Here he smiles. ‘She need somebody take her ’round the world, know what I’m sayin’? I need sixty dollars to cover the room, we’ll all walk down to it, I ain’t goin’ nowhere on you. Then you want to give her a present or something, that’s between y’all.’


The difference in this scenario this time was the john had his own room as well as agenda.


His name was Dwayne Parsons, an Academy Award nominee and two-time Emmy winner for his documentary scripts. But Dwayne Parsons had another creative passion, too, one that was unknown to the hooker and the Murphy artist and a second black man who was about to appear soon – a video camera set up on a tripod in his closet, the lens pointed through a crack in the door at the waterbed in his leased efficiency apartment a block off Bourbon.


Parsons and the woman were undressed, on top of black satin sheets, when the hard, insistent knock came at the door. The man’s head jerked up from the pillow, his face at first startled, then simply disconcerted and annoyed.


‘They’ll go away,’ he said.


He tried to hold her arms, hold her in place on top of him, but she slid her body off his.


‘It’s my boyfriend. He don’t let me alone. He’s gonna break down the do’,’ she said. She began to gather her clothes in front of her breasts and stomach.


‘Hey, I look like a total schmuck to you?’ Parsons said. ‘Don’t open that door… Did you hear me… Listen, you fucking nigger, you’re not hustling me.’


She slid back the deadbolt on the door, and suddenly the back and conked and side-shaved head of a gargantuan black man were in the lens. Whoever he was, he was not the man Brandy Grissom had expected. She swallowed as though she had a razor blade in her throat.


But Dwayne Parsons was still not with the script.


‘You want to rob me, motherfucker, just take the money off the dresser. You get the gun at the Screen Actors Guild?’ he said.


The black man with the gun did not speak. But the terror in the woman’s face left no doubt about the decision she saw taking place in his.


‘I ain’t seen you befo’, bitch. You trying to work independent?’ he said.


‘No … I mean yes, I don’t know nobody here. I ain’t from New Orleans.’ She pressed her clothes against her breasts and genitalia. Her mouth was trembling.


One block away, a brass street band was playing on Bourbon. The man thought some more, then jerked the barrel of his automatic toward the door. She slipped her skirt and blouse on, wadded up her undergarments and shoes and purse and almost flew out the door.


Dwayne Parson’s face had drained. He started to get up from the bed.


‘No, no, my man,’ the black man said, approaching him, blocking off the camera’s view of Parson’s face. ‘Hey, it comes to everybody. You got it on with the sister. It could be worse. I said don’t move, man. It’s all gonna come out the same way. They ain’t no need for suffering.’


He picked up a pillow, pressed it down in front of him, his upper arm swelling to the diameter and hardness of a fireplug while Dwayne Parson’s body flopped like a fish’s. The man with the gun stepped back quickly and fired two shots into the pillow – pop, pop – and then went past the camera’s lens, one grizzled Cro-Magnon jaw and gold tooth flashing by like a shark’s profile in a zoo tank.


In the distance the street band thundered out ‘Fire House Blues.’ Dwayne Parson’s body, the head still covered by the pillow, looked like a broken white worm in the middle of the sheet.


*


The LaRose plantation was far out in the parish, almost to St Martinville. The main house had been built in 1857 and was the dusty color of oyster shells, its wide, columned front porch scrolled by live oak trees that grew to the third floor. A row of shacks in back that had once been slaves quarters was now stacked with baled hay, and the old brick smithy had been converted into a riding stable, the arched windows sealed by the original iron shutters, which leaked orange rust as though from a wound.


Bootsie and I drove past the LaRose company store, with its oxidized, cracked front windows and tin-roofed gallery, where barrels of pecans sat by the double screen doors through which thousands of indebted tenants had passed until the civil rights era of the 1960s brought an end to five-dollar-a-day farm labor; then we turned into a white-fenced driveway that led to the rear of the home and the lawn party that was already in progress against a backdrop of live oaks and Spanish moss and an autumnal rose-stippled sky that seemed to reassure us all that the Indian summer of our lives would never end.


