



[image: ]






‘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’


Marcel Berlins, The Times Metro


‘Resounds with poetry and rage. Sometimes it seems the only Americans fighting the death penalty are crime writers’


Independent


‘Although the novel’s tone is elegiac and aches with an excruciating sense of despair, it’s Robicheaux’s humanity which shines a light through the gloom and invests the book with a life-affirming quality. Purple Cane Road is undoubtedly Burke’s best novel yet, an ambitious work which blurs the boundaries between so-called “serious” literature and crime fiction’


Crime Time


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


Maxim Jakubowski, Guardian



‘It is difficult to think of new superlatives to describe Purple Cane Road . . . [it] is written in a language which, at once sharp yet poetic, can handle with nonchalant skill anything from extreme violence to languorous ease. But this must be the best of the series . . . the final pages have an emotional impact which lifts the novel far above its genre’


T. J. Binyon, Evening Standard



‘A thrilling piece of fiction, at once exciting and elegiac . . . In Purple Cane Road he writes with a depth of feeling that is rare in the mystery genre’


Observer


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


Susanna Yager, Sunday Telegraph





James Lee Burke is the author of the award-winning Detective Dave Robicheaux series as well as numerous other novels. He received the Edgar award for Black Cherry Blues in 1990 and for Cimarron Rose in 1998 and received the CWA Gold Dagger in 1998 for Sunset Limited. He lives with his wife, Pearl, in Missoula, Montana, and New Iberia, Louisiana.


www.jamesleeburke.com





By James Lee Burke



DAVE ROBICHEAUX NOVELS


The Neon Rain


Heaven’s Prisoners


Black Cherry Blues


A Morning for Flamingos


A Stained White Radiance


In the Electric Mist with Confederate Dead


Dixie City Jam


Burning Angel


Cadillac Jukebox


Sunset Limited


Purple Cane Road


Jolie Blon’s Bounce


Last Car to Elysian Fields


Crusader’s Cross


Pegasus Descending


The Tin Roof Blowdown


BILLY BOB HOLLAND NOVELS


Cimarron Rose


Heartwood


Bitterroot


In the Moon of Red Ponies


OTHER FICTION


Half of Paradise


To the Bright and Shining Sun


Lay Down My Sword and Shield


Two for Texas


The Lost Get-Back Boogie


The Convict and Other Stories


White Doves at Morning


Jesus Out to Sea





JAMES LEE BURKE


PURPLE CANE ROAD


[image: 9781409132868_oeb_004_r1]





AN ORION EBOOK


First published in Great Britain in 2000 by Orion
This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books


Copyright © James Lee Burke 2000


The moral right of James Lee Burke to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978 1 4091 3286 8


This ebook produced by Jouve, France


The Orion Publishing Group Ltd 
Orion House 
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane
London WC2H 9EA


An Hachette UK Company


www.orionbooks.co.uk




For old-time University of Missouri pals
Harold Frisbee and Jerry Hood





chapter one


Years ago, in state documents, Vachel Carmouche was always referred to as the electrician, never as the executioner. That was back in the days when the electric chair was sometimes housed at Angola. At other times it traveled, along with its own generators, on a flatbed semitruck from parish prison to parish prison. Vachel Carmouche did the state’s work. He was good at it.


In New Iberia we knew his real occupation but pretended we did not. He lived by himself, up Bayou Teche, in a tin-roofed, paintless cypress house that stayed in the deep shade of oak trees. He planted no flowers in his yard and seldom raked it, but he always drove a new car and washed and polished it religiously.


Early each morning we’d see him in a cafe on East Main, sitting by himself at the counter, in his pressed gray or khaki clothes and cloth cap, his eyes studying other customers in the mirror, his slight overbite paused above his coffee cup, as though he were waiting to speak, although he rarely engaged others in conversation.


When he caught you looking at him, he smiled quickly, his sun-browned face threading with hundreds of lines, but his smile did not go with the expression in his eyes.


Vachel Carmouche was a bachelor. If he had lady friends, we were not aware of them. He came infrequently to Provost’s Bar and Pool Room and would sit at my table or next to me at the bar, indicating in a vague way that we were both law officers and hence shared a common experience.


That was when I was in uniform at NOPD and was still enamored with Jim Beam straight up and a long-neck Jax on the side.


One night he found me at a table by myself at Provost’s and sat down without being asked, a white bowl of okra gumbo in his hands. A veterinarian and a grocery store owner I had been drinking with came out of the men’s room and glanced at the table, then went to the bar and ordered beer there and drank with their backs to us.


‘Being a cop is a trade-off, isn’t it?’ Vachel said.


‘Sir?’ I said.


‘You don’t have to call me “sir” . . . You spend a lot of time alone?’


‘Not so much.’


‘I think it goes with the job. I was a state trooper once.’ His eyes, which were as gray as his starched shirt, drifted to the shot glass in front of me and the rings my beer mug had left on the tabletop. ‘A drinking man goes home to a lot of echoes. The way a stone sounds in a dry well. No offense meant, Mr Robicheaux. Can I buy you a round?’


The acreage next to Vachel Carmouche was owned by the Labiche family, descendants of what had been known as free people of color before the Civil War. The patriarch of the family had been a French-educated mulatto named Jubal Labiche who owned a brick factory on the bayou south of New Iberia. He both owned and rented slaves and worked them unmercifully and supplied much of the brick for the homes of his fellow slave owners up and down the Teche.


