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Chapter One


DESMOND CORMIER’S SUCCESS story was an improbable one, even among the many self-congratulatory rags-to-riches tales we tell ourselves in the ongoing saga of our green republic, one that is forever changing yet forever the same, a saga that also includes the graves of Shiloh and cinders from aboriginal villages. That is not meant to be a cynical statement. Desmond’s story was a piece of Americana, assuring us that wealth and a magical kingdom are available to the least of us, provided we do not awaken our own penchant for breaking our heroes on a medieval wheel and revising them later, safely downwind from history.


Desmond was not only born to privation, in the sleeper of a semi in which his mother tied off the umbilical cord and said goodbye forever; he was nurtured by his impoverished grandparents on the Chitimacha Indian Reservation in the back room of a general store that was hardly more than an airless shack. It stood on a dirt road amid treeless farmland where shade and a cold soda pop on the store gallery were considered luxuries, before the casino operators from Jersey arrived and, with the help of the state of Louisiana, convinced large numbers of people that a vice is a virtue.


Like his grandparents, he belonged to that group of mixed-blood Indians unkindly called redbones. His hair was cinnamon-colored, more a characteristic of Cajun women than of men. His skin was as smooth as clay, almost hairless, his eyes a washed-out blue and set too wide, like those of someone with fetal alcohol syndrome. He was self-conscious about his racial background, as most of his people were, and smiled rarely, but when he did, he could light a room. I always had the sense that Desmond was trying to shrink inside his clothes, as though both fear and a great sadness lived inside him. Like Proteus blowing his wreathed horn, Desmond constantly created and re-created himself, perhaps never knowing who he was.


No matter. Even as a little boy, he was not one to accept the world as it was, no more than he would accept the hand he’d been dealt. By the time he was twelve, he seemed destined to remain skinny and frail and a carrier of intestinal worms and head lice. One morning, behind his grandparents’ general store, bare-chested under a white sun, his little body running with sweat, he roped a cinder block to each end of a broom handle and lifted. And kept lifting. And squeezing a rubber ball silently on the school bus while the bigger boys laughed at him and often pushed him down on the gravel. By the time he was fourteen, he had the body and the latent animus of a man, and the boys who had bullied him now tried to ingratiate themselves with a weak, self-deprecating smile. He responded with the benign attention of someone watching a stranger blow soap bubbles, until they bowed their heads and went silent, lest they provoke him.


After high school, he waited tables in the French Quarter and became an apprentice to a sidewalk artist in Jackson Square, and discovered that he was better than his teacher. Sometimes I would see him in the early a.m., disheveled, paint on his shirt and in his hair, eating beignets out of a paper bag and drinking café au lait from a Styrofoam cup. On a particularly cold and gray January morning, I saw him hunched on an iron bench inside the fog by St. Louis Cathedral, like an unevolved creature from an earlier time. He was not wearing a coat and his sleeves were rolled high up on his arms, as though in defiance of the weather. He seemed melancholy, his insouciance a pretense for his loneliness, and I sat down beside him without being invited. The air smelled of the river, dead beetles in a storm sewer, the wine and beer cups in the gutters, damp soil and night-blooming flowers and lichen on stone. It was a smell like a Caribbean city rather than America. He told me he was going to Hollywood so he could become a film director.


“Don’t you have to study to do that?” I said.


“I already have,” he replied.


“Where?”


He pointed a finger to his head. “In here.”


I grinned good-naturedly but didn’t speak.


“Don’t believe me, huh?” he said.


“What do I know?”


“You still go to Mass?” he said.


“Sure.”


“That means you believe in the things that are on the other side of the physical world. That’s what painting is. That’s what making movies is. You enter a magical world others have no knowledge of.”


I got up from the bench. I felt old. My war wounds ached. The hardness of the bench was printed on my buttocks. I heard the Angelus ringing in the cathedral’s tower, perhaps as a reminder of our mutability and ultimate fate.


“Good luck,” I said. “Kick some butt in California.”


There was a smear of powdered sugar on his cheek. For just a moment I thought of a pauper child who might have ferreted his way into a bakery. He was smiling when he looked up at me.


“What’s the joke?” I asked.


“Anything you get with luck isn’t worth owning, Dave. I thought you knew that.”


TWENTY-FIVE YEARS LATER, Desmond came home a director, with a Golden Globe Award and an Academy Award nomination. He took up part-time residence in a house on stilts down at Cypremort Point, with oaks and palm trees in the yard and a magnificent view of the bay, where each evening he claimed to see sharks gliding out of the sunset, dipping in the swells, their dorsal fins as etched as broken razor blades. The problem was, nobody else saw them. A long time ago everyone had decided Desmond was not quite of this earth and lived on the edge of a dream from which he derived both his art and his apparent contempt for success and money.


He didn’t fit into a categorical shoe box and, consequently, got into trouble with everyone—producers, the politically correct and the non–politically correct, an actor he tossed into a swimming pool, an Arab sheik who kept a dozen automobiles idling twenty-four hours a day in the garage of the Beverly Hills Hotel and to whose cottage Desmond delivered a truckload of goats.


On the burnt-out end of an August afternoon, following a summer of drought and fish kills and dried-out marshland that was turning to ceramic, I drove down to the tip of Cypremort Point with a young uniformed deputy named Sean McClain, who had seven months’ experience in law enforcement and still believed in the human race and woke up each day with birdsong in his head. He had been raised in a small town on the Louisiana–Arkansas line and had an accent like someone twanging a bobby pin.


At five a.m. the same day, we had received three 911 calls about a woman screaming from somewhere at the southern end of the Point. One caller said the scream came from a lighted cabin cruiser. The other callers were unsure. The sun was up when the responding deputy arrived. Nobody at the docks or boathouses had heard or seen anything unusual. I could have written the entire incident off, but any time three people report a scream, they’re calling not about a sound but about a memory that lives in the collective unconscious, one that goes back to the cave. When we are alarmed to the degree that we have to tell others about it, we’re dipping into a primal knowledge about the darker potential of the gene pool. Or at least this has always been my belief.


I pointed out Desmond’s house to Sean.


“That’s where that famous movie guy lives at?” he said. “That’s something else, isn’t it?” I’m sure what he said contained a message, but I had no idea what it was.


“Yep, that’s where he lives part of the year,” I said.


“Is he one of them Hollywood liberals?”


“Ask him. If he’s home, I’ll introduce you.”


“No kidding.”


“But let’s do some work first.”


“You bet,” he said. He looked earnestly out the side window at the camps and the palm trees and the oaks hung with Spanish moss. “What are we looking for, anyway?”


“If you see a dead person facedown on the beach, that’ll be a clue.”


I parked the cruiser on the roadside, and we walked down to the water’s edge. The tide was on its way out, the strip of sandy beach slick and rilling with water and tiny crustaceans in the sunrise, the bay glittering like a bronze shield. We walked to the end of the Point, then five hundred yards back north. I saw a tennis shoe floating upside down in the froth. I picked it up and shook out the sand and water. It was lime green, with blue stripes on it, size seven.


“Bag it?” Sean asked. He was slender, over six feet, his shoulders as rectangular as coat-hanger wire inside his shirt, his stomach as flat as a plank. There was an innocence in his face I hoped he would never lose.


“Why not?” I said.


We walked into Desmond’s yard and mounted the double flight of wood steps to his front door. I had not seen Desmond in years and wondered if it was wise to invite the past back into my life or into his. I rang the chimes. In retrospect, I wish I had not.


THE HOUSE WAS L-shaped and built of teak and oak, with spacious rooms and sliding glass doors and a widow’s peak and a railed deck like the fantail on a ship. The sun was a red ember in the west, the clouds orange and purple, a water spout twisting as brightly as spun glass on the horizon. Desmond shook my hand, his grip relaxed and cool, with no sign of the power it actually contained. “You look good, Dave. I have a roast on the rotisserie. You and your young friend, please join me.”


“I’m a big admirer of your films, Mr. Cormier,” Sean said.


“Then you came to the right place,” Desmond replied.


Sean could not have looked happier. Desmond closed the door behind us. There were potted plants all over the house. The rug was two inches thick, the furniture made from blond driftwood, the chairs and couches fitted with big leather cushions, an onyx-black piano by the sliding glass doors, a Martin guitar and a golden tenor sax propped on stands. But the most striking aspect of the decor were the steel-framed photos extracted from the films of John Ford. They ran the length of the corridor and one wall of the living room.


“We got some 911 calls about a woman screaming early this morning,” I said.


