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Praise for James Lee Burke


‘At times Burke’s writing and atmosphere remind one of William Faulkner; at other moments, Raymond Carver. I cannot think of much higher praise that can be accorded a novel’


The Times


‘James Lee Burke . . . never fails to please. He offers a sweeping, reportorial perspective of how modern America works, while weaving a tightly plotted thriller around a fabulous array of characters’


Daily Mail


‘This is prose that cuts straight to the heart, summoning a wonderful parade of damaged humanity in its wake’


Guardian


‘I can think of no other writer today who captures the American South with such eloquence and sympathy’


Sunday Telegraph


‘James Lee Burke is a writer to be remembered’


USA Today


‘James Lee Burke has a sophisticated and brilliantly expressed vision of humanity and one can see, smell and taste the America of which he writes’


Times Literary Supplement


‘The book makes straight for the heart of American darkness, and the fact that it achieves a kind of redemption . . . marks it out as a triumph’


Mail on Sunday


‘Burke writes prose that has a pronounced streak of poetry in it’


New York Times


‘American crime fiction has no finer stylist . . . a born storyteller’


Los Angeles Times


‘Burke is the king of Southern noir . . . utterly compelling tale’


Daily Mirror
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Commending myself to the God of the oppressed,
I bowed my head upon my fettered hands,
and wept bitterly.


— From Twelve Years a Slave, an autobiographical account by Solomon Northup




chapter one


The Giacano family had locked up the action in Orleans and Jefferson parishes back in Prohibition. Their sanction and charter came from the Chicago Commission, of course, and no other crime family ever tried to intrude upon their territory. Hence, all prostitution, fence operations, money laundering, gambling, shylocking, labor takeovers, drug trafficking, and even game poaching in south Louisiana became forever their special province. No street hustler, grifter, second-story creep, Murphy artist, dip, stall, or low-rent pimp doubted that fact, either, not unless he wanted to hear a cassette of what Tommy Figorelli (also known as Tommy Fig, Tommy Fingers, Tommy Five) had to say above the whine of an electric saw just before he was freeze-dried and hung in parts from the wood fan in his own butcher shop.


That’s why Sonny Boy Marsallus, who grew up in the Iberville welfare project when it was all white, was a kind of miracle on Canal back in the seventies and early eighties. He didn’t piece off his action, pimp, or deal in drugs or guns, and he told the old fat boy himself, Didoni Giacano, to join Weight Watchers or the Save the Whales movement. I still remember him out there on the sidewalk, down from the old Jung Hotel, on an electric-blue spring evening, with the palm fronds rattling and streetcars clanging out on the neutral ground, his skin as unblemished as milk, his bronze-red hair lightly oiled and combed back on the sides, always running some kind of game – craps, high-stakes bouree, washing Jersey money out at the track, bailing out mainline recidivists licensed bondsmen wouldn’t pick up by the ears with Q-Tips, lending money with no vig to girls who wanted to leave the life.


Actually Sonny practiced the ethics that the mob falsely claimed for themselves.


But too many girls took a Greyhound out of New Orleans on Sonny’s money for the Giacanos to abide Sonny’s presence much longer. That’s when he went south of the border, where he saw firsthand the opening of the Reagan theme park in El Salvador and Guatemala. Clete Purcel, my old partner from Homicide in the First District, hooked up with him down there, when Clete himself was on the run from a murder beef, but would never talk about what they did together, or what caused Sonny to become a subject of strange rumors: that he’d gone crazy on muta and pulche and psychedelic mushrooms, that he’d joined up with leftist terrorists, had served time in a shithole Nicaraguan jail, was working with Guatemalan refugees in southern Mexico, or was in a monastery in Jalisco. Take your choice, it all sounded unlike a Canal Street fixer with scars in his eyebrows and a coin-jingling rebop in his walk.


That’s why I was surprised to hear he was back in town, facing the action again and putting deals together at the Pearl, where the old green-painted iron streetcar made its turn off St. Charles onto the lovely hard-candy glitter and wind-blown palm-dotted sweep of Canal Street. When I saw him hanging in front of a game room two blocks up, his tropical suit and lavender shirt rippled with neon, he looked like he had never been under a hard sun or humped an M-60 or rucksack in a jungle where at night you burned leeches off your skin with cigarettes and tried not to think about the smell of trench foot that rose from your rotting socks.


Pool-room blacks leaned against parking meters and storefront walls, music blaring from boom boxes.


He snapped and popped his fingers and palms together and winked at me. ‘What’s happenin’, Streak?’ he said.


‘No haps, Sonny. You didn’t get enough of free-fire zones?’


‘The city? It’s not that bad.’


‘Yeah, it is.’


‘Drink a beer, eat some oysters with me.’


His accent was adenoidal, like most blue-collar New Orleans people whose English was influenced by the Irish and Italian immigrations of the late nineteenth century. He smiled at me, then puffed air out his mouth and cut his eyes up and down the street. He fastened his eyes on me again, still smiling, a man gliding on his own rhythms.


‘Ouch,’ he said, and stuck a stiffened finger in the middle of his forehead. ‘I forgot, I heard you go to meetings now, hey, I love iced tea. Come on, Streak.’


‘Why not?’ I said.


We stood at the bar in the Pearl and ate raw oysters that were briny and cold, with flecks of ice clinging to the shells. He paid from a cash roll of fifties in his pocket that was wrapped with a thick rubber band. His jaws and the back of his neck gleamed with a fresh haircut and shave.


‘You didn’t want to try Houston or Miami?’ I said.


‘When good people die, they move to New Orleans.’


But his affected flamboyance and good humor weren’t convincing. Sonny looked worn around the edges, a bit manic, maybe fried a little by his own velocity, the light in his eyes wary, his attention to the room and front door too pronounced.


‘You expecting somebody?’ I asked.


‘You know how it is.’


‘No.’


‘Sweet Pea Chaisson,’ he said.


‘I see.’


He looked at my expression.


‘What, that’s a surprise?’ he asked.


‘He’s a bucket of shit, Sonny.’


‘Yeah, I guess you could say that.’


I was regretting my brief excursion into the illusionary pop and snap of Sonny Boy’s world.


‘Hey, don’t go,’ he said.


‘I have to get back to New Iberia.’


‘Sweet Pea just needs assurances. The guy’s reputation is exaggerated.’


‘Tell his girls that.’


‘You’re a cop, Dave. You learn about stuff after it’s history.’


‘See you around, Sonny.’


His eyes looked through the front window onto the street. He fitted his hand over my forearm and watched the barman drawing a pitcher of beer.