The columned house he built south of the St Martin Parish line did not contain the Italian marble or Spanish ironwork of the sugar growers whose wealth was far greater than his own and whose way of life he sought to emulate. But he planted live oaks along the drives and hung his balconies and veranda with flowers; his slaves kept his pecan and peach orchards and produce fields broom-sweep clean. Although he was not invited into the homes of whites, they respected him as a businessman and taskmaster and treated him with courtesy on the street. That was almost enough for Jubal Labiche. Almost. He sent his children North to be educated, in hopes they would marry up, across the color line, that the high-yellow stain that limited his ambition would eventually bleach out of the Labiche family’s skin.


Unfortunately for him, when the federals came up the Teche in April of 1863 they thought him every bit the equal of his white neighbors. In democratic fashion they freed his slaves, burned his fields and barns and corncribs, tore the ventilated shutters off his windows for litters to carry their wounded, and chopped up his imported furniture and piano for firewood.


Twenty-five years ago the last adult members of the Labiche family to bear the name, a husband and a wife, filled themselves with whiskey and sleeping pills, tied plastic bags over their heads, and died in a parked car behind a Houston pickup bar. Both were procurers. Both had been federal witnesses against a New York crime family.


They left behind identical twin daughters, aged five years, named Letty and Passion Labiche.


The girls’ eyes were blue, their hair the color of smoke, streaked with dark gold, as though it had been painted there with a brush. An aunt, who was addicted to morphine and claimed to be a traiture, or juju woman, was assigned guardianship by the state. Often Vachel Carmouche volunteered to baby-sit the girls, or walk them out to the road to wait for the Head Start bus that took them to the preschool program in New Iberia.


We did not give his attentions to the girls much thought. Perhaps good came out of bad, we told ourselves, and there was an area in Carmouche’s soul that had not been disfigured by the deeds he performed with the machines he oiled and cleaned by hand and transported from jail to jail. Perhaps his kindness toward children was his attempt at redemption.


Besides, their welfare was the business of the state, wasn’t it?


In fourth grade one of the twins, Passion, told her teacher of a recurrent nightmare and the pain she awoke with in the morning.


The teacher took Passion to Charity Hospital in Lafayette, but the physician said the abrasions could have been caused by the child playing on the seesaw in City Park.


When the girls were about twelve I saw them with Vachel Carmouche on a summer night out at Veazey’s ice cream store on West Main. They wore identical checkered sundresses and different-colored ribbons in their hair. They sat in Carmouche’s truck, close to the door, a lackluster deadness in their eyes, their mouths turned down at the corners, while he talked out the window to a black man in bib overalls.


‘I’ve been patient with you, boy. You got the money you had coming. You calling me a liar?’ he said.


‘No, suh, I ain’t doing that.’


‘Then good night to you,’ he said. When one of the girls said something, he popped her lightly on the cheek and started his truck.


I walked across the shell parking area and stood by his window.


‘Excuse me, but what gives you the right to hit someone else’s child in the face?’ I asked.


‘I think you misperceived what happened,’ he replied.


‘Step out of your truck, please.’


‘My cotton-pickin’ foot. You’re out of your jurisdiction, Mr Robicheaux. You got liquor on your breath, too.’


He backed his truck out from under the oak trees and drove away.


I went to Provost’s and drank for three hours at the bar and watched the pool games and the old men playing bouree and dominoes under the wood-bladed fans. The warm air smelled of talcum and dried perspiration and the green sawdust on the floor.


‘Have any locals pulled in Vachel Carmouche?’ I asked the bartender.


‘Go home, Dave,’ he said.


I drove north along Bayou Teche to Carmouche’s home. The house was dark, but next door the porch and living room lights were on at the Labiche house. I pulled into the Labiche driveway and walked across the yard toward the brick steps. The ground was sunken, moldy with pecan husks and dotted with palmettos, the white paint on the house stained with smoke from stubble fires in the cane fields. My face felt warm and dilated with alcohol, my ears humming with sound that had no origin.


Vachel Carmouche opened the front door and stepped out into the light. I could see the twins and the aunt peering out the door behind him.


‘I think you’re abusing those children,’ I said.


‘You’re an object of pity and ridicule, Mr Robicheaux,’ he replied.


‘Step out here in the yard.’


His face was shadowed, his body haloed with humidity in the light behind him.


‘I’m armed,’ he said when I approached him.


I struck his face with my open hand, his whiskers scraping like grit against my skin, his mouth streaking my palm with his saliva.


He touched his upper lip, which had broken against his overbite, and looked at the blood on his fingers.


‘You come here with vomit on your breath and stink in your clothes and judge me?’ he said. ‘You sit in the Red Hat House and watch while I put men to death, then condemn me because I try to care for orphan children? You’re a hypocrite, Mr Robicheaux. Be gone, sir.’


He went inside and closed the door behind him and turned off the porch light. My face felt small and tight, like the skin on an apple, in the heated darkness.


I returned to New Orleans and my problems with pari-mutuel windows and a dark-haired, milk-skinned wife from Martinique who went home with men from the Garden District while I was passed out in a houseboat on Lake Pontchartrain, the downdraft of U.S. Army helicopters flattening a plain of elephant grass in my dreams.


I heard stories about the Labiche girls: their troubles with narcotics; the bikers and college boys and sexual adventurers who drifted in and out of their lives; their minor roles in a movie that was shot outside Lafayette; the R&B record Letty cut in prison that made the charts for two or three weeks.