“Some kind of domestic trouble?” Desmond said.


“Could be. Maybe the scream came from a cabin cruiser,” I said. “Know anybody with a cabin cruiser who likes to knock women around?”


“At Catalina Island I do. Come out on the deck. I want to show you something.”


I started to follow him. Sean was staring at a black-and-white still shot from the last scene in My Darling Clementine. “That makes me dizzy.”


The still shot showed Henry Fonda in the role of Wyatt Earp, speaking to Cathy Downs, who played Clementine Carter, on the side of a dirt trail that led into the wastelands. In the distance was a bare mountain shaped like a monument or perhaps a rotted tooth, its surface eroded with perpendicular crevices. The antediluvian dryness and immensity of the environment were head-reeling.


“The woman is so pretty and sweet-looking,” Sean said. “Is he saying goodbye to her?”


“Yes, he is,” Desmond answered.


“I don’t get it. Why don’t he take her with him?”


“No one knows,” Desmond said.


“It makes me feel sad,” Sean said.


“That’s because you’re a sensitive man,” Desmond said. “Come outside. I have some soft drinks in the cooler. I’d offer you more, but I guess y’all don’t drink alcohol on the job.”


“That’s us,” Sean said. “Damn shooting, it is.”


Desmond smiled with his eyes and slid open the glass door and stepped out onto the deck, into the wind and the warmth of the evening. A telescope was mounted on the deck rail. But that was not what caught my attention. A barefoot and virtually naked man, his genitals and buttocks roped with a knotted white towel, was performing a slow-motion martial arts exercise, silhouetted against the sunset, his slender physique sunbrowned and shiny with baby oil, his iron-gray hair combed back in a sweaty tangle.


“This is my good friend Antoine Butterworth,” Desmond said.


“Ciao,” Butterworth said. His eyes lingered on Sean.


“We can’t stay,” I said to Desmond. “We found a lime-green tennis shoe with blue stripes up the beach. Does that bring anyone to mind?”


“Afraid not,” Desmond said.


“Are we looking for a body, something of that sort?” Butterworth asked. The accent was faintly British, smelling of pretense and self-satisfaction.


“We’re not sure,” I said. “You know a woman who wears green tennis shoes?”


“Can’t say as I do.”


“Hear a woman scream early this morning?” I said.


“I wasn’t here early this morning, so I’m afraid I’m of no help,” Butterworth said.


“From the UK, are you?” I said.


“No,” he replied cutely, his mouth screwed into a button.


I waited. He didn’t continue, as though I had violated his privacy.


“You do mixed martial arts?” Sean asked.


“Oh, I do everything,” Butterworth replied.


“You an actor?” Sean said, not catching the coarse overtone.


“Nothing so grand,” Butterworth said.


Sean nodded in his innocent way.


I heard Desmond pop two soda cans. “Take a look through my telescope,” he said.


I leaned down and gazed through the eyepiece. The magnification was extraordinary. I could see Marsh Island in detail and the opening into Southwest Pass, which fed into the Gulf of Mexico. In the fall of 1942, from almost this same spot, I saw the red glow on the horizon of the oil tankers that had been torpedoed by German submarines. I also saw the bodies of the burned and drowned American seamen who had been dredged up in shrimp nets and dumped on the sand like giant carp.


“The sharks will be coming soon,” Desmond said.


“Sure about that?” I said.


“Big fellows. Hammerheads, maybe.”


I straightened up from the telescope. “They usually don’t come into the bay. It’s too shallow, and there’s not enough food.”


“You’re probably right,” he said.


That was Desmond, always the gentleman, never one to argue.


I bent down to the eyepiece again. This time I saw a fin slicing through a wave. Then it disappeared. I rose up from the telescope. “I take it back.”


“Told you,” he said, smiling. “Mind if I look?”


He bent down to the eyepiece, his denim shirt ballooning with wind, his wispy hair blowing. “He’s gone now. He’ll be back, though. They always come back. Predators, I mean.”


“Actually, they’re not predators, at least no more than any other form of fish life,” I said.


“You could fool me,” he said. “Let me fix you and your friend a plate.”


I started to refuse.


“I could go for that,” Sean said.


Desmond slid the roast off the rotisserie and began slicing it on a platter with a fork and a butcher knife. Butterworth pulled the towel off his loins and began wiping down his skin, indifferent to the sensibilities of others, his face pointed into the breeze, his eyes closed.


I leaned down to the telescope again. The bay and the current through Southwest Pass were glazed with the last rays of the sun. I moved the telescope on the swivel and scanned Weeks Bay. Then I saw an image that seemed hallucinatory, dredged out of the unconscious, a superimposition on the natural world of humanity’s penchant for cruelty.


I rubbed the humidity out of my eyes and looked again. The tide had reversed itself and was coming toward the shore. I was sure I saw a huge wooden cross bobbing in the chop. Someone was fastened to it, the arms extended on the horizontal beam, the knees and ankles twisted sideways on the base. The cross lifted on the swell, the headpiece rising clear of a wave. The air went out of my lungs. I saw the person on the cross. She was black and wearing a purple dress. It was wrapped as tightly as wet Kleenex on her body. Her face was wizened, from either the sun or the water or her ordeal. Her head lolled on her shoulder; her hair hung on her cheeks and curled in tendrils around her throat. She seemed to look directly at me.


“What’s wrong, Dave?” Desmond said.


“There’s a woman out there. On a cross.”


“What?” he said.


“You heard me.”


He bent to the telescope, then moved it back and forth. “Where?”


“At three o’clock.”


“I don’t see anything. Wait a minute, I see a shark fin. No, three of them.”


I pushed him aside and looked again. A long wave was sliding toward the shore, loaded with sand and organic trash from a storm, its crest breaking, gulls dipping into it.


“You probably saw a reflection and some uprooted trees inside it,” Desmond said. “Light and shadow can play tricks on you.”


“She was looking right at me,” I said. “She had thick black hair. It was curled around her neck.”


I felt Antoine Butterworth breathing on me. I turned, trying to hide my revulsion.


“Let me see,” he said.


I stepped aside. He bent to the telescope, holding his wadded towel to his genitals. “Looks like she floated away.”


I looked once more. The sun was as bright as brass on the water. I could feel Butterworth breathing on me again. “Would you step back, please?” I said.


“Pardon?”


“I’m claustrophobic,” I said. “Been that way since I was a child.”


“Perfectly understandable,” he said. He put on a blue silk robe and tied it with a sash. “Better now?”


“We’ll be running along,” I said to Desmond. “We’ll call the Coast Guard.”


Sean looked through the telescope, then stood.


“Let’s go, Deputy,” I said.


“Hold on,” he said. He wiped the eyepiece with a handkerchief and looked again. Then he turned and fixed his eyes on mine.


“What?” I said.


“Son of a bitch is hung on a snag,” he said. “Those aren’t sharks out there, either. They’re dolphins.”


I stared at Desmond and Butterworth. Desmond’s face blanched. Butterworth was grinning, above the fray, enjoying the moment.


“I’ve got a boat,” Desmond said, collecting himself. “There’s really a body there? I didn’t see it, Dave.”


“My, my, isn’t this turning into a lovefest?” Butterworth said.


I punched in Helen Soileau’s number on my cell. “Y’all stick around. My boss lady might have a question or two for you.”









Chapter Two


WE REACHED THE body and the cross with a department rescue boat at 10:34 p.m. In the glare of searchlights, two divers jumped off the bow, freed the cross from a submerged tree, and glided it onto a sandspit, the waves rippling over the dead woman’s face. She was tied to the beams with clothesline. Her eyes were open; they were the same pale blue as Desmond’s.


Our sheriff was Helen Soileau. She had worked her way up from meter maid to detective grade at NOPD and later became my homicide partner at the New Iberia Police Department. After the city department merged with the parish, she was elected our first female sheriff.


Helen and a paramedic and Sean and I waded through the shallows onto the sand. Helen shone her flashlight on the body. “Jesus.”


I’d been wrong in my earlier description. The dead woman was not just fastened to the cross with clothesline. Her ankles were nailed sideways to the wood, which twisted her knees out of alignment with her hips. Helen stooped down and straightened the dead woman’s dress and untied her wrists. A paramedic unzipped a body bag. I squatted down beside the cross. “How long do you think she was in the water?”


Helen held her flashlight beam on the dead woman’s face. “She wasn’t submerged. Hard to say. Maybe eight or nine hours.”