‘Don’t walk out now,’ he said.


I looked through the front glass. Two women walked by, talking simultaneously. A man in a hat and raincoat stood on the curb, as though waiting for a taxi. A short heavyset man in a sports coat joined him. They both looked out at the street.


Sonny bit a hangnail and spit it off the tip of his tongue.


‘Sweet Pea’s emissaries?’ I said.


‘A little more serious than that. Come into the can with me,’ he said.


‘I’m a police officer, Sonny. No intrigue. You got a beef, we call the locals.’


‘Save the rhetoric for Dick Tracy. You got your piece?’


‘What do you think?’


‘The locals are no help on this one, Streak. You want to give me two minutes or not?’


He walked toward the rear of the restaurant. I waited a moment, placed my sunglasses on top of the bar to indicate to anyone watching that I would be back, then followed him. He bolted the rest room door behind us, hung his coat from the stall door, and peeled off his shirt. His skin looked like alabaster, hard and red along the bones. A blue Madonna image, with orange needles of light emanating from it, was tattooed high up on his right shoulder.


‘You looking at my tattoo?’ he said, and grinned.


‘Not really.’


‘Oh, these scars?’


I shrugged.


‘A couple of ex-Somoza technicians invited me to a sensitivity session,’ he said.


The scars were purple and as thick as soda straws, crisscrossed on his rib cage and chest.


He worked a taped black notebook loose from the small of his back. It popped free with a sucking sound. He held it in his hand, with the tape hanging from the cover, like an excised tumor.


‘Keep this for me.’


‘Keep it yourself,’ I said.


‘A lady’s holding a Xerox copy for me. You like poetry, confessional literature, all that kind of jazz. Nothing happens to me, drop it in the mail.’


‘What are you doing, Sonny?’


‘The world’s a small place today. People watch CNN in grass huts. A guy might as well play it out where the food is right.’


‘You’re an intelligent man. You don’t have to be a punching bag for the Giacanos.’


‘Check the year on the calendar when you get home. The spaghetti heads were starting to crash and burn back in the seventies.’


‘Is your address inside?’


‘Sure. You gonna read it?’


‘Probably not. But I’ll hold it for you a week.’


‘No curiosity?’ he said, pulling his shirt back on. His mouth was red, like a woman’s, against his pale skin, and his eyes bright green when he smiled.


‘Nope.’


‘You should,’ he said. He slipped on his coat. ‘You know what a barracoon is, or was?’


‘A place where slaves were kept.’


‘Jean Lafitte had one right outside New Iberia. Near Spanish Lake. I bet you didn’t know that.’ He stuck me in the stomach with his finger.


‘I’m glad I found that out.’


‘I’m going out through the kitchen. The guys out front won’t bother you.’


‘I think your frame of reference is screwed up, Sonny. You don’t give a pass to a police officer.’


‘Those guys out there ask questions in four languages, Dave. The one with the fire hydrant neck, he used to do chores in the basement for Idi Amin. He’d really like to have a chat with me.’


‘Why?’


‘I capped his brother. Enjoy the spring evening, Streak. It’s great to be home.’


He unlocked the door and disappeared through the back of the restaurant.


As I walked back to the bar, I saw both the hatted man and his short companion staring through the front glass. Their eyes reminded me of buckshot.


Fuck it, I thought, and headed for the door. But a crowd of Japanese tourists had just entered the restaurant, and by the time I got past them the sidewalk was empty except for an elderly black man selling cut flowers out of a cart.


The evening sky was light blue and ribbed with strips of pink cloud, and the breeze off the lake balmy and bitten with salt, redolent with the smells of coffee and roses and the dry electric flash and scorch of the streetcar.


As I headed back toward my pickup truck, I could see heat lightning, out over Lake Pontchartrain, trembling like shook foil inside a storm bank that had just pushed in from the Gulf.


An hour later the rain was blowing in blinding sheets all the way across the Atchafalaya swamp. Sonny Boy’s notebook vibrated on the dashboard with the roar of my engine.




chapter two


The next morning I dropped it in my file cabinet at the Iberia Parish Sheriff’s Department unread and opened my mail while I drank a cup of coffee. There was a telephone message from Sonny Boy Marsallus, but the number was in St. Martinville, not New Orleans. I dialed it and got no answer.


I gazed out the window at the fine morning and the fronds on the palm trees lifting against the windswept sky. He was out of my jurisdiction, I told myself, don’t get mixed up in his grief. Sonny had probably been out of sync with the earth since conception, and it was only a matter of time before someone tore up his ticket.


But finally I did pull the jacket on Sweet Pea Chaisson, which stayed updated, one way or another, because he was one of our own and seemed to make a point of coming back to the Breaux Bridge–St. Martinville–New Iberia area to get in trouble.


I’ve never quite understood why behaviorists spend so much time and federal funding on the study of sociopaths and recidivists, since none of the research ever teaches us anything about them or makes them any better. I’ve often thought it would be more helpful simply to pull a half dozen like Sweet Pea out of our files, give them supervisory jobs in mainstream society, see how everybody likes it, then perhaps consider a more draconian means of redress, such as prison colonies in the Aleutians.


He had been born and abandoned in a Southern Pacific boxcar, and raised by a mulatto woman who operated a zydeco bar and brothel on the Breaux Bridge highway called the House of Joy. His face was shaped like an inverted teardrop, with white eyebrows, eyes that resembled slits in bread dough, strands of hair like vermicelli, a button nose, a small mouth that was always wet.


His race was a mystery, his biscuit-colored body almost hairless, his stomach a water-filled balloon, his pudgy arms and hands those of a boy who never grew out of adolescence. But his comic proportions had always been a deception. When he was seventeen a neighbor’s hog rooted up his mother’s vegetable garden. Sweet Pea picked up the hog, carried it squealing to the highway, and threw it headlong into the grille of a semi truck.


Nineteen arrests for procuring; two convictions; total time served, eighteen months in parish prisons. Somebody had been looking out for Sweet Pea Chaisson, and I doubted that it was a higher power.


In my mail was a pink memo slip I had missed. Written in Wally the dispatcher’s childish scrawl were the words Guess who’s back in the waiting room? The time on the slip was 7:55 A.M.


Oh Lord.


Bertha Fontenot’s skin was indeed black, so deep in hue that the scars on her hands from opening oyster shells in New Iberia and Lafayette restaurants looked like pink worms that had eaten and disfigured the tissue. Her arms jiggled with fat, her buttocks swelled like pillows over the sides of the metal chair she sat on. Her pillbox hat and purple suit were too small for her, and her skirt rode up above her white hose and exposed the knots of varicose veins in her thighs.