When I bottomed out I often included the girls in my prayers and regretted deeply that I had been a drunk when perhaps I could have made a difference in their lives. Once I dreamed of them cowering in a bed, waiting for a man’s footsteps outside their door and a hand that would quietly twist the knob in the jamb. But in daylight I convinced myself that my failure was only a small contributing factor in the tragedy of their lives, that my guilty feelings were simply another symptom of alcoholic grandiosity.


Vachel Carmouche’s undoing came aborning from his long-suppressed desire for publicity and recognition. On a vacation in Australia he was interviewed by a television journalist about his vocation as a state executioner.


Carmouche sneered at his victims.


‘They try to act macho when they come into the room. But I can see the sheen of fear in their eyes,’ he said.


He lamented the fact that electrocution was an inadequate punishment for the type of men he had put to death.


‘It’s too quick. They should suffer. Just like the people they killed,’ he said.


The journalist was too numb to ask a follow-up question.


The tape was picked up by the BBC, then aired in the United States. Vachel Carmouche lost his job. His sin lay not in his deeds but in his visibility.


He boarded up his house and disappeared for many years, where to, we never knew. Then he returned one spring evening eight years ago, pried the plywood off his windows, and hacked the weeds out of his yard with a sickle while the radio played on his gallery and a pork roast smoked on his barbecue pit. A black girl of about twelve sat on the edge of the gallery, her bare feet in the dust, idly turning the crank on an ice cream maker.


After sunset he went inside and ate dinner at his kitchen table, a bottle of refrigerated wine uncapped by his plate. A hand tapped on the back door, and he rose from his chair and pushed open the screen.


A moment later he was crawling across the linoleum while a mattock tore into his spine and rib cage, his neck and scalp, exposing vertebrae, piercing kidneys and lungs, blinding him in one eye.


Letty Labiche was arrested naked in her backyard, where she was burning a robe and work shoes in a trash barrel and washing Vachel Carmouche’s blood off her body and out of her hair with a garden hose.


For the next eight years she would use every means possible to avoid the day she would be moved to the Death House at Angola Penitentiary and be strapped down on a table where a medical technician, perhaps even a physician, would inject her with drugs that sealed her eyes and congealed the muscles in her face and shut down her respiratory system, causing her to die inside her own skin with no sign of discomfort being transmitted to the spectators.


I had witnessed two electrocutions at Angola. They sickened and repelled me, even though I was involved in the arrest and prosecution of both men. But neither affected me the way Letty Labiche’s fate would.





chapter two


Clete Purcel still had his private investigator’s office in the Quarter, down on St Ann, and ate breakfast every morning in the Cafe du Monde across from Jackson Square. That’s where I found him, the third Saturday in April, at a shady outdoor table, a cup of coffee and hot milk and pile of powdered beignets on a plate in front of him.


He wore a blue silk shirt with huge red flowers on it, a porkpie hat, and Roman sandals and beige slacks. His coat was folded over an empty chair, the handkerchief pocket torn loose from the stitching. He had sandy hair that he combed straight back and a round Irish face and green eyes that always had a beam in them. His arms had the girth and hardness of fire plugs, the skin dry and scaling from the sunburn that never quite turned into a tan.


At one time he was probably the best homicide investigator NOPD ever had. Now he ran down bail skips in the projects for Nig Rosewater and Wee Willie Bimstine.


‘So I’m hooking up Little Face Dautrieve when her pimp comes out of the closet with a shank and almost cuts my nipple off,’ he said. ‘I paid three hundred bucks for that suit two weeks ago.’


‘Where’s the pimp?’ I asked.


‘I’ll let you know when I find him.’


‘Tell me again about Little Face.’


‘What’s to tell? She’s got clippings about Letty Labiche all over her living room. I ask her if she’s morbid and she goes, “No, I’m from New Iberia.” So I go, “Being on death row makes people celebrities in New Iberia?” She says, “Brush your teeth more often, Fat Man, and change your deodorant while you’re at it.”’


He put a beignet in his mouth and looked at me while he chewed.


‘What’s she down on?’ I asked.


‘Prostitution and possession. She says the vice cop who busted her got her to lay him first, then he planted some rock in her purse. He says he’ll make the possession charge go away if she’ll provide regular boom-boom for him and a department liaison guy.’


‘I thought the department had been cleaned up.’


‘Right,’ Clete said. He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin and picked up his coat. ‘Come on, I’ll drop this at the tailor’s and take you out to the project.’


‘You said you hooked her up.’


‘I called Nig and got her some slack . . . Don’t get the wrong idea, mon. Her pimp is Zipper Clum. Little Face stays on the street, he’ll be back around.’


We parked under a tree at the welfare project and walked across a dirt playground toward the two-story brick apartment building with green window trim and small green wood porches where Little Face Dautrieve lived. We passed a screen window and Clete fanned the air in front of his face. He stared through the screen, then banged on the frame with his fist.


‘Lose the pipe and open the front door,’ he said.


‘Anything for you, Fat Man. But don’t get on my bat’room scale again. You done broke all the springs,’ a voice said from inside.


‘My next job is going to be at the zoo. I can’t take this anymore,’ Clete said when we were on the front porch.


Little Face pushed open the door and held it while we walked inside. She wore cut-off blue jeans and a white T-shirt and had very dark skin and lustrous, thick hair that she wore on her shoulders. Her eyes were no bigger than dimes.


‘This is Dave Robicheaux. He’s a homicide detective in Iberia Parish,’ Clete said. ‘He’s a friend of Letty Labiche.’