While the buffet was being laid out on a row of picnic tables, Buford organized a touch football game and prevailed even upon the most reluctant guests to put down their drinks and join one team or another. Some were from the university in Lafayette but most were people well known in the deceptively lighthearted and carnival-like atmosphere of Louisiana politics. Unlike their counterparts from the piney woods parishes to the north, they were bright, educated, openly hedonistic, always convivial, more concerned about violations of protocol than ideology.


They were fun to be with; they were giddy with alcohol and the exertion of the game, their laughter tinkling through the trees each time the ball was snapped and there was a thumping of feet across the sod and a loud pat of hands on the rump.


Then a white-jacketed black man dinged a metal triangle and everyone filed happily back toward the serving tables.


‘Run out, Dave! Let me throw you a serious one!’ Buford hollered, the football poised in his palm. He wore tennis shoes, pleated white slacks, the arms of his plum-colored sweater tied around his neck.


‘That’s enough for me,’ I said.


‘Don’t give me that “old man” act,’ he said and cocked his arm to fire a bullet, then smiled and lofted an easy, arching pass that dropped into my hands as though he had plopped it into a basket.


He caught up to me and put his hand on my shoulder.


‘Wow, you feel like a bag of rocks. How much iron do you pump?’ he said.


‘Just enough to keep from falling apart.’


He slipped the football out of my hands, flipped it toward the stable. He watched it bounce and roll away in the dusk, as though he were looking at an unformed thought in the center of his mind.


‘Dave, I think we’re going to win next month,’ he said.


‘That’s good.’


‘You think you could live in Baton Rouge?’


‘I’ve never thought about it.’


Someone turned on the Japanese lanterns in the trees. The air smelled of pecan husks and smoke from a barbecue pit dug in the earth. Buford paused.


‘How’d you like to be head of the state police?’ he asked.


‘I was never much of an administrator, Buford.’


‘I had a feeling you’d say something like that.’


‘Oh?’


‘Dave, why do you think we’ve always had the worst state government in the union? It’s because good people don’t want to serve in it. Is the irony lost on you?’


‘I appreciate the offer.’


‘You want to think it over?’


‘Sure, why not?’


‘That’s the way,’ he said, and then was gone among his other guests, his handsome face glowing with the perfection of the evening and the portent it seemed to represent.


Karyn walked among the tree trunks toward me, a paper plate filled with roast duck and venison and dirty rice in one hand, a Corona bottle and cone-shaped glass with a lime slice inserted on the rim gripped awkwardly in the other. My eyes searched the crowd for Bootsie.


‘I took the liberty,’ Karyn said, and set the plate and glass and beer bottle down on a table for me.


‘Thank you. Where’d Boots go?’


‘I think she’s in the house.’


She sat backward on the plank bench, her legs crossed. She had tied her hair up with a red bandanna and had tucked her embroidered denim shirt tightly into her blue jeans. Her face was warm, still flushed from the touch football game. I moved the Corona bottle and glass toward her.


‘You don’t drink at all anymore?’ she said.


‘Nope.’


‘You want a Coke?’


‘I’m fine, Karyn.’


‘Did Buford talk to you about the state police job?’


‘He sure did.’


‘Gee, Dave, you’re a regular blabbermouth, aren’t you?’


I took a bite of the dressing, then rolled a strip of duck meat inside a piece of French bread and ate it.


Her eyes dilated. ‘Did he offend you?’ she said.


‘Here’s the lay of the land, Karyn. A hit man for the New Orleans mob, a genuine sociopath by the name of Mingo Bloomberg, told me I did the right thing by not getting involved with Aaron Crown. He said I’d get taken care of. Now I’m offered a job.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘Believe what?’


‘You. Your fucking presumption and self-righteousness.’


‘What I told you is what happened. You can make of it what you want.’


She walked away through the shadows, across the leaves and molded pecan husks to where her husband was talking to a group of people. I saw them move off together, her hands gesturing while she spoke, then his face turned toward me.


A moment later he was standing next to me, his wrists hanging loosely at his sides.


‘I’m at a loss, Dave. I have a hard time believing what you told Karyn,’ he said.


I lay my fork in my plate, wadded up my paper napkin and dropped it on the table.


‘Maybe I’d better go,’ I said.