On her lap was a white paper towel from which she ate cracklings with her fingers.


‘You decide to pry yourself out your chair for a few minutes?’ she said, still chewing.


‘I apologize. I didn’t know you were out here.’


‘You gonna help me with Moleen Bertrand?’


‘It’s a civil matter, Bertie.’


‘That’s what you say before.’


‘Then nothing’s changed.’


‘I can get a white-trash lawyer to tell me that.’


‘Thank you.’


Two uniformed deputies at the water fountain were grinning in my direction.


‘Why don’t you come in my office and have some coffee?’ I said.


She wheezed as I helped her up, then wiped at the crumbs on her dress and followed me inside my office, her big lacquered straw bag, with plastic flowers on the side, clutched under her arm. I closed the door behind us and waited for her to sit down.


‘This is what you have to understand, Bertie. I investigate criminal cases. If you have a title problem with your land, you need a lawyer to represent you in what’s called a civil proceeding.’


‘Moleen Bertrand already a lawyer. Some other lawyer gonna give him trouble back ’cause of a bunch of black peoples?’


‘I have a friend who owns a title company. I’ll ask him to search the courthouse records for you.’


‘It won’t do no good. We’re six black families on one strip that’s in arpents. It don’t show in the survey in the co’rthouse. Everything in the co’rthouse is in acres now.’


‘It doesn’t make any difference. If that’s your land, it’s your land.’


‘What you mean if? Moleen Bertrand’s grandfather give that land to us ninety-five years ago. Everybody knowed it.’


‘Somebody didn’t.’


‘So what you gonna do about it?’


‘I’ll talk to Moleen.’


‘Why don’t you talk to your wastebasket while you’re at it?’


‘Give me your phone number.’


‘You got to call up at the sto’. You know why Moleen Bertrand want that land, don’t you?’


‘No.’


‘They’s a bunch of gold buried on it.’


‘That’s nonsense, Bertie.’


‘Then why he want to bulldoze out our li’l houses?’


‘I’ll ask him that.’


‘When?’


‘Today. Is that soon enough?’


‘We’ll see what we gonna see.’


My phone rang and I used the call, which I put on hold, as an excuse to walk her to the door and say goodbye. But as I watched her walk with labored dignity toward her car in the parking lot, I wondered if I, too, had yielded to that old white pretense of impatient charity with people of color, as though somehow they were incapable of understanding our efforts on their behalf.


It was two days later, at five in the morning, when a cruiser pulled a man over for speeding on the St. Martinville highway.


On the backseat and floor were a television set, a portable stereo, a box of women’s shoes, bottles of liquor, canned goods, a suitcase full of women’s clothes and purses.


‘There’s a drag ball I haven’t been invited to?’ the deputy said.


‘I’m helping my girlfriend move,’ the driver said.


‘You haven’t been drinking, have you?’


‘No, sir.’


‘You seem a little nervous.’


‘You’ve got a gun in your hand.’


‘I don’t think that’s the problem. What’s that fragrance in the air? Is it dark roast coffee? Would you step out of the car, please?’


The deputy had already run the plates. The car belonged to a woman named Della Landry, whose address was on the St. Martin-Iberia Parish line. The driver’s name was Roland Broussard. At noon the same day he was brought into our interrogation room by Detective Helen Soileau, a dressing taped high up on his forehead.


He wore dark jeans, running shoes, a green pullover smock from the hospital. His black hair was thick and curly, his jaws unshaved, his nails bitten to the quick; a sour smell rose from his armpits. We stared at him without speaking.


The room was windowless and bare except for a wood table and three chairs. He opened and closed his hands on top of the table and kept scuffing his shoes under the chair. I took his left wrist and turned up his forearm.


‘How often do you fix, Roland?’ I asked.


‘I’ve been selling at the blood bank.’


‘I see.’


‘You got an aspirin?’ He glanced at Helen Soileau. She had a broad face whose expression you never wanted to misread. Her blonde hair looked like a lacquered wig, her figure a sack of potatoes. She wore a pair of blue slacks and a starched short-sleeve white shirt, her badge above her left breast; her handcuffs were stuck through the back of her gunbelt.


‘Where’s your shirt?’ I said.


‘It had blood all over it. Mine.’


‘The report says you tried to run,’ Helen said.


‘Look, I asked for a lawyer. I don’t have to say anything else, right?’


‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘But you already told us you boosted the car. So we can ask you about that, can’t we?’


‘Yeah, I boosted it. So what else you want? Big fucking deal.’


‘Would you watch your language, please?’ I said.


‘What is this, a crazy house? You got a clown making fun of me out on the road, then beating the shit out of me, and I’m supposed to worry about my fucking language.’


‘Did the owner of the car load all her possessions in it and give you the keys so you wouldn’t have to wire it? That’s a strange story, Roland,’ I said.


‘It was parked like that in the driveway. I know what you’re trying to do … Why’s she keep staring at me?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘I took the car. I was smoking dope in it, too. I ain’t saying anything else … Hey, look, she’s got some kind of problem?’ He held his finger close to his chest when he pointed at Helen, as though she couldn’t see it.


‘You want some slack, Roland? Now’s the time,’ I said.


Before he could answer, Helen Soileau picked up the wastebasket by the rim and swung it with both hands across the side of his face. He crashed sideways to the floor, his mouth open, his eyes out of focus. Then she hit him again, hard, across the back of the head, before I could grab her arms. Her muscles were like rocks.


She shook my hands off and hurled the can and its contents of cigarette butts, ashes, and candy wrappers caroming off his shoulders.


‘You little pissant,’ she said. ‘You think two homicide detectives are wasting their time with a fart like you over a car theft. Look at me when I talk to you!’


‘Helen –’ I said softly.


‘Go outside and leave us alone,’ she said.


‘Nope,’ I said, and helped Roland Broussard back into his chair. ‘Tell Detective Soileau you’re sorry, Roland.’


‘For what?’


‘For being a wiseass. For treating us like we’re stupid.’


‘I apologize.’


‘Helen –’ I looked at her.


‘I’m going to the John. I’ll be back in five minutes,’ she said.


‘You’re the good guy now?’ he said, after she closed the door behind her.


‘It’s no act, podna. I don’t get along with Helen. Few people do. She smoked two perps in three years.’


His eyes looked up into mine.


‘Here’s the lay of the land,’ I said. ‘I believe you creeped that woman’s duplex and stole her car, but you didn’t have anything to do with the rest of it. That’s what I believe. That doesn’t mean you won’t take the fall for what happened in there. You get my drift?’