She tilted up her profile and pursed her lips and brushed back her hair with her fingers. She had on heels, and her rump and the backs of her thighs were taut against her shorts.


‘How about flexing your brain instead of your stuff for a change?’ Clete said.


‘What he want wit’ me?’ she said.


‘Why would you keep all those newspaper clippings about Letty?’ I asked.


‘They for Zipper,’ she replied.


‘You know how Zipper got his name? He carved all over a girl’s face with a razor blade,’ Clete said to her.


‘We still love you, Fat Man. Everybody down here do,’ she said.


‘I hate this job,’ Clete said.


I placed my hands lightly on the tops of Little Face’s arms. For a moment the cocaine glaze went out of her eyes.


‘Letty Labiche is probably going to be executed. A lot of people think that shouldn’t happen. Do you know something that can help her?’ I said.


Her mouth was small and red, and she puckered her lips uncertainly, her eyes starting to water now. She pulled out of my grasp and turned away.


‘I got an allergy. It makes me sneeze all the time,’ she said.


The mantel over the small fireplace was decorated with blue and red glass candle containers. I stooped down and picked up a burned newspaper photo of Letty from the hearth. Her image looked like it was trapped inside a charcoal-stained transparency. A puff of wind blew through the door, and the newspaper broke into ash that rose in the chimney like gray moths.


‘You been working some juju, Little Face?’ I asked.


‘’Cause I sell out of my pants don’t mean I’m stupid and superstitious.’ Then she said to Clete, ‘You better go, Fat Man. Take your friend wit’ you, too. You ain’t funny no more.’


Sunday morning I went to Mass with my wife, Bootsie, and my adopted daughter, Alafair, then I drove out to the Labiche home on the bayou.


Passion Labiche was raking pecan leaves in the backyard and burning them in a rusty barrel. She wore men’s shoes and work pants and a rumpled cotton shirt tied under her breasts. She heard my footsteps behind her and grinned at me over her shoulder. Her olive skin was freckled, her back muscular from years of field work. In looking at the brightness of her face, you would not think she grieved daily on the plight of her sister. But grieve she did, and I believed few people knew to what degree.


She dropped a rake-load of wet leaves and pecan husks on the fire, and the smoke curled out of the barrel in thick curds like damp sulfur burning. She fanned her face with a magazine.


‘I found a twenty-year-old hooker in New Orleans who seems to have a big emotional investment in your sister’s case. Her name’s Little Face Dautrieve. She’s originally from New Iberia,’ I said.


‘I don’t guess I know her,’ she said.


‘How about a pimp named Zipper Clum?’


‘Oh, yes. You forget Zipper about as easy as face warts,’ she said, and made a clicking sound and started raking again.


‘Where do you know him from?’ I said.


‘My parents were in the life. Zipper Clum’s been at it a long time.’ Then her eyes seemed to go empty as though she were looking at a thought in the center of her mind. ‘What’d you find out from this black girl?’


‘Nothing.’


She nodded, her eyes still translucent, empty of anything I could read. Then she said, ‘The lawyers say we still got a chance with the Supreme Court. I wake up in the morning and think maybe it’s all gonna be okay. We’ll get a new trial, a new jury, the kind you see on television, full of people who turn abused women loose. Then I fix coffee and the day’s full of spiders.’


I stared at her back while she raked. She stopped and turned around.


‘Something wrong?’ she said.


‘I didn’t mention Little Face Dautrieve was black,’ I said.


She removed a strand of hair from the corner of her mouth. Her skin looked dry and cool inside the smoke from the fire, her hands resting on the rake, her shoulders erect.


‘What are the odds she work for Zipper and she white?’ she said.


When I didn’t reply her eyes wandered out into the yard.


‘I’ll stay in touch,’ I said finally.


‘You bet, good-looking man, you.’


I operated a boat-rental and bait business on the bayou down toward Avery Island, south of New Iberia. The house my father had built of cypress sat up on a slope above the dirt road, its wide gallery and rusted corrugated roof shaded by live-oak and pecan trees. The beds were planted with roses, impatiens, hydrangeas, and hibiscus, and we had a horse lot for Alafair’s Appaloosa and a rabbit hutch and a duck pond at the foot of the backyard. From the gallery we could look down through the tree trunks in the yard to the dock and concrete boat ramp and the bait shop and the swamp on the far side. At sunset I pulled back the awning on the guy wires that ran above the dock and turned on the string of overhead lights and you could see the bream feeding on the insects around the pilings and the water hyacinths that grew in islands among the cypress knees. Every night the sky over the Gulf danced with heat lightning, white sheets of it that rippled silently through hundreds of miles of thunderheads in the wink of an eye.


I loved the place where I lived and the house my father had built and notched and grooved and pegged with his hands, and I loved the people I lived with in the house.


Sunday night Bootsie and I ate supper on the picnic table under the mimosa tree in the backyard. The wind was balmy and smelled of salt and fish spawning, and the moon was up and I could see the young sugarcane blowing in my neighbor’s field.


Bootsie set out a tray of deviled eggs and sliced ham and onions and tomatoes on the table and poured two glasses full of crushed ice and sun tea and put sprigs of mint in them. Her hair was the color of honey and she had cut it so it was short and thick on the back of her neck. She had the most lovely complexion of any woman I had ever known. It had the pinkness of a rose petal when the rose first opens into light, and a faint flush came into her cheeks and throat when she made love or when she was angry.