“That doesn’t compute with the 911 calls about a scream early this morning,” I said.


“Maybe this isn’t the same woman,” Helen said.


“We picked up a tennis shoe from the beach,” I said. “A size seven.”


“That’s about the right size,” she said. “No wounds I can see except on the ankles. No ligature marks or bruising on the neck. Who the hell would do this?”


We were both wearing latex gloves. I touched one of the nails that had been driven through the woman’s ankles. “Whoever did it knew something about Roman crucifixions. The nails went through the ankles rather than the tops of the feet. The bones in the feet would have torn loose from the nails.”


Helen looked down at the body, her face empty. “Poor girl. She can’t be more than twenty-five.”


I remained on my haunches and took the flashlight from Helen’s hand and shone it on the ankle wounds. They were clean, as though they had not bled. There was a cheap metal chain around one ankle. A tiny piece of silver wire barely clung to one of the links.


In South Louisiana, religion is a complex matter. Not all of it originated in Jerusalem or Rome. Some of it has origins in the Caribbean Islands or western Africa. For many poor whites and people of color, the gris-gris—bad fortune or an evil spell—can be avoided only by wearing a perforated dime on a string around a person’s ankle. I knew a white couple, Cajuns who couldn’t read or write, who tied a string around their infant child’s throat to prevent the croup from getting into her chest. The child strangled to death in her crib.


“See something?” Helen said.


I stood up, my knees popping. “If she was wearing a charm, it didn’t do her much good.”


“I don’t know about that,” Helen said.


A ball of yellow heat lightning rolled through a cluster of storm clouds and disappeared without making a sound. “I didn’t catch that.”


“There’s not a scratch on her,” Helen said. “You know what the crabs do to any kind of carcass?”


I looked across the bay at Cypremort Point. All the lights were on in Desmond’s house. I wondered if he or his friend was watching us through the telescope. I wondered if I had ever really known Desmond Cormier.


“Let’s get out of here,” Helen said. “This place gives me the heebie-jeebies.”


I WAS THRICE A widower and lived with my adopted daughter, Alafair, in a shotgun house on East Main in New Iberia. When I got back from Weeks Bay, I went straight to bed and didn’t tell Alafair where I had been or what I had seen until the next morning. It was raining, and Bayou Teche was over the banks and running through the trees at the foot of our property, and there was sleet inside the rain that struck the tin roof as hard as birdshot. Alafair had spread newspaper on the kitchen floor and brought our warrior cat, Snuggs, and his friend Mon Tee Coon inside and begun feeding them. Her face showed no expression while I told her about the woman on the cross.


“No identification?” she said.


“A tiny chain around the ankle.”


“Nothing on the chain?”


“A piece of wire. Maybe a charm had been torn loose.”


Her eyes roamed over my face. “What did you leave out of the story?”


“I saw the cross and the woman through Desmond’s telescope. So did the deputy. But Desmond and this guy Butterworth said they couldn’t see anything.”


She put a plate of biscuits and two cups of coffee on the table, then sat down. “Would it make sense for them to lie about what you had already seen?”


“Probably not,” I said. “But how smart are liars?”


“The woman had nails through her ankles?”


I nodded.


“But you don’t know the cause of death?”


“No. There was no blood in the nail wounds. I hope she was dead when the nails were put in.”


“You need to get these images out of your head, Dave.”


She had graduated with honors from Reed and at the top of Stanford Law. Before she started writing novels and screenplays, she’d clerked at the Ninth Circuit and been an ADA in Portland, Oregon. But to me she was still the little girl who hoarded her Nancy Drew and Baby Squanto books.


“What’s with this guy Butterworth?” I said.


“He started out as an actor and screenwriter, then became a producer. There’re some rumors about him, but actually, he has a lot of talent.”


“What kind of rumors?”


“Coke and pills, S and M.”


I didn’t reply.


“He makes pictures that people enjoy,” she said. “He casts the biggest stars in the industry.”


“I bet he’s a regular at his church, too,” I said.


“I don’t think you got enough sleep.”


“I’d better get ready for work.”


“It’s Saturday,” she said.


“Really?”


“I’ll get you another cup of coffee,” she said.


I put on my hat and went out the back door and walked down the slope and stood under a live oak tree and watched the raindrops dimpling the bayou. I could not get the dead woman’s gaze out of my mind, nor the smooth chocolate perfection of her skin—the only visible violations on it, the nail wounds. Helen was right. Marine life is not kind to the dead. But the woman seemed spared. Was it coincidental that dolphins were her escorts?


I have investigated many homicides. It’s the eyes that stay with you. And it’s not for the reason people think. There is no message in them. Instead, they force you to re-create the terror and despair and pain that marked their last moments on earth. Two kinds of cops eat their gun: the corrupt ones and the ones who let the dead lay claim upon the quick.


LATER THAT AFTERNOON Clete Purcel pulled into my driveway in the restored 1956 Cadillac he had bought the previous week. With its sleek lines and hand-waxed maroon paint job and chrome-spoked whitewall tires and leather interior, it made our contemporary designs look like shoe boxes with wheels. The top was down; two fishing rods were propped on the back seat. He stepped out on the gravel and removed a leaf from the hood and dropped it on the lawn as he might an injured moth. “Want to entertain the fish?”


“I’m meeting with the coroner at Iberia General,” I said.


“About that body y’all pulled out of the salt?”


“It’s in the paper?”


“Yeah,” he replied. He looked down the street at the Shadows—a plantation home built in 1834—his hair freshly barbered, his face pink in the sun’s glow through the live oaks. “I need to tell you something.”


I knew the pattern. When Clete did something wrong, he headed for my house or office. I was his confessor, his cure-all, his bottle of aspirin and vitamin B, his hit of vodka Collins to sweep the spiders back into their nest. He was wearing pressed gray slacks and a fresh Hawaiian shirt and shined oxblood loafers. He had not come to fish.


“Anything going on?” I asked.


“Ten days ago I put a boat in by the train trestle over the Mermentau. Right at sunset. Nobody around. No wind. The water just right. The goggle-eye were starting to rise in the lily pads. Then I heard the train coming. A freight going about twenty-five miles an hour.”


Clete was not given to brevity. “Got it,” I said.


“It was a perfect evening, see. It’s kind of my private spot. So I was daydreaming and not thinking real sharp.”


“What are we talking about, Cletus?”


“I’m talking about the freight. It was wobbling and rattling, and the moon was rising, and about eight or nine cars went by, and then I saw a guy in white pants and a white shirt standing on the spine of an empty boxcar. There was blue trim on his collar and shirt pockets. Then the guy flew off the boxcar into the river. He must have hit in the middle or he would have broken his legs.”


“He was wearing a uniform?”


“Yeah.” Clete waited.


“What kind?” I said.


“The kind you see in a lot of Texas jails. He popped up from the water and looked right at me. Then he started swimming downstream.”


“You had your cell phone?”


“It was in the Caddy,” he said. There was a pause. “I wasn’t going to call it in, anyway.”


“Why not?”


“I wasn’t sure about anything. I couldn’t think. You know what those for-profit joints are like.”


“Let’s keep the lines straight, Clete. We can’t be sure he escaped from a for-profit jail. Or any kind of jail.”


“This is the way I saw it. Why dime a guy you don’t know the whole story on? I hate a snitch. I should have been born a criminal.”


“That’s what I’m saying. So what happened to the guy?” “He waded through a canebrake and disappeared. So I wrote it off. Live and let live.”


“So why are you bothered now?”


“I did some googling and found out a guy who committed two homicides got loose from a joint outside Austin. That was eleven days ago. The guy is supposed to be a religious fanatic. Then there was the story in the Daily Iberian today about the woman you pulled out of the drink. There was nothing in the story about the cross. I got that from the reporter. Now I got this guy on my conscience.”


“What’s the name of the escaped inmate?”


“Hugo Tillinger. He set fire to his house and burned up his wife and ten-year-old daughter because they listened to Black Sabbath.”


“Why didn’t he get the injection table?”


“He did. He tried to kill himself. He got loose from a prison hospital. What should I do?”


“You saw a guy jump off a freight. You’ve reported it to me. I’ll take it from here. End of story.”


“Who’s the dead woman?” he asked.


“We have no idea.”


“This is eating my lunch, Dave.”


What could I say? He was the best cop I ever knew, but he’d ruined his career with dope and booze and Bourbon Street strippers and had hooked up with the Mob for a while and now made a living as a PI who ran down bail skips and looked in people’s windows.