He pinched his temples with his fingers, as though a piece of rusty wire were twisting inside his head.


‘So?’ I opened my palms inquisitively.


‘Nobody was home when I went through the window. I cleaned out the place and had it all loaded in her car. That’s when some other broad dropped her off in front, so I hid in the hedge. I’m thinking, What am I gonna do? I start the car, she’ll know I’m stealing it. I wait around, she turns on the light, she knows the place’s been ripped off. Then two guys roar up out of nowhere, come up the sidewalk real fast, and push her inside.


‘What they done, I don’t like remembering it, I closed my eyes, that’s the truth, she was whimpering, I’m not kidding you, man, I wanted to stop it. What was I gonna do?’


‘Call for help.’


‘I was strung out, I got a serious meth problem, it’s easy to say what you ought to do when you’re not there. Look, what’s-your-name, I’ve been down twice but I never hurt anybody. Those guys, they were tearing her apart, I was scared, I never saw anything like that before.’


‘What did they look like, Roland?’


‘Gimmie a cigarette.’


‘I don’t smoke.’


‘I didn’t see their faces. I didn’t want to. Why didn’t her neighbors help?’


‘They weren’t home.’


‘I felt sorry for her. I wish I’d done something.’


‘Detective Soileau is going to take your statement, Roland. I’ll probably be talking to you again.’


‘How’d you know I didn’t do it?’


‘The ME says her neck was broken in the bathroom. That’s the only room you didn’t track mud all over.’


I passed Helen Soileau on my way out. Her eyes were hot and focused like BB’s on the apprehensive face of Roland Broussard.


‘He’s been cooperative,’ I said.


The door clicked shut behind me. I might as well have addressed myself to the drain in the water fountain.


Moleen Bertrand lived in an enormous white-columned home on Bayou Teche, just east of City Park, and from his glassed-in back porch you could look down the slope of his lawn, through the widely spaced live oak trees, and see the brown current of the bayou drifting by, the flooded cane brakes on the far side, the gazebos of his neighbors clustered with trumpet and passion vine, and finally the stiff, blocklike outline of the old drawbridge and tender house off Burke Street.


It was March and already warm, but Moleen Bertrand wore a long-sleeve candy-striped shirt with ruby cuff links and a rolled white collar. He was over six feet and could not be called a soft man, but at the same time there was no muscular tone or definition to his body, as though in growing up he had simply bypassed physical labor and conventional sports as a matter of calling.


He had been born to an exclusionary world of wealth and private schools, membership in the town’s one country club, and Christmas vacations in places the rest of us knew of only from books, but no one could accuse him of not having improved upon what he had been given. He was Phi Beta Kappa at Springhill and a major in the air force toward the end of the Vietnam War. He made the Law Review at Tulane and became a senior partner at his firm in less than five years. He was also a champion skeet shooter. Any number of demagogic politicians who were famous for their largess sought his endorsement and that of his family name. They didn’t receive it. But he never gave offense or was known to be unkind.


We walked under the trees in his backyard. His face was cool and pleasant as he sipped his iced tea and looked at a motorboat and a water-skier hammering down the bayou on pillows of yellow foam.


‘Bertie can come to my office if she wants. I don’t know what else to tell you, Dave,’ he said. His short salt-and-pepper hair was wet and freshly combed, the part a razor-straight pink line in his scalp.


‘She says your grandfather gave her family the land.’


‘The truth is we haven’t charged her any rent. She’s interpreted that to mean she owns the land.’


‘Are you selling it?’


‘It’s a matter of time until it gets developed by someone.’


‘Those black people have lived there a long time, Moleen.’


‘Tell me about it.’ Then the brief moment of impatience went out of his face. ‘Look, here’s the reality, and I don’t mean it as a complaint. There’re six or seven nigra families in there we’ve taken care of for fifty years. I’m talking about doctor and dentist bills, schooling, extra money for June ‘Teenth, getting people out of jail. Bertie tends to forget some things.’


‘She mentioned something about gold being buried on the property.’


‘Good heavens. I don’t want to offend you, but don’t y’all have something better to do?’


‘She took care of me when I was little. It’s hard to chase her out of my office.’


He smiled and put his hand on my shoulder. His nails were immaculate, his touch as soft as a woman’s. ‘Send her back to me,’ he said.


‘What’s this stuff about gold?’


‘Who knows? I always heard Jean Lafitte buried his treasure right across the bayou there, right over by those two big cypress trees.’ Then his smile became a question mark. ‘Why are you frowning?’


‘You’re the second person to mention Lafitte to me in the last couple of days.’


‘Hmmm,’ he said, blowing air out his nostrils.


‘Thanks for your time, Moleen.’


‘My pleasure.’


I walked toward my truck, which was parked on the gravel cul-de-sac by his boathouse. I rubbed the back of my neck, as though a half-forgotten thought were trying to burrow its way out of my skin.


‘Excuse me, didn’t you represent Bertie’s nephew once?’ I asked.


‘That’s right.’


‘His name’s Luke, you got him out of the death house?’


‘That’s the man.’


I nodded and waved good-bye again.


He had mentioned getting people out of jail but nothing as dramatic as saving somebody from the electric chair hours before an electrocution.


Why not?


Maybe he was just humble, I said in response to my own question.


When I backed out of the drive, he was idly pouring his iced tea into the inverted cone at the top of an anthill.


I drove out on the St. Martinville highway to the lime green duplex set back among pine trees where Della Landry had suddenly been thrust through a door into an envelope of pain that most of us can imagine only in nightmares. The killers had virtually destroyed the interior. The mattresses, pillows, and stuffed chairs were slashed open, dishes and books raked off the shelves, dresser drawers dumped on the floors, plaster and lathes stripped out of the walls with either a crowbar or claw hammer; even the top of the toilet tank was broken in half across the bowl.


Her most personal items from the bathroom’s cabinets were strewn across the floor, cracked and ground into the imitation tile by heavy shoes. The sliding shower glass that extended across the tub had been shattered out of the frame. On the opposite side of the tub was a dried red streak that could have been painted there by a heavily soaked paintbrush.


When a homicide victim’s life can be traced backward to a nether world of pickup bars, pimps, and nickel-and-dime hustlers and street dealers, the search for a likely perpetrator isn’t a long one. But Della Landry was a social worker who had graduated in political science from LSU only three years ago; she attended a Catholic church in St. Martinville, came from a middle-class family in Slidell, taught a catechism class to the children of migrant farm workers.