‘You saw Passion Labiche today?’ she asked.


‘Yeah. It bothered me a little bit, too,’ I said.


‘Why?’


‘A hooker in New Orleans, a bail skip Clete ran down, had saved all these clippings about Letty. I asked Passion if she knew her. She said she didn’t, but then she slipped and referred to the girl as being black. Why would she want to lie?’


‘Maybe she was just making an assumption.’


‘People of color usually make derogatory assumptions about their own race?’ I said.


‘All right, smart,’ she said.


‘Sorry.’


She hit the top of my hand with her spoon. Just then the phone rang in the kitchen.


I went inside and picked it up.


‘I got the word on Zipper Clum. He’s going to be in a fuck pad in Baton Rouge about two hours from now. Out towards where Highland Road runs into the highway . . . You there?’ Clete said.


‘Yeah. I’m just a little tired.’


‘I thought you wanted the gen on those news clippings.’


‘Can we nail this guy another time?’


‘The Zip’s a moving target,’ he said.


I put my army-issue .45 that I had brought home from Vietnam on the seat of my truck and took the four-lane to Lafayette, then caught I-10 across the Atchafalaya Basin. The wind came up and it started to rain, dimpling the bays on each side of the causeway. The islands of willows and flooded cypress were in early leaf, whipping in the wind, and there was a hard chop in the bays that broke against the pilings of abandoned oil platforms. I crossed the Atchafalaya River, which had swollen over its banks into the woods, then the wetlands began to fall behind me and I was driving through pasture and farmland again and up ahead I could see the bridge across the Mississippi and the night glow of Baton Rouge against the sky.


I drove through the city, then east on Highland, out into the country again, and turned on a shell road that led back into a grove of trees. I saw Clete’s maroon Cadillac parked by a white cinder-block apartment building whose windows were nailed over with plywood. A second car, a new Buick with tinted windows, was parked next to a cluster of untrimmed banana trees. A light burned behind the plywood on the second floor of the building, and another light was turned on inside a shed that had been built over the stairwell on the roof.


I clipped my holster on my belt and got out of the truck and walked toward the front entrance. It had stopped raining now, and the wind puffed the trees over my head. The dark blue paint of the Buick was luminous with the rainwater that had beaded into drops as big as quarters on the wax.


I heard feet scraping on the roof, then a man’s voice yell out and a sound like a heavy weight crashing through tree limbs.


I slipped the .45 out of its holster and went to the side of the building and looked up toward the roof. I saw Clete Purcel lean over the half-wall that bordered the roof, stare at something down below, then disappear.


I went in the front door and climbed the stairs to a hallway that was littered with garbage and broken plaster. Only one room was lighted. The door was open and a video camera on a tripod was propped up by a bed with a red satin sheet on it.


I went up another stairwell to the roof. I stepped out on the gravel and tar surface and saw Clete grab a black man by his belt and the back of his collar and run him toward the wall, then fling him, arms churning, into a treetop down below.


‘What are you doing?’ I said incredulously.


‘They were gang-banging a pair of sixteen-year-old girls down there and filming it. Zipper and his pals have gone into the movie business,’ Clete said. He wore a blue-black .38 in a nylon and leather shoulder holster. A flat-sided sap stuck out of his back pocket. ‘Right, Zip?’


He kicked the sole of a mulatto who was handcuffed by one wrist to a fire-escape rung. The mulatto’s eyes were turquoise, the irises ringed with a frosted discoloration. A puckered, concentric gray scar was burned into one cheek. His hair was almost white, straight, like a Caucasian’s, cut short, his body as taut and shiny as wrapped plastic, his arms scrolled with jailhouse art.


‘Robicheaux?’ he said, focusing on my face.


‘Why’s Little Face Dautrieve collecting news articles on Letty Labiche?’ I asked.


‘Her brains are in her ass. That’s where they suppose to be. Say, your man here kind of out of control. How ’bout a little intervention?’


‘I don’t have much influence with him,’ I said.


‘It’s your flight time, Zipper. I’m not sure I can hit that tree again, though,’ Clete said. He pulled his revolver from his shoulder holster and threw it to me, then leaned down and unlocked the cuff on Zipper’s wrist and jerked him to his feet.


‘Look over the side, Zipper. It’s going to break all your sticks, guaranteed. Last chance, my man,’ Clete said.


Zipper took a breath and raised both hands in front of him, as though placating an unteachable adversary.


‘I tole you, Little Face got her own groove. I don’t know why she do what she do,’ he said.


‘Wrong answer, shithead,’ Clete said, and hooked one hand under Zipper’s belt and clenched the other tightly on the back of his neck.


Zipper’s face twisted toward mine, the rictus of his mouth filled with gold and silver, his breath a fog of funk and decayed shrimp.


‘Robicheaux, your mama’s name was Mae . . . Wait, it was Guillory before she married. That was the name she went by . . . Mae Guillory. But she was your mama,’ he said.


‘What?’ I said.


He wet his lips uncertainly.


‘She dealt cards and still hooked a little bit. Behind a club in Lafourche Parish. This was maybe 1966 or ’67,’ he said.


Clete’s eyes were fixed on my face. ‘You’re in a dangerous area, sperm breath,’ he said to Zipper.


‘They held her down in a mud puddle. They drowned her,’ Zipper said.


‘They drowned my . . . Say that again,’ I said, my left hand reaching for his shirt, my right lifting Clete’s .38 toward his face.