“Come inside,” I said. “We’ll go out for supper.”


“You said you were meeting with the coroner.”


“I’ll talk to him on the phone.”


“You don’t have to babysit me. I’ll see you later.”


“Go easy on the hooch,” I said.


“Yeah, that’s the source of the problem, all right,” he replied. “Thanks for the reminder I’m a lush.”


CORMAC WATTS WAS our coroner. He had a genteel Virginia accent and wore size-fourteen shoes and seersucker pants high on his hips and long-sleeve dress shirts without a coat, and had a physique like a stick figure and a haircut that resembled an inverted shoe brush.


At Iberia General, in a room without windows, one that was too cold and smelled of chemicals, our Jane Doe lay on a stainless steel table, one with gutters and drains and tubes that could dispose of the fluids released during an autopsy. A sheet was pulled to her chin; her eyes were closed. One hand and part of the forearm were exposed; the fingers were a dark blue at the tips and had started to curl into a claw.


“Beautiful woman,” Cormac said.


“You got the cause of death?”


He lifted the sheet off her left foot. “There were three injections between her toes. She was loaded with enough heroin to shut down an elephant.”


“No tracks on the arms?”


“None.”


“Was there any sexual violation?”


“Not that I could determine.”


“Most intravenous users start on the arms,” I said. “Those who shoot between the toes usually have a history.”


“It gets weirder,” he said. He lifted her hand. “Her nails were clipped and scrupulously cleaned. Her hair had been recently shampooed and her skin scrubbed with an astringent cleanser. There were no particles of food in her teeth.”


“You can tell all that in a body that was in the water for half a day?” I asked.


“She was floating on top of the cross. The sun did more damage than the water.”


“Was she alive when the nails went in?”


“No,” he said.


“What do you think we’re looking at?” I asked.


“Fetishism. A sacrifice. How should I know?”


I could hear the hum of a refrigeration unit. The light in the room was metallic, sterile, warping on angular and sharp surfaces.


“You’d better get this motherfucker, Dave.”


I had never heard Cormac use profanity. “Why?”


“He’s going to do it again.”


THE IBERIA SHERIFF’S Department was located in city hall, a grand two-story brick building on the bayou, with white pillars and dormers and a reflecting pool and fountain in front. I went into Helen’s office early Monday morning.


“I was just about to buzz you,” she said. “An elderly black minister in Cade called and said his daughter went missing six days ago. Her name is Lucinda Arceneaux.”


“He’s just now reporting her missing?”


“He thought she took a flight out of Lafayette to Los Angeles. He just found out she never arrived.”


“How old is she?”


“Twenty-six.”


“Want me to talk to him?”


“Yeah. What were you going to tell me?”


“About two weeks ago Clete Purcel was fishing on the Mermentau River and saw a guy jump from the top of a boxcar into the water. Clete saw the story in the Iberian about our Jane Doe and thought he ought to tell me. The guy was wearing a white uniform with blue trim on it.”


“Like a Texas convict?”


“Possibly.”


There was a beat. “Clete didn’t want to call it in?” she said.


“Ice cream vendors wear white uniforms. So do janitors and cooks. After Clete saw the story in the paper, he found a story on the Internet about a condemned man who escaped from a prison hospital outside Austin. The name is Hugo Tillinger.”


Helen got up from her chair and wrote on a notepad that rested on her desk blotter, her jaw flexing. She had a compact and powerful physique and features that were androgynous and hard to read, particularly when she was angry. “What was Tillinger in for?”


“Double homicide. His wife and teenage daughter. He set fire to his house.”


“Tell Clete he just went to the top of my shit list.”


“He didn’t have the information we have, Helen.”


“Lucinda Arceneaux’s father says she worked for the Innocence Project. They get people off death row.”


I let my eyes slip off hers. “What’s the father’s address?”


“Try the Free Will Baptist Church. Tell Clete I’m not going to put up with his swinging-dick attitude.”


“Cut him some slack. He couldn’t be sure the guy was an escaped convict. He didn’t want to mess up a guy who was already down on his luck.”


“Don’t say another word.”


I CHECKED OUT A cruiser and drove to Cade, a tiny, mostly black settlement on the back road between New Iberia and Lafayette. The church house was a clapboard building with a faux bell tower set back in a grove of pecan trees. A house trailer rested on cinder blocks behind the church. In the side yard stood a bottle tree. During the Great Depression and the war years, many rural people hung blue milk of magnesia bottles on the branches of trees so they tinkled and rang whenever the wind blew. I don’t believe there was any reason for the custom other than a desire to bring color and music to the drabness of their lives. Then again, this was Louisiana, a place where the dead are not only with us but perhaps also mischievous spirits you don’t want to think about. I knocked on the door of the trailer.


The man who answered looked much older than the father of a twenty-six-year-old. He was bent and thin and walked with a cane, and wore suspenders with trousers that were too large. His cheeks were covered with white whiskers, his eyes the color of almonds, unlike those of our Jane Doe. I opened my badge holder and told him who I was.


“Come in,” he said. “You got news about Lucinda?” “I’m not sure, Reverend,” I replied. I stepped inside. “I need more information, then maybe we can make some phone calls.”


“I’ve done that. Didn’t help.”


I sat down on a cloth-covered stuffed chair. I looked around for photographs on the walls or tables. My eyes had not adjusted to the poor lighting. A fan oscillated on the floor. There was no air-conditioning in the trailer. I hated the possible outcome of the conversation I was about to have.


“Miss Lucinda works for the Innocence Project?” I said.


“She used to. She got a job in California.”


“Doing what, sir?”


“What they call organic catering. She always loved cooking and messing with food. She’s been working for a caterer about three months.”


“How long was she with the Innocence Project?”


“Two years. It was mostly volunteer work. She’d visit men in the penitentiary and interview them and help their lawyers.”


“Over in Texas?”


“Yes, suh. Sometimes. Other times in Angola.”


“Do you recognize the name Hugo Tillinger?”


“No, suh. Who is he?”


“A man we’d like to find.”


He was sitting on a faded couch printed with roses. The coffee table in front of him was stacked with National Geographic and People and Sierra magazines. “I called the airline. They wouldn’t give me any information. I called a friend she worked with in Los Angeles. Nobody at her workplace knows where she is.”


“Is your wife here, sir?”


“She passed nine years ago. We adopted Lucinda when she was t’ree. She never went off anywhere without telling me. Not once.”


“Do you have a photograph?”


He went into a short hallway that led to a bath and a pair of bedrooms, and returned with a framed photo he took from the wall. He put it in my hand and sat down. I glanced at the young woman in the picture. She was standing next to the reverend, a beach and a mountain behind her. She was smiling. A wreath of flowers hung from her neck. I felt the blood in my chest drain into my stomach.


“That was taken in Hawaii two years ago,” he said. “We went on a tour with our church.” He paused. “You’ve seen my daughter before, haven’t you?”


“Sir, I need you to go with me to Iberia General.”


He held his gaze on me, then took a short breath. “That’s where Lucinda is?”


“We found a young woman in Weeks Bay.”


“Lucinda wouldn’t have any reason to be out there.”


“Is there someone who should come with us?” I asked.


“It’s just me and her here. That’s the way it’s always been. She was always the sweetest li’l girl on earth.”


His eyes would not leave mine. There were moments when I hated not just my job but the human race. I had no adequate words for him.


“You’re sure about this?” he asked.


“Let’s take care of the identification, sir.”


“Help me up, please. My knees aren’t much good anymore.”


He held on to my arm, weightless as a bird when we walked down the steps to the cruiser. Then he veered away from me as though he could undo our meeting and the message I had brought him. “Who would want to hurt her? She tried to get justice for people nobody cares about. Tell me what they did to her. Tell me right now.”


But any comfort I could have offered him would have been based on a lie.


He sat down sideways on the passenger seat of the cruiser, his feet outside, and wept in his hands. I could hear the bottle tree tinkling in the wind, the pecan leaves ruffling. I wanted to be on the other side of the moon.









Chapter Three


CLETE CALLED ME at the department late the same afternoon and asked me to come to his office. It was located on Main Street in a century-old brick building half a block from the Shadows. The receptionist was gone, and the folding metal chairs were empty except for one where a man with long hair as slick and shiny as black plastic was cleaning his nails with a penknife. The floor was littered with cigarette butts and gum wrappers and an apple core and a banana peel. Clete sat behind his desk in the back room, the door ajar. He waved me in. “Close the door,” he said.