She had a boyfriend in New Orleans who sometimes stayed with her on the weekends, but no one knew his name, and there seemed to be nothing remarkable about the relationship.


What could she have done, owned, or possessed that would invite such a violent intrusion into her young life?


The killers could have made a mistake, I thought, targeted the wrong person, come to the wrong address. Why not? Cops did it.


But the previous tenants in the duplex had been a husband and wife who operated a convenience store. The next-door neighbors were Social Security recipients. The rest of the semirural neighborhood was made up of ordinary lower-middle-income people who would never have enough money to buy a home of their own.


A small wire book stand by the television set had been knocked over on the carpet. The titles of the books were unexceptional and indicated nothing other than a general reading interest. But among the splay of pages was a small newspaper, titled The Catholic Worker, with a shoe print crushed across it.


Then for some reason my eyes settled not on the telephone, which had been pulled loose from the wall jack, but on the number pasted across the telephone’s base.


I inserted the terminal back in the jack and dialed the department.


‘Wally, would you go down to my office for me and look at a pink message slip stuck in the corner of my blotter?’


‘Sure. Hey, I’m glad you called. The sheriff was looking for you.’


‘First things first, okay?’


‘Hang on.’


He put me on hold, then picked up the receiver on my desk.


‘All right, Dave.’


I asked him to read me the telephone number on the message slip. After he had finished, he said, ‘That’s the number Sonny Marsallus left.’


‘It’s also the number of the phone I’m using right now, Della Landry’s.’


‘What’s going on? Sonny decide to track his shit into Iberia Parish?’


‘I think you’ve got your hand on it.’


‘Look, the sheriff wants you to head out by Spanish Lake. Sweet Pea Chaisson and a carload of his broads are causing a little hysteria in front of the convenience store.’


‘Then send a cruiser out there.’


‘It isn’t a traffic situation.’ He began to laugh in a cigar-choked wheeze. ‘Sweet Pea’s got his mother’s body sticking out of the car trunk. See what you can do, Dave.’




chapter three


Five miles up the old Lafayette highway that led past Spanish Lake, I saw the lights on emergency vehicles flashing in front of a convenience store and traffic backing up in both directions as people slowed to stare at the uniformed cops and paramedics who themselves seemed incredulous at the situation. I drove on the road’s shoulder and pulled into the parking lot, where Sweet Pea and five of his hookers – three white, one black, one Asian – sat amidst a clutter of dirty shovels in a pink Cadillac convertible, their faces bright with sweat as the heat rose from the leather interior. A group of kids were trying to see through the legs of the adults who were gathered around the trunk of the car.


The coffin was oversize, an ax handle across, and had been made of wood and cloth and festooned with what had once been silk roses and angels with a one-foot-square glass viewing window in the lid. The sides were rotted out, the slats held in place by vinyl garbage bags and duct tape. Sweet Pea had wedged a piece of plywood under the bottom to keep it from collapsing and spilling out on the highway, but the head of the coffin protruded out over the bumper. The viewing glass had split cleanly across the middle, exposing the waxen and pinched faces of two corpses and nests of matted hair that had fountained against the coffin’s sides.


A uniformed deputy grinned at me from behind his sunglasses.


‘Sweet Pea said he’s giving bargain rates on the broad in the box,’ he said.


‘What’s going on?’ I said.


‘Wally didn’t tell you?’


‘No, he was in a comic mood, too.’


The smile went out of the deputy’s face. ‘He says he’s moving his relatives to another cemetery.’


I walked to the driver’s door. Sweet Pea squinted up at me against the late sun. His eyes were the strangest I had ever seen in a human being. They were webbed with skin in the corners, so that the eyeballs seemed to peep out from slits like a baby bird’s.


‘I don’t believe it,’ I said.


‘Believe it,’ the woman next to him said, disgusted. Her pink shorts were grimed with dirt. She pulled out the top of her shirt and smelled herself.


‘You think it’s Mardi Gras?’ I said.


‘I don’t got a right to move my stepmother?’ Sweet Pea said. His few strands of hair were glued across his scalp.


‘Who’s in the coffin with her?’


His mouth made a wet silent O, as though he were thinking. Then he said, ‘Her first husband. They were a tight couple.’


‘Can we get out of the car and get something to eat?’ the woman next to him said.


‘It’s better you stay where you are for a minute,’ I said.


‘Robicheaux, cain’t we talk reasonable here? It’s hot. My ladies are uncomfortable.’


‘Don’t call me by my last name.’


‘Excuse me, but you’re not understanding the situation. My stepmother was buried on the Bertrand plantation ’cause that’s where she growed up. I hear it’s gonna be sold and I don’t want some cocksucker pouring cement on top of my mother’s grave. So I’m taking them back to Breaux Bridge. I don’t need no permit for that.’


He looked into my eyes and saw something there.


‘I don’t get it. I been rude, I did something to insult you?’ he said.


‘You’re a pimp. You don’t have a lot of fans around here.’


He bounced the heels of his hands lightly on the steering wheel. He smiled at nothing, his white eyebrows heavy with sweat. He cleaned one ear with his little finger.


‘We got to wait for the medical examiner?’ he said.


‘That’s right.’


‘I don’t want nobody having an accident on my seats. They drunk two cases of beer back at the grave,’ he said.


‘Step over to my office with me,’ I said.


‘Beg your pardon?’ he said.


‘Get out of the car.’


He followed me into the shade on the lee side of the store. He wore white slacks and brown shoes and belt and a maroon silk shirt unbuttoned on his chest. His teeth looked small and sharp inside his tiny mouth.


‘Why the hard-on?’ he said.


‘I don’t like you.’


‘That’s your problem.’


‘You got a beef with Sonny Boy Marsallus?’


‘No. Why should I?’


‘Because you think he’s piecing into your action.’


‘You’re on a pad for Marsallus?’


‘A woman was beaten to death last night, Sweet Pea. How you’d like to spend tonight in the bag, then answer some questions for us in the morning?’


‘The broad was Sonny’s punch or something? Why ’front me about it?’


‘Nine years ago I helped pull a girl out of the Industrial Canal. She’d been set on fire with gasoline. I heard that’s how you made your bones with the Giacanos.’


He removed a toothpick from his shirt pocket and put it in his mouth. He shook his head profoundly.


‘Nothing around here ever changes. Say, you want a sno’ball?’ he said.


‘You’re a clever man, Sweet Pea.’ I pulled my cuffs from my belt and turned him toward the cinder-block wall.


He waited calmly while I snipped them on each wrist, his chin tilted upward, his slitted eyes smiling at nothing.


‘What’s the charge?’ he asked.