‘These cops were on a pad. For the Giacanos. She saw them kill somebody. They held her down in the mud, then rolled her into the bayou,’ Zipper said.


Then Clete was between me and Zipper Clum, shoving me in the chest, pushing away the gun in my hand as though it were attached to a spring. ‘Look at me, Streak! Get out of it! Don’t make me clock you, noble mon . . . Hey, that’s it. We’re copacetic here, yes indeedy. Nothing rattles the Bobbsey Twins from Homicide.’





chapter three


My father was an enormous, black-haired, illiterate Cajun whose saloon brawls were not only a terrifying experience for his adversaries but beautiful to watch. He would back against a wall in Provost’s or Slick’s or Mulate’s and take on all comers, his hamlike fists crashing against the heads of his opponents, while cops and bouncers tried to nail him with pool cues and chairs and batons before he destroyed the entire bar. Blood would well out of his scalp and glisten in his beard and wild, curly hair; the more his adversaries hit him, the more he would grin and beckon the brave and incautious into range of his fists.


That was the Aldous Robicheaux people saw publicly, fighting, his shirt and striped overalls ripped off his back, his wrists handcuffed behind him while a half dozen cops escorted him to a police car. They never saw what my father and mother did to each other at home before my father went to the saloon to find a surrogate for the enemy he couldn’t deal with inside his own breast.


My mother was a plump, attractive woman who worked for thirty cents an hour in a laundry that employed mostly Negro women. She loved to dress up and wear her lavender pillbox hat, one with a stiff white net on it, and go to dance halls and crawfish boils and the fais-dodo in Breaux Bridge. While my father was in the parish prison, other men came to our house, and two of them offered my mother access to what she thought was a much better world than the one she shared with my father.


Hank was a soldier stationed at Fort Polk, a tall, sun-browned man with a red, welted scar from Omaha Beach on his shoulder who told my mother he belonged to the stagehands union in Hollywood. In the morning he would go into the bathroom when my mother was already in there, and I would hear them laughing through the door. Then he would stay in there a long time by himself, filling the room with steam. When I went in to bathe before school, no warm water was left in the tank, and he would tell me to heat a pan on the stove and wash with a rag at the kitchen sink.


‘Mama wants me to take a whole bath,’ I said one morning.


‘Suit yourself, kid. Scrub out the tub when you get finished. I don’t like sitting in somebody else’s dirt,’ he replied.


He smelled of testosterone and shaving cream and the cigarette he kept balanced on the lavatory while he combed Lucky Tiger into his hair in front of the mirror, a towel wrapped around his hips. He saw me watching him in the mirror and he turned and cocked his fists like a prizefighter’s.


He and my mother boarded the Sunset Limited in 1946 and went out to Hollywood. On the platform she hugged me against her and kept patting me on the head and back as though her hands could convey meaning her words could not.


‘I’m gonna send for you. I promise, Davy. You gonna see movie stars and swim in the ocean and go on roller-coaster rides out over the water, you. It ain’t like here, no. It don’t never rain and people got all the money they want,’ she said.


When she returned to New Iberia on the bus, the ticket purchased with money my father had to wire a priest, she showed me postcards of Angel’s Flight and Grauman’s Chinese Theater and the beach at Malibu, as though these were magic places that had defined her experience in California rather than a garage apartment by a downtown freeway where Hank had left her one morning with the icebox empty and the rent unpaid.


But it was a thin, small-boned bouree dealer named Mack who took her away from us permanently. He owned a car and wore a fedora and two-tone shoes and had a moustache that looked like it had been drawn above his lip with grease pencil. I hated Mack more than any of the others. He feared my father and was cruel in the way all cowards are. He knew how to inflict injury deep into the bone, and he always had an explanation to mask the nature of his real agenda, like a man who tickles a child incessantly and says he means no harm.


My calico cat gave birth to her litter in the barn, but Mack found them before I did. He put them in a paper sack and weighted the sack with a rock and sank it in the coulee, pushing me away with his palm, then raising a cautionary finger at my face.


‘Don’t touch me again, no, ’cause I’m gonna hit you,’ he said. ‘Them kittens gonna grow up and kill the chicks, just like their mama been doin’. You gonna buy more chickens, you? You gonna put food on the table, you?’


He and my mother drove away one summer’s day in a rooster tail of dust to Morgan City, where Mack got her a job at a beer garden. I didn’t see her again until many years later, when I was in high school and I went to a roadhouse on the Breaux Bridge Highway with some other boys. It was a ramshackle gambling and pickup place, where the patrons fought over whores with bottles and knives in the parking lot. She was dancing with a drunk by the jukebox, her stomach pressed into his loins. Her face was tilted up into his, as though she were intrigued by his words. Then she saw me looking at her from the bar, saw my hand lift from my side to wave at her, and she smiled back at me briefly, her eyes shiny and indolent with alcohol, a vague recognition swimming into her face and disappearing as quickly as it came.


I never saw her again.


Monday morning the sheriff called me into his office. He wore a striped, black suit with a purple-and-white-striped snap-button shirt and a hand-tooled belt and half-topped boots. The windowsill behind his head was lined with potted plants that glowed in the thinly slatted light through the blinds. He had run a dry-cleaning business before he was elected sheriff and was probably more Rotarian than lawman; but he had been in the First Marine Division at the Chosin Reservoir and no one questioned his level of integrity or courage or the dues he had paid and never spoke about (except, to my knowledge, on one occasion, when he’d had a coronary and thought he was dying and he told me of pink airbursts high above the snow on the hills and Chinese bugles blowing in the darkness and winds that could swell fingers into purple balloons).