There were printouts and two folders and a legal pad on his desk. Through the window I could see his spool table and umbrella on the concrete pad behind the building, and the drawbridge at Burke Street and the old convent across the bayou.


“What’s up?” I said.


“I made several calls about Hugo Tillinger. It’s a complex case. It also stinks.”


“I talked with Helen about him, Clete. Let us take it from here.”


“Is everything okay? I mean with me not reporting Tillinger right away?”


I avoided his eyes. “Don’t worry about it.”


“Did you ID the body of the girl on the cross?”


“She’s the daughter of a Baptist minister in Cade. Her name is Lucinda Arceneaux. She was a volunteer for the Innocence Project.”


He flinched.


“That doesn’t mean she knew Hugo Tillinger,” I said.


“Stop it.”


He got up from his desk and opened the door. “Come in here, Travis.”


The man with black hair greased straight back folded his knife and dropped it in his slacks. He had the beginnings of a paunch and cheeks that looked like they had been rubbed with chimney soot. He wore his slacks below the belly button; hair protruded from the top of his belt.


“This is Travis Lebeau,” Clete said. “Tell Dave what you know about Hugo Tillinger.”


“While he was being held for trial, I’d bring ice to his cell,” Travis said.


“Ice?” I said.


“That’s what I did in this particular jail. I brought ice from the kitchen and got paid in smokes or whatever.”


Three teardrop tats dripped from his left eye. Two blue stars the size of cigar burns were tattooed on the back of his neck.


“Travis was in the AB,” Clete said. “Now he’s trying to do a few solids to make up for the past.”


“I thought the AB was for life,” I said.


“They sold me to the niggers. The BGF,” he replied. “They claimed I snitched on a guy. I never snitched on anybody in my life.”


“Go ahead about Tillinger,” Clete said.


“We played checkers on the floor, between the bars,” Travis said. “He knew he was gonna get the needle. He said the jury and the judge and cops and his lawyer were working for Satan. I told him they don’t need Satan, they’re working for themselves, that’s bad enough. Can I sit down? I feel like a fireplug that’s about to get pissed on.”


“Sure,” Clete said.


“He went on and on, like all these reborn people, you know, they cain’t shut up talking about it,” Travis said. “He told me he was a drunk, a rage-a-holic or whatever, then he got saved by the Pentecostals at a tent rival. He was a pain in the ass to listen to.”


“You’re going a little fast for me, Travis,” I said.


“I’m saying Tillinger wasn’t a criminal or the kind of guy who burns up his family. He ripped all the posters off his daughter’s walls when he was drunk, and yelled and hollered in the yard, but that was it. I believed him. So did the colored girl who showed up.”


“Which colored girl?” I asked.


“Her name was Lucinda. She started visiting him right after he got sentenced. She said the people at the Innocence Project were taking his case. She said she knew people in the movie business, maybe some of the people who got Hurricane Carter out of prison. It gave him hope. But I thought he was gonna ride the needle from the jump.”


“Why?” I said.


“The governor was running for president. Guys who want to be president don’t get elected by being kind to guys charged with murdering their family.”


“What was the black woman’s last name?” I said.


“He called her Miss Lucinda. That’s all.”


“A rage-a-holic wouldn’t set fire to his house?” I said.


“Maybe a guy like me would. Tillinger didn’t belong in the system. Everybody knew it. You know what con-wise is, right?”


I didn’t reply.


“I did double nickels back to back. I did them straight up and went out max time. I burnt up my brother-in-law in his car and did a guy inside. In the chow line. For one of these teardrops on my face. I didn’t mean to kill my brother-in-law, but that’s the way it worked out. I deserved what I got. Tillinger is what we call a virgin. He never got his cherry busted. That means he was never in the life. He belongs in the PTA and shit like that.”


“We don’t need all that information,” I said.


“About the hit in the chow line?” he said. “You don’t like that? You think I give a shit if anybody knows?”


I didn’t answer.


“Look at me, man,” he said. “You got any idea of what those fucking black animals did to me? My best friends sold me for two cartons of smokes. They said, ‘Rip his feathers off.’ I got to live with what they did every night of my life. Fuck you, asshole.”


His eyes were brimming.


AFTER TRAVIS WAS gone, Clete and I walked down the street under the colonnade to Bojangles’ and had coffee and a piece of pecan pie in a back corner of the room.


“You believe him?” I said.


“He’s on the square most of the time,” Clete said. “He doesn’t want to lose the few connections he has. He knows the Aryan Brotherhood will probably get him down the road.”


“I don’t buy Tillinger’s innocence.”


“Here’s what happened,” Clete said. “Tillinger’s house was a hundred years old and dry as kindling. The flames were in the second story when he came home. The daughter and the mother were upstairs. He claimed he tried to get them out, but the heat was too great. Later, he told the fire inspector some of the wiring in the walls needed replacing, but he didn’t have the money for repairs.


“So far, so good. Then the inspector finds signs of an accelerant trailing from the gallery into the hallway, or at least that’s what he thought he saw. He said the fire started on the first floor and climbed the walls to the ceiling and up the stairwell. One of the neighbors said Tillinger never tried to go inside the house. Instead, he moved his new Ford F-150 away from the fire.


“On top of it, Tillinger had a fifty-thousand-dollar life insurance policy on both the wife and daughter. He also shot off his mouth in the Walmart and told a group of churchgoers his family had better straighten up or he would burn the house down.


“It looked more and more like arson and homicide. Then an ACLU lawyer showed up and began looking at the evidence. The guy who called himself a fire inspector wasn’t certified and had little experience in arson investigation. The accelerant was a can of charcoal lighter that somebody had left next to the portable barbecue pit on the gallery. There was no accelerant trail in the hall. Also, the heat marks on the baseboards were probably caused by an explosion of flame from the stairwell, not from a fire that started on the first floor.


“The defense lawyer was from the ACLU and went over like elephant turds in a punch bowl.”


Customers at other tables turned and looked at us.


“What’s your opinion?” I said.


“It doesn’t matter. I should have called 911 when I saw a guy in jailhouse whites bail off the train.”


“We can’t be sure the guy was Tillinger. Why would he jump off in the Mermentau River? Why wouldn’t he keep going until he was in Florida?”


“I checked that out. There were some gandy dancers working on the track. He could see them from the top of the boxcar. Helen is pretty hot about this, isn’t she?”


“You’re a good cop, Clete. She knows that.”


“I’m not a cop. I blew it.”


“Don’t say that. Not now. Not ever.”


He looked at nothing. The whites of his eyes were shiny and tinged with a pink glaze. He glanced up at the air-conditioning vent. “It’s too cold in here. Let’s take a walk. I feel like I walked through cobwebs. Sorry about the way Travis talked to you. He was a bar of soap in the shower at Huntsville.”


AS ALWAYS, I walked to work the next morning. Desmond Cormier was waiting for me in the shady driveway that led past the city library and the grotto devoted to the mother of Jesus. He was sitting in the passenger seat of a Subaru convertible with California plates driven by Antoine Butterworth.


Desmond got out and shook my hand. His friend winked at me. “I have to talk with you, Dave,” Desmond said.


I didn’t answer. Butterworth lifted a gold-tipped cigarette from the car’s ashtray, took one puff, and flipped it into the flower bed surrounding the grotto.


“I feel so foolish,” Desmond said. He was wearing tennis shorts and a yellow T-shirt and a panama straw hat. “About that business with the telescope and the woman on the cross. My right eye is weak and I have a cataract on the left. That’s why I didn’t see her. I should have explained.”


“How about your friend there? He didn’t see her, either.”


“It’s just his way,” Desmond said. “He’s contrary. He’s been in a couple of wars. Somalia and the old Belgian Congo. You’d find him quite a guy if you’d give him a chance. Have lunch with us.”


“Another time.”


“Dave, you were one of the few I looked up to.”


“Few what?”


“The regular ebb and flow.”


“There’s some pretty good people here, Desmond.”


“See you around, I guess.”


“You ever hear of a guy named Hugo Tillinger?” I asked.


“No. Who is he?”


“An escaped convict. He knew the dead woman. He may be in the vicinity.”


“I wish I could be of help,” he said. “This is an awful thing.”


“Before you go—that still shot you have on your wall of Henry Fonda standing on the roadside saying goodbye to Clementine?”


“What about it?”


“That scene is about failed love, about the coming of death, isn’t it?”


“For me it’s about the conflict between light and shadow. Each seeks dominion. Neither is satisfied with its share.”