‘Hauling trash without a permit. No offense meant.’


‘Wait a minute,’ he said. He flexed his knees, grunted, and passed gas softly. ‘Boy, that’s better. T’anks a lot, podna.’


That evening my wife, Bootsie, and I boiled crawfish in a big black pot on the kitchen stove and shelled and ate them on the picnic table in the backyard with our adopted daughter, Alafair. Our house had been built of cypress and oak by my father, a trapper and derrick man, during the Depression, each beam and log notched and drilled and pegged, and the wood had hardened and grown dark with rainwater and smoke from stubble burning in the cane fields, and today a ball peen hammer would bounce off its exterior and ring in your palm. Down the tree-dotted slope in front of the house were the bayou and dock and bait shop that I operated with an elderly black man named Batist, and on the far side of the bayou was the swamp, filled with gum and willow trees and dead cypress that turned bloodred in the setting sun.


Alafair was almost fourteen now, far removed from the little Salvadorian girl whose bones had seemed as brittle and hollow as a bird’s when I pulled her from a submerged plane out on the salt; nor was she any longer the round, hard-bodied Americanized child who read Curious George and Baby Squanto Indian books and wore a Donald Duck cap with a quacking bill and a Baby Orca T-shirt and red and white tennis shoes embossed with LEFT and RIGHT on each rubber toe. It seemed that one day she had simply stepped across a line, and the baby fat was gone, and her hips and young breasts had taken on the shape of a woman’s. I still remember the morning, with a pang of the heart, when she asked that her father please not call her ‘little guy’ and ‘Baby Squanto’ anymore.


She wore her hair in bangs, but it grew to her shoulders now and was black and thick with a light chestnut shine in it. She snapped the tail off a crawfish, sucked the fat out of the head, and peeled the shell off the meat with her thumbnail.


‘What’s that book you were reading on the gallery, Dave?’ she asked.


‘A diary of sorts.’


‘Whose is it?’


‘A guy named Sonny Boy.’


‘That’s a grown man’s name?’ she asked.


‘Marsallus?’ Bootsie said. She stopped eating. Her hair was the color of honey, and she had brushed it up in swirls and pinned it on her head. ‘What are you doing with something of his?’


‘I ran into him on Canal.’


‘He’s back in New Orleans? Does he have a death wish?’


‘If he does, someone else may have paid the price for it.’


I saw the question in her eyes.


‘The woman who was killed up on the St. Martin line,’ I said. ‘I think she was Sonny’s girlfriend.’


She bit down softly on the corner of her lip. ‘He’s trying to involve you in something, isn’t he?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Not maybe. I knew him before you did, Dave. He’s a manipulator.’


‘I never figured him out, I guess. Let’s go into town and get some ice cream,’ I said.


‘Don’t let Sonny job you, Streak,’ she said.


I didn’t want to argue with Bootsie’s knowledge of the New Orleans mob. After she married her previous husband, she had found out he kept the books for the Giacano family and owned half of a vending machine company with them. She also discovered, when he and his mistress were shotgunned to death in the parking lot of Hialeah race track, that he had mortgaged her home on Camp Street, which she had brought free and clear to the marriage.


I didn’t want to talk to Bootsie in front of Alafair about the contents of Sonny’s notebook, either. Much of it made little sense to me – names that I didn’t recognize, mention of a telephone tree, allusions to weapons drops and mules flying dope under U.S. coastal radar. In fact, the concern, the place names, seemed a decade out-of-date, the stuff of congressional inquiry during the mid-Reagan era.


But many of the entries were physical descriptions of events that were not characterized by ideology or after-the-fact considerations about legality or illegality:


The inside of the jail is cool and dark and smells of stone and stagnant water. The man in the corner says he’s from Texas but speaks no English. He pried the heels off his boots with a fork and gave the guards seventy American dollars. Through the bars I can see the helicopters going in low across the canopy toward the village on the hillside, firing rockets all the way. I think the guards are going to shoot the man in the corner tomorrow morning. He keeps telling anyone who will listen he’s only a marijuanista …


We found six cane cutters with their thumbs wired behind them in a slough two klicks from the place where we picked up our ammunition. They’d had no connection with us. They had been executed with machetes while kneeling. We pulled out as the families were coming from the village …


Dysentery … water goes through me like a wet razor … burning with fever last night while the trees shook with rain … I wake in the morning to small-arms fire from the other side of an Indian pyramid that’s gray and green and smoking with mist, my blanket crawling with spiders …


‘What are you thinking about?’ Bootsie said on our way back from the ice cream parlor.


‘You’re right about Sonny. He was born to the hustle.’


‘Yes?’


‘I just never knew a grifter who deliberately turned his life into a living wound.’


She looked at me curiously in the fading light.


I didn’t go directly to the department in the morning. Instead, I drove out past Spanish Lake to the little community of Cade, which was made up primarily of dirt roads, the old S.P. rail tracks, the dilapidated, paintless shacks of black people, and the seemingly boundless acreage of the Bertrand family sugar plantation.


It had rained earlier that morning, and the new cane was pale green in the fields and egrets were picking insects out of the rows. I drove down a dirt lane past Bertha Fontenot’s weathered cypress home, which had an orange tin roof and a tiny privy in back. A clump of banana trees grew thickly against her south wall, and petunias and impatiens bloomed out of coffee cans and rusted-out buckets all over her gallery. I drove past one more house, one that was painted, and parked by a grove of gum trees, the unofficial cemetery of the Negro families who had worked on the plantation since before the War Between the States.


The graves were no more than faint depressions among the drifting leaves, the occasional wooden cross or board marker inscribed with crude lettering and numbers knocked down and cracked apart by tractors and cane wagons, except for one yawning pit whose broken stone tablet lay half buried with fallen dirt at the bottom.


But even in the deep shade I could make out the name Chaisson cut into the surface.


‘I can hep you with something?’ a black man said behind me. He was tall, with a bladed face, eyes like bluefish scale, hair shaved close to the scalp, his skin the dull gold cast of worn saddle leather. He wore a grass-stained pink golf shirt, faded jeans, and running shoes without socks.


‘Not really,’ I said.


‘You ax Mr. Moleen you can come on the property?’ he said.


‘I’m Detective Dave Robicheaux with the sheriff’s department,’ I said, and opened my badge holder in my palm. He nodded without replying, his face deliberately simple and empty of any emotion he thought I might read there. ‘Aren’t you Bertie’s nephew?’


‘Yes, suh, that’s right.’


‘Your name’s Luke, you run the juke joint south of the highway?’