His stomach hung over his belt and his cheeks were often flushed from hypertension, but his erect posture, either sitting or standing, always gave him the appearance of a much greater level of health than he actually possessed.


‘I just got off the phone with the East Baton Rouge sheriff’s office,’ he said, looking down at a yellow legal pad by his elbow. ‘They say a couple of black lowlifes were thrown off a roof east of town last night.’


‘Oh?’


‘One of them has a broken arm, the other a concussion. The only reason they’re alive is they crashed through the top of an oak tree.’


I nodded, as though unsure of his larger meaning.


‘The two lowlifes say Clete Purcel is the guy who made them airborne. You know anything about this?’ the sheriff said.


‘Clete’s methods are direct sometimes.’


‘What’s most interesting is one of them took down the license number of your truck.’ The sheriff’s eyes dropped to his legal pad. ‘Let’s see, I jotted down a quote from the East Baton Rouge sheriff. “Who told your homicide investigator he could come into my parish with an animal like Clete Purcel and do business with a baseball bat?” I didn’t quite have an answer for him.’


‘You remember my mother?’ I asked.


‘Sure,’ he replied, his eyes shifting off mine, going empty now.


‘A pimp named Zipper Clum was on that roof. He told me he saw my mother killed. Back in 1966 or ’67. He wasn’t sure of the year. It wasn’t an important moment in his career.’


The sheriff leaned back in his chair and lowered his eyes and rubbed the cleft in his chin with two fingers.


‘I’d like to believe you trusted me enough to tell me that up front,’ he said.


‘People like Zipper Clum lie a lot. He claims two cops drowned her in a mud puddle. They shot somebody and put a throw-down on the corpse. My mother saw it. At least that’s what Clum says.’


He tore the top page off his legal pad and crumpled it up slowly and dropped it in the wastebasket.


‘You want some help on this?’ he asked.


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Ernest Hemingway said chasing the past is a bum way to live your life,’ the sheriff said.


‘He also said he never took his own advice.’


The sheriff rose from his swivel chair and began watering his plants with a hand-painted teakettle. I closed the door softly behind me.


I took a vacation day Friday and drove back to New Orleans and parked my truck on the edge of the Quarter and walked through Jackson Square and Pirates Alley, past the deep green, shaded garden behind St Louis Cathedral, and down St Ann to Clete Purcel’s office.


The building was tan stucco and contained an arched foyer and flagstone courtyard planted with banana trees. An ‘Out to Lunch’ sign hung in the downstairs window. I went through the foyer and up the stairs to the second floor, where Clete lived in a one-bedroom apartment with a balcony that gave onto the street. The ironwork on the balcony was overgrown with bougainvillea, and in the evening Clete put on a pair of blue, baggy, knee-length boxing trunks and pumped barbells out there under a potted palm like a friendly elephant.


‘You really want to ’front this vice cop over Little Face Dautrieve?’ he asked. He had unwrapped two fried-oyster po’boy sandwiches, and he set them on the table with two cardboard containers of dirty rice.


‘No, I want to find out why she has this personal involvement with Letty Labiche.’


He sat down at the table and hung a napkin like a bib from his shirt collar. He studied my face.


‘Will you stop looking at me like that?’ I said.


‘I can hear your wheels turning, big mon. When you can’t get it to go your way, you find the worst guy on the block and put your finger in his eye.’


‘I’m the one who does that?’


‘Yeah, I think that’s fair to say.’ He chewed a mouthful of oysters and bread and sliced tomatoes and lettuce, a suppressed smile at the corner of his mouth.


I started to speak, but Clete put down his sandwich and wiped his mouth and his eyes went flat. ‘Dave, this vice cop is a real prick. Besides, a lot of guys at NOPD still think we’re the shit that wouldn’t flush.’


‘So who cares if we rumple their threads?’ I said.


He blew out his breath and slipped his seersucker coat over his shoulder holster and put on his porkpie hat and waited for me by the door.


We went down to First District Headquarters on North Rampart, not far from the Iberville Welfare Project, but the detective we were looking for, a man named Ritter, had gone to Mississippi to pick up a prisoner. Clete’s face was dark, his neck red, when we came back outside.


‘I thought you’d be relieved,’ I said.


He bit a hangnail off his thumb.


‘You see the way those guys were looking at me in there? I don’t get used to that,’ he replied.


‘Blow ’em off.’


‘They were down on you because you were honest. They were down on me because they thought I was dirty. What a bunch.’


We got in my truck. A drop of perspiration ran out of the lining of his hat into his eye. His skin looked hot and flushed, and I could smell his odor from inside his coat.


‘You said Little Face was supposed to come across for both Ritter and a liaison guy. Who’s the liaison guy?’ I said.


‘A political fuck named Jim Gable. He’s an insider at City Hall. He was in uniform at NOPD before we came along.’


‘A City Hall insider is extorting sexual favors from a street hooker?’


‘This guy’s had his Johnson out for thirty years. You want to brace him?’


‘You up for it?’ I asked.


Clete thought about it. ‘He’s on vacation, over at his home in Lafourche Parish.’ Clete pressed his palms together and twisted them back and forth, the calluses scraping audibly. ‘Yeah, I’m up for it,’ he said.