I looked at him. I didn’t try to follow his line of thought. “I saw the picture at the Evangeline Theater in 1946. My mother took me.”


He nodded.


“I think a scene like that could almost take a guy over the edge,” I said.


“I never heard it put that way.”


“It’s strange what happens when a guy gets too deep into his own mind,” I said.


“Maybe you think too much,” he said.


“Probably.” I reached down and picked up the burning cigarette Butterworth had thrown in the flower bed. I mashed it out on the horn button of the Subaru and stuck it in Butterworth’s shirt pocket. “We’re heck on littering.”


Butterworth grinned. “In Louisiana?”


The pair of them drove away, the sunlight spangling on the windshield.


I couldn’t get the still shot of Wyatt Earp and Clementine out of my mind. I could almost hear the music from the film blowing in the trees.


I HAD ANOTHER SURPRISE waiting for me at the rear entrance to city hall. Travis Lebeau was slouched against the brick wall, in the shade, picking his nails. “Hey.”


“What’s the haps?” I said.


“Need to bend your ear.”


“Come upstairs.”


“How about down by the water? I’m not big on visiting cop houses.”


I looked at my watch. When it comes to encouraging confidential informants, there is no greater inducement than a show of indifference. “I’m under the gun.”


“I’ve got a bull’s-eye on my back,” he replied.


I walked down the bayou’s edge and let him follow. “Say it.”


“There’s a couple of AB guys who know where I am. Give me five hundred. I’ll give you Tillinger.”


“The same guy you stood up for?”


“I’m in a spot,” he said, his eyes leaving mine. “He liked to drop names.”


“People Lucinda Arceneaux knew?”


He looked sideways and blew out a breath. “Yeah, people she knew.”


“Which people?”


“How about the money?”


“You haven’t given me anything, Travis.”


He scratched his forearms with both hands, like a man with hives. “I got to score, straighten out the kinks,” he said. “I’ll make good on my word.”


“You’re an addict?”


“No, I’m Dorothy on the Yellow Brick Road.”


“Can’t help you, partner.”


I turned to go.


“Maybe I exaggerated a little,” he said.


“About what?”


“Tillinger. He creeped me out.”


“In what way?”


“The way sex between men bothered him. He had a crazy look in his eyes when he’d hear a couple of guys getting it on. You ever know a guy like that who probably wasn’t queer himself? Sometimes he’d burn himself with matches. He talked about casting out our demons and raising the dead.”


“Would he hurt Lucinda Arceneaux?”


He shook his head slowly, as though he couldn’t make a decision. “I don’t know, man. I can’t go in somebody’s head.”


“In reality, you don’t have anything to sell, do you.”


He didn’t know what to say. I started up the slope.


“Two hunnerd,” he said at my back.


I kept walking. He caught up with me and pulled on my shirt. “You don’t understand. They’ll use a blowtorch. I saw them do it in a riot.”


“Sorry.”


“Maybe the chocolate drop led him on. Maybe Tillinger lost it. Come on, man, I got to get out of town.”


“You need to take your hand off my arm.”


“Come on, man. I’m hurting.”


“Life’s a bitch.”


His face made me think of a piece of blank paper crumpling on hot coals. Cruelty comes in all forms. It’s least attractive when you discover it in yourself.


I WALKED HOME FOR lunch. A cherry-red Lamborghini was parked in the driveway. Alafair was eating at the kitchen table with a middle-aged man I had never seen. A plate of deviled eggs and two avocado-and-shrimp sandwiches wrapped in waxed paper and a glass of iced tea with mint leaves in it had obviously been set for me. But she had not waited upon my arrival before she and her friend started eating.


“Hello,” I said.


“Hey, Dave,” she said. “This is Lou Wexler. He has to get to the airport, so we started without you.”


Wexler was a tall, thick-bodied man with a tan that went to the bone and blond hair sun-bleached on the tips. He was ruggedly handsome, with intelligent eyes and large hands and the kind of confidence that sometimes signals aggression. He wiped his fingers with a napkin before rising and shaking hands. “It’s an honor.”


“How do you do, sir?” I said, sitting down, glancing out the window at the bayou. My manner was not gracious. But no father, no matter how charitable, trusts another man with his daughter upon first introduction. If he tells you he does, he is either lying or a worthless parent.


“Lou is a screenwriter and producer,” Alafair said. “He works with Desmond.”


“Actually, I don’t work with Desmond,” he said. “I help produce his films. Nobody ‘works’ with Desmond. He’s his own man. In the best way, of course.”


“How about this fellow Butterworth?” I said.


“You’ve met Antoine, have you?”


“Twice.”


Wexler’s eyes were sparkling. “And?”


“An unusual fellow,” I said.


“Don’t take him seriously,” Wexler said. “Nobody does. He’s a bean counter posing as an artist.”


“I heard he was in a couple of wars,” I said.


“He was best at scaring the natives in the bush, rattling around in a Land Rover, and showing up for photo ops. South Africa was full of them.”


“That’s your home?” I asked.


“For a while. I was born in New Orleans. I live in Los Angeles now.”


If he’d grown up in New Orleans, he had acid-rinsed the city from his speech.


“We pulled a body out of the salt just south of Desmond Cormier’s house,” I said. “The body was tied to a cross. I spotted the cross through a telescope. Our man Butterworth took a peep but couldn’t see a thing. Neither could Desmond, although this morning he told me he had bad eyesight. Butterworth didn’t seem bothered one way or another.”


The room was silent. Alafair stared at me.


“Can you run that by me again?” Wexler said.


I repeated my statement.


“Well, that’s something, isn’t it?” Wexler said. “Sorry, I haven’t been watching the time. I have to get a new gym bag. Then I need to pick up some fellows in Lafayette. We’re searching out a couple of locations. Perhaps you can help us.”


His level of self-involvement was hard to take.


“I probably wouldn’t know what you’re looking for,” I said.


He touched at his mouth with his napkin and set it aside. “It’s been grand meeting you, Mr. Robicheaux.”


“Likewise.”


“Don’t get up.”


I didn’t intend to. Alafair walked him to the door. Then she came back into the kitchen, her jaw clenched. “Why do you have to be so irritable?”


“You’re a success on your own. You don’t need these phony bastards.”


“You stigmatize an entire group because of this Butterworth character?”


“They’re nihilists.”


“Desmond’s not. He’s a great director. You know why? Because he paid his goddamn dues.”


“How about it on the language, Alf?”


“Sometimes you really disappoint me,” she said.


I felt my face shrink. I took my plate outside and finished eating at the picnic table with Snuggs and Mon Tee Coon. Then I went back inside. Alafair was brushing her hair in front of the mirror in the bedroom. She was five-ten and dark-skinned, with beautiful hair that fell to her shoulders. She had a black belt in karate and ran five miles every morning. Sometimes I couldn’t believe she was the same little El Salvadoran girl I’d pulled from a submerged airplane near Southwest Pass.


“What was that guy doing here, anyway?” I said.


“Inviting me out. For supper. This evening,” she said. “Thanks for asking.”









Chapter Four


DURING THE NEXT three days I talked with Lucinda Arceneaux’s employer and fellow employees at the catering service in Los Angeles, and her former roommate, and a boy in Westwood who used to go to the public library with her. They all spoke of her good character and gentle disposition. None had an explanation for her disappearance.


The Texas Department of Criminal Justice referred me to three correctional officers who had known Hugo Tillinger. Two had no opinion of him; the third, an old-time gunbull, said, “Tillinger? Yeah, I knew that lying son of a bitch. Turn your back on him and he’d gut you from your belly button to your chin. Anything else you want to know?”


On Friday I went into Helen’s office and told her what I had.


“What are your feelings about Tillinger?” she said.


“I don’t see him as a viable suspect in the murder of Lucinda Arceneaux. An escaped convict in a prison uniform would have more on his mind than committing a ritualistic homicide with a cross and a hypodermic needle.”


Helen looked at a legal pad on her desk. “There were break-ins at three fish camps not far from Cypremort Point. A white shirt with blue tabs on it was found half buried by a boathouse. He’s here. The question is why.”


“He jumped on the first freight he could find going out of Texas.”


“What if he had a partner?” she said.


“We’re looking at the wrong guy, Helen.”


“He burned his wife and daughter to death. Don’t tell me he’s the wrong guy.”


“I want to talk to Desmond Cormier and Antoine Butterworth again.”


“You’ve got a bias, Streak. You don’t like Hollywood people.”


“That isn’t true. I don’t like anyone who thinks he’s entitled.”