‘Sometimes. I don’t own it, though. You know lots of things.’ When he smiled his eyes became veiled. Behind him, I saw a young black woman watching us from the gallery. She wore white shorts and a flowered blouse, and her skin had the same gold cast as his. She walked with a cane, although I could see no infirmity in her legs.


‘How many people do you think are buried in this grove?’ I asked.


‘They ain’t been burying round here for a long time. I ain’t sure it was even in here.’


‘Is that an armadillo hole we’re looking at?’


‘Miz Chaisson and her husband buried there. But that’s the only marker I ever seen here.’


‘Maybe those depressions are all Indian graves. What do you think?’


‘I grew up in town, suh. I wouldn’t know nothing about it.’


‘You don’t have to call me sir.’


He nodded again, his eyes looking at nothing.


‘You own your house, podna?’ I said.


‘Aint Bertie say she own it since her mother died. She let me and my sister stay there.’


‘She says she owns it, huh?’


‘Mr. Moleen say different.’


‘Who do you believe?’ I said, and smiled.


‘It’s what the people at the co’rthouse say. You want anything else, suh? I got to be about my work.’


‘Thanks for your time.’


He walked off through the dappled light, his face turned innocuously into the breeze blowing across the cane field. Had I been a cop too long? I asked myself. Had I come to dislike someone simply because he’d been up the road?


No, it was the disingenuousness, the hostility that had no handles on it, the use of one’s race like the edge of an ax.


But why expect otherwise, I thought. We’d been good teachers.


Five minutes after I walked into my office, Helen Soileau came through the door with a file folder in her hand and sat with one haunch on the corner of my desk, her wide-set, unblinking pale eyes staring at my face.


‘What is it?’ I said.


‘Guess who bailed out Sweet Pea Chaisson?’


I raised my eyebrows.


‘Jason Darbonne, over in Lafayette. When did he start representing pimps?’


‘Darbonne would hitch his mother to a dogsled if the price was right.’


‘Get this. The health officer wouldn’t let Sweet Pea transport the coffin back to Breaux Bridge, so he got a guy to haul it for ten bucks in a garbage truck.’


‘What’s the file folder?’


‘You wanted to question Pissant again? Too bad. The Feds picked him up this morning … Hey, I thought that’d give your peaches a tug.’


‘Helen, could you give a little thought as to how you speak to people sometimes?’


‘I’m not the problem. The problem is that black four-eyed fuck at the jail who turned our man over to the FBI.’


‘What does the FBI want with a house creep?’


‘Here’s the paperwork,’ she said, and threw the folder on my desk. ‘If you go over to the lockup, tell that stack of whale shit to get his mind off copping somebody’s pud, at least long enough to give us a phone call before he screws up an investigation.’


‘I’m serious, Helen … Why not cut people a little … Never mind … I’ll take care of it.’


After she left my office I went over to see the parish jailer. He was a three-hundred-pound bisexual with glasses as thick as Coke bottles and moles all over his neck.


‘I didn’t release him. The night man did,’ he said.


‘This paperwork is shit, Kelso.’


‘Don’t hurt my night man’s feelings. He didn’t get out of the eighth grade for nothing.’


‘You have a peculiar sense of humor. Roland Broussard was witness to a murder.’


‘So talk to the Feds. Maybe that’s why they picked him up. Anyway, they just took him out on loan.’


‘Where’s it say that? This handwriting looks like a drunk chicken walked across the page.’


‘You want anything else?’ he asked, taking a wax paper-wrapped sandwich out of his desk drawer.


‘Yeah, the prisoner back in our custody.’


He nodded, bit into his sandwich, and opened the newspaper on his desk blotter.


‘I promise you, my man, you’ll be the first to know,’ he said, his eyes already deep in a sports story.




chapter four


After you’re a police officer for a while, you encounter certain temptations. They come to you as all seductions do, in increments, a teaspoon at a time, until you discover you made an irrevocable hard left turn down the road someplace and you wake up one morning in a moral wasteland with no idea who you are.


I’m not talking about going on a pad, ripping off dope from an evidence locker, or taking juice from dealers, either. Those temptations are not inherent in the job; they’re in the person.


The big trade-off is in one’s humanity. The discretionary power of a police officer is enormous, at least in the lower strata of society, where you spend most of your time. You start your career with the moral clarity of the youthful altruist, then gradually you begin to feel betrayed by those you supposedly protect and serve. You’re not welcome in their part of town; you’re lied to with regularity, excoriated, your cruiser Molotoved. The most venal bail bondsman can walk with immunity through neighborhoods where you’ll be shot at by snipers.


You begin to believe there are those in our midst who are not part of the same gene pool. You think of them as subhuman, morally diseased, or, at best, as caricatures whom you treat in custody as you would humorous circus animals.


Then maybe you’re the first to arrive on the scene after another cop has shot and killed a fleeing suspect. The summer night is hot and boiling with insects, the air already charged with a knowledge you don’t want to accept. It was a simple B&E, a slashed screen in the back of a house; the dead man is a full-time bumbling loser known to every cop on the beat; the two wounds are three inches apart.


‘He was running?’ you say to the other cop, who’s wired to the eyes.


‘You goddamn right he was. He stopped and turned on me. Look, he had a piece.’


The gun is in the weeds; it’s blue-black, the grips wrapped with electrician’s tape. The moon is down, the night so dark you wonder how anyone could see the weapon in the hand of a black suspect.


‘I’m counting on you, kid,’ the other cop says. ‘Just tell people what you saw. There’s the fucking gun. Right? It ain’t a mushroom.’


And you step across a line.


Don’t sweat it, a sergeant and drinking buddy tells you later. It’s just one more lowlife off the board. Most of these guys wouldn’t make good bars of soap.


Then something happens that reminds you we all fell out of the same tree.


Imagine a man locked in a car trunk, his wrists bound behind him, his nose running from the dust and the thick oily smell of the spare tire. The car’s brake lights go on, illuminating the interior of the trunk briefly, then the car turns on a rural road and gravel pings like rifle shot under the fenders. But something changes, a stroke of luck the bound man can’t believe – the car bangs over a rut and the latch on the trunk springs loose from the lock, hooking just enough so that the trunk lid doesn’t fly up in the driver’s rearview mirror.


The air that blows through the opening smells of rain and wet trees and flowers; the man can hear hundreds of frogs croaking in unison. He readies himself, presses the sole of his tennis shoe against the latch, eases it free, then rolls over the trunk’s lip, tumbles off the bumper, and bounces like a tire in the middle of the road. The breath goes out of his chest in a long wheeze, as though he had been dropped from a great height; rocks scour divots out of his face and grind red circles the size of silver dollars on his elbows.