‘You’ve seriously upset her. I don’t think it’s enough just to say you’ll go.’


‘Then I apologize.’


‘I know about your and Karyn’s history. Is that the cause of our problem here? Because I don’t bear a resentment about it.’


I could feel a heat source inside me, like someone cracking open the door on a woodstove.


‘Listen, partner, a guy like Mingo Bloomberg isn’t an abstraction. Neither is a documentary screenwriter who just got whacked in the Quarter,’ I said.


His expression was bemused, almost doleful, as though he were looking down at an impaired person.


‘Good night to you, Dave. I believe you mean no harm,’ he said, and walked back among his guests.


I stared at the red sun above the sugarcane fields, my face burning with embarrassment.





CHAPTER


4


It was raining hard and the traffic was heavy in New Orleans when I parked off St Charles and ran for the colonnade in front of the Pearl. The window was steamed from the warmth inside, but I could see Clete Purcel at the counter, a basket of breadsticks and a whiskey glass and a schooner of beer in front of him, reading the front page of the Times-Picayune.


‘Hey, big mon,’ he said, folding his paper, grinning broadly when I came through the door. His face was round and Irish, scarred across the nose and through one eyebrow. His seersucker suit and blue porkpie hat looked absurd on his massive body. Under his coat I could see his nylon shoulder holster and blue-black .38 revolver. ‘Mitch, give Dave a dozen,’ he said to the waiter behind the counter, then turned back to me. ‘Hang on a second.’ He knocked back the whiskey glass and chased it with beer, blew out his breath, and widened his eyes. He took off his hat and mopped his forehead on his coat sleeve.


‘You must have had a rocky morning,’ I said.


‘I helped repossess a car because the guy didn’t pay the vig on his bond. His wife went nuts, said he wouldn’t be able to get to work, his kids were crying in the front yard. It really gives you a sense of purpose. Tonight I got to pick up a skip in the Iberville Project. I’ve got another one hiding out in the Desire. You want to hear some more?’


The waiter set a round, metal tray of raw oysters in front of me. The shells were cold and slick with ice. I squeezed a lemon on each oyster and dotted it with Tabasco. Outside, the green-painted iron streetcar clanged on its tracks around the corner of Canal and headed up the avenue toward Lee Circle.


‘Anyway, run all this Mingo Bloomberg stuff by me again,’ Clete said.


I told him the story from the beginning. At least most of it.


‘What stake would Bloomberg have in a guy like Aaron Crown?’ I said.


He scratched his cheek with four fingers. ‘I don’t get it, either. Mingo’s a made-guy. He’s been mobbed-up since he went in the reformatory. The greaseballs don’t have an interest in peckerwoods, and they think the blacks are cannibals. I don’t know, Streak.’


‘What’s your take on the murdered scriptwriter?’


‘Maybe wrong place, wrong time.’


‘Why’d the shooter let the girl slide?’ I said.


‘Maybe he didn’t want to snuff a sister.’


‘Come on, Clete.’


‘He knew she couldn’t turn tricks in the Quarter without permission of the Giacano family. Which means she producing a weekly minimum for guys you don’t mess with.’


‘Which means the guy’s a pro,’ I said.


He raised his eyebrows and lit a cigarette. ‘That might be, noble mon, but it all sounds like a pile of shit you don’t need,’ he said. When I didn’t answer, he said, ‘So why are you putting your hand in it?’


‘I don’t like being the subject of Mingo Bloomberg’s conversation.’


His green eyes wandered over my face.


‘Buford LaRose made you mad by offering you a job?’ he asked.


‘I didn’t say that.’


‘I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me. What was that about his wife?’ His eyes continued to search my face, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth.


‘Will you stop that?’


‘I’m getting strange signals here, big mon. Are we talking about memories of past boom-boom?’


I put an oyster in my mouth and tried to keep my face empty. But it was no use. Even his worst detractors admitted that Clete Purcel was one of the best investigative cops NOPD ever had, until his career went sour with pills and booze and he had to flee to Central America on a homicide warrant.


‘So now she’s trying to work your crank?’ he said.


‘Do you have to put it that way?… Yeah, okay, maybe she is.’
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