She twiddled her ballpoint on her desk blotter. “Okay. By the way, you have a new partner.”


“Pardon?”


“Her name is Bailey Ribbons.”


“Who is Bailey Ribbons?”


“I hired her two days ago. She’s twenty-eight years old. She was a middle school teacher in New Orleans and has a graduate degree in psychology. She was a dispatcher with NOPD for eighteen months.”


“That’s her entire experience?”


“What she doesn’t know, you’ll teach her.”


“Is this an affirmative-action situation?” I said.


“I hired her because of her intelligence. I’m going to get a lot of criticism for that. I don’t need it from you. Stay here.”


She left the office and returned three minutes later with a woman who seemed to have walked out of a motion picture that had little connection to the present. She had dark brown hair and clear skin and eyes like light trapped in sherry, and she wore black shoes and a white blouse with a frilly collar buttoned at the throat and a skirt that hung well below the knees. What struck me most were her warm smile and her erect posture. I felt strange, even awkward and boyish, when I took her hand.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Detective Robicheaux,” she said.


“You, too, Miss Bailey,” I said. “Call me Dave.”


“Hi, Dave.”


I started to speak but couldn’t remember what I’d wanted to say.


“Bring Bailey up to date on the Arceneaux investigation,” Helen said.


“Sure,” I said. “Helen?”


“What?”


Again my head went blank. Bailey Ribbons was too young, too inexperienced, too likely to be resented by older members of the department.


“I’ll check out a cruiser,” I said. “If Bailey is free, we can head down to Cypremort Point.”


“She’s free,” Helen said. “Bye, Dave.”


I walked downstairs and out the door with Bailey Ribbons. She smelled like flowers. I felt my palms tingling and a fish bone in my throat.


“Did I say something inappropriate?” she asked.


“No, ma’am, it’s a pleasure to have you aboard.”


“I appreciate your courtesy. I realize some might think I don’t have the qualifications for the job, but I’ll give it my best.”


I looked at her profile, the radiance in her face, and felt my heart beating.


God, don’t let me be an old fool, I prayed.


WE DROVE DOWN to the southern tip of Cypremort Point and walked along the bib of sand and salt grass and concrete blocks where I had found the tennis shoe. The wind was hot and scudding brown waves up on the sand.


“We had three 911 calls about a woman screaming,” I said. “One caller thought the scream came from a lighted cabin cruiser. The cabin cruisers that are docked here were all accounted for.”


Bailey looked across the long expanse of the water, the humps of greenery and sandspits that resembled swampland rather than a saltwater bay. “This is all disappearing, isn’t it?”


“About sixteen square miles of it a year,” I replied.


“Why are you bothered by the movie director and his friend?”


“It’s the friend, Butterworth, who bothers me more. I think he’s a deviant and a closet sadist.”


“Those aren’t terms you hear a lot anymore,” she said.


“He’s the real deal.”


“Introduce me.”


Her hair was feathering on her cheek. My protective feelings toward her were the same as those I had for my daughter, I told myself. It was only natural for an older man to feel protective of a younger woman. There was nothing wrong with it. Absolutely. Only a closet Jansenist would see design in an inclination that’s inherent in the species.


What a lie.


I HAD CALLED DESMOND and made an appointment. But that was not all I had done by way of preparation regarding Antoine Butterworth. I had talked with a friend who was captain of the West Hollywood Station of the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department. Butter-worth was almost mythic among the film industry’s subculture. He hired prostitutes he made degrade each other with sexual devices; he also hung them on hooks and beat them with his fists. He returned to Los Angeles from New Orleans in a rage and berated everyone in his office because he had to sleep with an ugly prostitute. He and a co-producer put LSD in the lunch of the co-producer’s Hispanic maid and videotaped her while she stumbled bewildered and frightened around the house; later, they showed the tape at their office. Butterworth lived in the Palisades in a $7 million white stucco home overlooking the ocean; he’d moved a junkie physician into the pool house so he could have a supply of clean dope. The physician had been found floating facedown among the hyacinths, dead from an overdose. Prior to his situation with Butterworth, the physician had been in a twelve-step program.


If Butterworth had a bottom, no one knew what it was.


Desmond opened the door. He took one look at Bailey Ribbons, and the breath left his chest. “Who are you?”


She blushed. “Detective Ribbons.”


“I can’t believe this,” he said.


“I hope we haven’t upset you,” she said.


“No, my heavens, come in,” he replied. He looked over his shoulder at the deck. “Can you give me a second?”


“Is there a problem?” I said.


“We were playing a couple of songs,” he said. “Antoine isn’t quite dressed. I got my times mixed up.”


He went into the bedroom and got a robe and took it out on the deck. Through the glass doors I saw him and Butterworth arguing. Butterworth was wearing a yellow bikini, his tanned body glistening with oil; he put on the robe and cinched it tightly into his hips, then picked up a roach clip from an ashtray and took a hit and ate the roach.


Desmond came back into the living room. “Do you know who you look like?” he asked Bailey.


“My parents, I suspect,” she replied.


“Cathy Downs. The actress who co-starred with Henry Fonda in My Darling Clementine.”


“I’m not familiar with that film,” she said.


“We’ll have a showing here. Whenever you like,” he said.


“Need to talk to your man out there, Desmond,” I said.


He scratched at his eyebrow. “That stuff again?”


“I don’t know what you mean by ‘that stuff,’” I said. “This is a homicide investigation.”


“Antoine had some addictions in the past. You should be able to understand that.”


“I just watched him eat a roach.”


“He has a prescription for medical marijuana. I won’t let him smoke it here again. You have my word.”


“Do you play all those instruments?” Bailey asked.


“The saxophone is Antoine’s,” Desmond replied.


“What songs were you playing?” she asked.


“Some of the Flip Phillips arrangements. You know who Flip Phillips was?”


“No, I’m sorry,” she said.


“This isn’t a social call,” I said.


“Okay,” he said to me. “What a hothead you are, Dave. No, I take that back. You’re a Puritan at heart. You need buckle shoes and one of those tall hats.”


I slid back the glass door and waited for Bailey. “Coming?”


“Yes,” she said, smiling.


Desmond’s eyes never left the back of her head.


Butterworth was lying on a recliner under a beach umbrella inset in a glass table. “Oh me, oh my, what do we have here?” he said.


His robe had fallen open. The outline of his phallus was stenciled as tautly as a banana against his bikini. He blew me a kiss.


DESMOND WAS RIGHT. My feelings about Butterworth were not objective. An open cooler humped with crushed ice and imported bottles of beer rested on a redwood table. I pulled a bottle of Tuborg from the ice. “Catch.”


Butterworth blinked but caught it with his left hand as deftly as a frog tonguing an insect out of the air. “Flinging things around, are we?”


“Your eyesight seems pretty good,” I said. “Too bad it seems to fail you when you look through a telescope.”


“Aren’t we the clever one.”


“I recommend you not speak to me in the first-person plural again,” I said.


“Bad boy. That excites me,” he said.


“I don’t think you get it, Mr. Butterworth,” I said. “Louisiana is America’s answer to Guatemala. Our legal system is a joke. Our legislature is a mental asylum. How’d you like to spend a few days in our parish prison?”


“Some big black husky fellows will be visiting me after lights-out?”


As with all megalomaniacs, he had no handles. He was the type of man the Spanish call sin dios, sin verguenza, without God or shame.


“Would you stand up a minute?” I said.


“Are we going to get rough now?” he said.


“No, your robe is open and I don’t like looking at you,” I said. “I also don’t like your general disrespect.”


He flipped his robe over his nether regions but didn’t move from the recliner. “I told Desmond we made a mistake coming here.”


“What are you talking about?” I said.


“We’re shooting a film in Arizona, Texas, and Louisiana. I told him we’d have trouble here.”


“You’re filming in Louisiana because the state will subsidize up to twenty-five percent of your costs,” I said. I removed an envelope from my pocket and handed it to him. “Take a look at this.”


Butterworth slipped a photo out of the envelope and studied it. His eyebrows were beaded with sweat. “This was taken in a morgue?”


“That’s right.”


“This is the woman who was on the cross?”


The photo showed the body of Lucinda Arceneaux on the autopsy tray, a sheet pulled to her chin. Butterworth replaced the photo in the envelope and returned it to me, his face solemn.


“Look again,” I said. “She worked for a catering service that supplies film companies on the set.”


“I don’t need to. I’ve never seen this person.”


“Look again, Mr. Butterworth.”