Thirty yards up the car has skidded to a stop, the lid of the trunk flopping in the air. And the bound man splashes through the cattails into a slough by the side of the road, his legs tangling in dead hyacinth vines below the surface, the silt locking around his ankles like soft cement.


Ahead he can see the flooded stands of cypress and willow trees, the green layer of algae on the dead water, the shadows that envelop and protect him like a cloak. The hyacinth vines are like wire around his legs; he trips, falls on one knee. A brown cloud of mud mushrooms around him. He stumbles forward again, jerking at the clothesline that binds his wrists, his heart exploding in his chest.


His pursuers are directly behind him now; his back twitches as though the skin has been stripped off with pliers. Then he wonders if the scream he hears is his own or that of a nutria out on the lake.


They fire only one round. It passes through him like a shaft of ice, right above the kidney. When he opens his eyes, he’s on his back, stretched across a cushion of crushed willows on top of a sand spit, his legs in the water. The sound of the pistol report is still ringing in his ears. The man who wades toward him in silhouette is smoking a cigarette.


Not twice. It’s not fair, Roland Broussard wants to say. I got a meth problem. That’s the only reason I was there. I’m a nobody guy, man. You don’t need to do this.


The man in silhouette takes another puff off his cigarette, pitches it out into the trees, perhaps moves out of the moon’s glow so Roland’s face will be better illuminated. Then he sights along the barrel and puts another round from the .357 Magnum right through Roland’s eyebrow.


He walks with a heavy step back up the embankment, where a companion has waited for him as though he were watching the rerun of an old film.




chapter five


Clete listened, his powder blue porkpie hat slanted down on his forehead, his eyes roving out into the hall while I talked. He wore an immaculate pair of white tennis shorts and a print shirt covered with parakeets. The back of his neck and the tops of his immense arms were flaking with sunburn.


‘Kidnapping a guy already in custody is pretty slick. Who do you figure these characters were?’ he said, his eyes leaving two uniformed deputies on the other side of the glass.


‘Guys who knew the drill, at least well enough to convince a night jailer they were FBI.’


‘The greaseballs?’


‘Maybe.’


‘It’s not their normal style. They don’t like to stray into federal jurisdiction.’ He glanced through the glass partition into the hall again. ‘Why do I get the feeling I’m some kind of zoo exhibit?’


‘It’s your imagination,’ I said, my face flat.


‘I bet.’ Then he winked and pointed at a deputy with one finger. The deputy looked down at some papers in his hand.


‘Knock it off, Clete.’


‘Why’d you ask me down here?’


‘I thought you’d like to go fishing.’


He smiled. His face was round and pink, his green eyes lighted with a private sense of humor. A scar ran through part of his eyebrow and across the bridge of his nose, where he had been bashed with a pipe when he was a kid in the Irish Channel.


‘Dave, I know what my old Homicide podjo is going to think before he thinks it.’


‘I’ve got two open murder cases. One of the victims may have been Sonny Boy Marsallus’s girlfriend.’


‘Marsallus, huh?’ he said, his face sobering.


‘I tried to have him picked up by NOPD, but he went off the screen.’


He drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair.


‘Leave him off the screen,’ he said.


‘What was he into down in the tropics?’ I asked.


‘A lot of grief.’


Helen Soileau came through the door, without knocking, and dropped the crime scene report on my desk.


‘You want to look it over and sign it?’ she said. Her eyes went up and down Clete’s body.


‘Do y’all know each other?’ I said.


‘Only by reputation. Didn’t he work for Sally Dio?’ she said.


Clete fed a stick of gum in his mouth and looked at me.


‘I’ll go over the report in a few minutes, Helen,’ I said.


‘We couldn’t get a print off the cigarette butt, but the casts on the footprints and tire tracks look good,’ she said. ‘By the way, the .357 rounds were hollow-points.’


‘Thanks,’ I said.


Clete swiveled around in his chair and watched her go back out the door.


‘Who’s the muff-diver?’ he said.


‘Come on, Clete.’


‘One look at that broad is enough to drive you to a monastery.’


It was a quarter to five.


‘Do you want to pull your car around front and I’ll meet you there?’ I said.


He followed me in his old Cadillac convertible to the Henderson levee outside Breaux Bridge. We put my boat and outboard in the water and fished on the far side of a bay dotted with abandoned oil platforms and dead cypress trees. The rain was falling through shafts of sunlight in the west, and the rain looked like tunnels of spun glass and smoke rising into the sky.


Clete took a long-necked bottle of Dixie beer from the cooler and snapped off the top with his pocketknife. The foam slid down the inside of the neck when he removed the bottle from his mouth. Then he drank again, his throat working a long time. His face looked tired, vaguely morose.


‘Were you bothered by that crack Helen made about Sally Dio?’


‘So I ran security for a greaseball. I also had two of his goons slam my hand in a car door. Sometime when you have a chance, tell the bride of Frankenstein what happened when Sal and his hired gumballs were flying friendly skies.’


The plane had crashed and exploded in a fireball on a mountainside in western Montana. The National Transportation Safety Board said someone had poured sand in the gas tanks.


Clete finished his beer and blew out his breath. He pushed his hand down in the ice for another bottle.


‘You okay, partner?’ I said.


‘I’ve never dealt real well with that bullshit I got involved with in Central America. Sometimes it comes back in the middle of the night, I mean worse than when I got back from Vietnam. It’s like somebody striking a match on my stomach lining.’


There were white lines at the corners of his eyes. He watched his red-and-white bobber move across the water in the shade of an oil platform, dip below the surface and rise quivering again; but he didn’t pick up his rod.


‘Maybe it’s time for the short version of the Serenity Prayer. Sometimes you just have to say fuck it,’ I said.


‘What’s the worst day you had in ‘Nam, I mean besides getting nailed by that Bouncing Betty?’


‘A village chieftain called in the 105s on his own people.’


‘Sonny Boy and I hooked up with the same bunch of gunrunners. It was like an outdoor mental asylum down there. Half the time I didn’t know if we were selling to the rebels or the government. I was so strung out on rum and dope and my own troubles I didn’t care, either. Then one night we got to see what the government did when they wanted to put the fear of God in the Indians.’


He pinched his mouth with his hand. His calluses made a dry sound like sandpaper against his whiskers. He took a breath and widened his eyes.


‘They went into this one ville and killed everything in sight. Maybe four hundred people. There was an orphanage there, run by some Mennonites. They didn’t spare anybody … all those kids … man.’
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