“I told you the truth. I think you gave me that envelope to get my fingerprints on it.”


I could smell the sweat and grease and weed on his skin. “You like to beat up hookers?”


“That’s a lie.”


“An administrator at the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department told me you make them strap on dildos and degrade each other, and then you hang them up on hooks or straps and beat the hell out of them.”


“I’m done with this,” he said.


“Yeah, how about it, Dave?” Desmond said behind me.


“It takes a special kind of guy to use up the life of an innocent young woman in order to re-create the Crucifixion,” I said. “We never had anything like this around here. At least not till you brought Mr. Butterworth to town.”


“In Rwanda I saw bodies stacked as high as this house and set on fire,” Butterworth said. “Some of them were still alive. If you weren’t a police officer, I’d break your fucking jaw.”


“Why is it I believe nothing you say?” I asked.


“Because you’re an incompetent idiot with a crime on your hands that you don’t have the training or experience to deal with,” he replied. “Please excuse my candor, but I’m bloody tired of your arrogance and insults.”


The umbrella was flapping, the air bright with humidity, the deck blistering hot. He was either the best actor I had ever seen or a man who had a cache of dignity that I wouldn’t have thought him capable of.


“I’d like you to look at the body,” I said.


“You’re unrelenting, aren’t you,” he said.


“That’s fair to say.”


“Then get a warrant,” he said.


He stood up from the recliner. Our faces were six inches apart, a feral light in his eyes. I felt my right hand tighten and close and open again. My mouth was dry, a sound like wind blowing inside my head. I knew the signs all too well. It was the precursor that had come to me many times when I’d superimposed the face of a man named Mack on the faces of Asian men who had done me no harm. Bailey and Desmond were staring at us like witnesses to a car wreck in the making.


“Miss Bailey, please take a look at the photos of Henry Fonda and Cathy Downs,” Desmond said, pulling back the sliding door that opened onto the living room. “You, too, Dave. I do want y’all to see the film. It would mean a great deal to me.”


Bailey looked truly out of her element. My cell phone throbbed in my pocket. I looked at the caller’s number. It was Helen Soileau. “Dave here.”


“Are you at Cypremort Point?” she asked.


“Yes.”


“You get anywhere?”


“Negative,” I said.


“Wind it up,” she said. “We’ve got another one.”









Chapter Five


THE DUCK CAMP was an old one, a desiccated shack abandoned in a swampy area southwest of Avery Island, the gum and cypress and persimmon trees strung with dead vines. We parked the cruiser and waded through a bog that was iridescent with oil and gasoline. The paramedics, three uniformed deputies, and Helen and Cormac Watts were already there. Helen and Cormac were wearing rubber boots and latex gloves. A swamp maple that was dying of saline intrusion, its limbs scaled with lichen, stood on the far side of the shack, a huge teardrop-shaped object suspended from one of the thickest limbs. The droning sound in the air was as loud as a beehive.


The 911 had been called in by a fisherman who had run out of gas and pulled up onto the hummock, dumbfounded and sickened by what he saw.


The wind changed, and a smell like a bucket full of dead rats washed over us. I heard Bailey gag. I cleared my throat and spat and handed her a clean handkerchief. “Put it over your nose.”


“I’m all right,” she said.


“That’s a smell no one gets used to. Just do it, Miss Bailey.”


“Don’t call me ‘miss’ anymore, Dave.”


“You got it.”


A deputy was stringing crime-scene tape through the trees. Helen was standing on a high place by the front of the shack. The shack had no door and no glass in the windows. The floor was caked with dirt and the shells of dead beetles. Helen was breathing through her mouth, her chest rising and falling slowly.


“Before we get to that mess in the tree, I want you to see this,” she said. “It may be the only forensics we take out of here.”


Heavy boot prints led into the shack and out through a hole broken in the boards on the far side, still jagged and unweathered, as though recently splintered. There were drag marks across the floor and stains that red ants were feeding on.


The stench was overwhelming now. I tried to envision the man who wore the boots. They were probably steel-toed, the strings laced through brass eyelets, the leather stiff, even gnarled, from wear in a swamp or on the floor of an offshore drilling rig. Or maybe they were the boots of a man with dark jowls and swirls of body hair who deliberately did not wash or shave and wore his odor like a weapon. I could almost hear his feet on the floor as he dragged his victim outside, the stride measured, his hand hooked in the victim’s shirt, his weight coming down with a sound like a wooden clock striking the hour.


Our departmental photographer was clicking away, a scarf wrapped across the bottom half of his face. Then he vomited inside the scarf.


We walked on dry ground to the other side of the shack. The body of a slight man dressed in khaki work clothes hung upside down inside a fish net. His arms were bound behind him. One ankle was roped to his wrists so the calf was pulled tight against the inside of the knee. His facial features were in an advanced state of decomposition and had the squinted look of a newly born infant. Flies crawled over almost every inch of his skin. A knotted walking stick with a sharpened tip had been shoved through the chest and out the back.


“You ever see him before?” Helen said.


“It’s hard to say,” I replied.


“Why is his leg tied like that?” she said.


The image was familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I had seen it. I shook my head.


“It’s from the tarot,” Bailey said.


“The fortune-telling deck?” Helen said.


“It’s a compilation of medieval and Egyptian iconography,” Bailey said. “The gypsies carried it through the ancient world into modern times.”


“So?” Helen said.


“The victim is positioned to look like the Hanged Man,” Bailey said.


“What’s the Hanged Man?” Helen said.


“Some say Judas, others say Peter,” Bailey said. “Others say Sebastian, the Roman soldier martyred for his faith. In death he makes the sign of the cross. In the deck he’s generally associated with self-sacrifice.”


Helen stepped away from the tree and stared at the ground, her hands on her hips. “What’s your opinion, Dave?” she asked. “You still don’t think Hugo Tillinger is our guy?”


“Maybe Tillinger killed his family or maybe he didn’t,” I said. “But I doubt he’s a student of Western symbolism.”


“Who the hell is?” Helen said. “I don’t think this is about tarot cards. I think this is about a guy who likes to kill people and wants to scare the shit out of the entire community.”


I looked at Bailey. She was obviously struggling to hide her discomfort about the odor of the victim; also, I suspected she was wondering if her education and knowledge were about to make her a lonely and isolated member of our department.


“Nobody saw anything except the fisherman who found the body?” I said to Helen.


“No,” she said. “This place will be washed away in another year or so. Cormac says the body has probably been here a week.”


We went back to the other side of the shack. The sun was shining through the trees, the leaves moving in the wind. I could hear a buoy clanging on the bay.


“Maybe the way the leg is tied is coincidence,” I said. “But the walking stick through the chest doubles the coincidence.”


“I don’t understand,” Helen said.


“Our own deck of playing cards comes from the tarot,” I said. “The suit of clubs come from the Suit of Wands. The Suit of Wands upside down is associated with failure and dependency.”


“I don’t want to hear this,” Helen said.


“Then I don’t know what to tell you,” I said.


“Both of you are sure about this?” she said.


“As sure as you can get when you put yourself inside the mind of a lunatic,” I replied.


One deputy lifted another deputy so he could cut the rope that bound the net to the tree limb. Neither of them could avoid touching the body nor escape its full odor. The body thudded on the ground in a rush of flies, the jaw springing open, a carrion beetle popping from the mouth.


BY MONDAY THE victim had been identified through his prints as Joe Molinari, born on the margins of American society at Charity Hospital in Lafayette, the kind of innocent and faceless man who travels almost invisibly from birth to the grave with no paper trail except a few W-2 tax forms and an arrest for a thirty-dollar bad check. Let me take that one step further. Joe Molinari’s role in life had been being used by others, as consumer and laborer and voter and minion, which, in the economics of the world I grew up in, was considered normal by both the liege lord in the manor and the serf in the field.


He’d lived in New Iberia all his life, smoked four packs of cigarettes a day, and worked for a company that did asbestos teardowns and other jobs people do for minimum wage while they pretend they’re not destroying their organs. He’d had no immediate family, played dominoes in a game parlor by the bayou, and, to the best of anyone’s knowledge, never traveled farther than three parishes from his birthplace. He had gone missing seven days ago. Cormac Watts concluded Molinari had died from either blunt trauma or a load of opioids or both. The decomposition was too advanced to say.


The only asterisk to Molinari’s name was that he had been a janitor at the Iberia Parish courthouse for two years in the 1990s. Otherwise, he could have lived and died without anyone’s noticing.
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