We drove out of the city, south, to Bayou Lafourche, then followed the state highway almost to Timbalier Bay and the Gulf of Mexico. We turned down a dirt road through farmland and clusters of paintless cabins and clearings in the sugarcane that were filled with tin-roofed sheds and farm equipment. It was late afternoon now, and the wind had kicked up and the cane was blowing in the fields. Clouds moved across the sun and I could smell rain and salt in the air and the odor of dead animals in the ditches. Off in the distance, silhouetted against the dull shimmer of the bay, was a three-story coffee-colored, purple-tiled house surrounded by palm trees.


‘How’s a cop own a house like that?’ I asked.


‘It’s easy if you marry an alcoholic with heart disease in her family,’ Clete said. ‘Stop up at that grocery. I’m going to have a beer and shot. This guy turns my stomach.’


‘How about easing up, Clete?’


I pulled into the grocery store and he got out without answering and went inside. The store was weathered gray, the nail holes leaking rust, the wide gallery sagging on cinder blocks. Next to it was an abandoned dance hall, the Montgomery Ward brick peeled away in strips, the old red and white Jax sign perforated with bird shot.


Behind the nightclub was a row of cabins that looked like ancient slave quarters. The wind was blowing harder now, flecked with rain, and dust lifted in clouds out of the fields.


Clete came out of the store with a half pint of bourbon in a paper bag and an open can of beer. He took a hit out of the bottle, finished the beer, and put the bottle under the front seat.


‘I called Gable. He says to come on down,’ Clete said. ‘Something wrong?’


‘This place . . . It’s like I was here before.’


‘That’s because it’s a shithole where whitey got rich while a lot of peons did the grunt work. Like where you grew up.’


When I ignored his cynicism, his eyes crinkled at the corners and he sprayed his mouth with breath freshener. ‘Wait till you meet Jim Gable. Then tell me he’s not a special kind of guy,’ he said.


The light had faded from the sky and rain slanted across the flood lamps that were anchored high in the palm trees when we pulled through the iron gates into Jim Gable’s drive. He opened the side door onto the porte cochere, grinning with a gap-toothed smile, a man dressed in white slacks and a blue-striped sports coat. His head was too large for his narrow shoulders.


He shook my hand warmly.


‘I’ve heard a great deal about you, Mr Robicheaux. You had quite a war record, I understand,’ he said.


‘Clete did. I was over there before it got hot,’ I replied.


‘I was in the National Guard. We didn’t get called up. But I admire the people who served over there,’ he said, holding the door open for us.


The inside of the house was softly lit, the windows hung with red velvet curtains; the rooms contained the most beautiful oak and cypress woodwork I had ever seen. We walked through a library and a hallway lined with bookshelves into a thickly carpeted living room with high French doors and a cathedral ceiling. Through a side door I saw a woman with a perfectly white, death-like face lying in a tester bed. Her hair was yellow and it fanned out on the pillow from her head like seaweed floating from a stone. Gable pulled the door shut.


‘My wife’s not well. Y’all care for a whiskey and soda?’ he said from the bar, where he tonged cubes of ice into a highball glass. His hair was metallic gray, thick and shiny, and parted sharply on the side.


‘Not for me,’ I said. Clete shook his head.


‘What can I help y’all with?’ Gable asked.


‘A pimp named Zipper Clum is throwing your name around,’ I said.


‘Really?’


‘He says you and a vice cop in the First District have an interest in a prostitute named Little Face Dautrieve,’ I said.


‘An interest?’


‘Zipper says she gets into the sack with you guys or she goes down on a possession charge,’ I said.


Gable’s eyes were full of irony. ‘One of my men held Zipper’s face down on an electric hot plate. That was fifteen or twenty years ago. I fired the man who did it. Zipper forgets that,’ Gable said. He drank from his glass and lit a thin cigar with a gold lighter. ‘You drove over from New Iberia to check on corruption in the New Orleans Police Department, Mr Robicheaux?’


‘I think the prostitute has information that might be helpful in the case of Letty Labiche,’ I said.


He nodded, his eyes unfocused with half-formed thoughts.


‘I hear Labiche is born again,’ he said.


‘That’s the word,’ I said.


‘It’s funny how that happens on death row. As far as I’m concerned, Letty Labiche doesn’t deserve to die by lethal injection. She killed a lawman. I think she should be put to death in the electric chair, and not all at once, either,’ he said.


Clete looked at me, then at the door.


‘A lot of people think different,’ I said.


‘Fortunately it’s not my obligation to argue with them,’ Gable replied. ‘On another subject, would you care to look at my collection of ordnance?’ He was grinning again now, his callousness or meanness of spirit or whatever moral vacuity that seemed to define him once more hidden in the smiling mask that he wore like ceramic.


‘Another time,’ I said.


But he wasn’t listening. He pushed open two oak doors with big brass handles on them. The inside of the room was filled with glass gun cases, the walls hung with both historical and modern weapons. One mahogany rack alone contained eight AK-47 rifles. On a table under it was a huge glass jar, the kind used in old-time drugstores, filled with a yellow fluid. Gable tapped on the lid with his fingernail so the object inside vibrated slightly and moved against the glass.


I felt a spasm constrict the lining of my stomach.


‘That’s a V.C. head. My cousin brought it back. He was in the Phoenix Program,’ Gable said.


‘We’ve got all we need here,’ Clete said to me.


‘Have I offended you?’ Gable asked.


‘Not us. I wish you’d made it over there, Jim. It was your kind of place,’ Clete said.


Clete and I both turned to go and almost collided with Gable’s wife. She wore a white silk robe and silver slippers and supported herself on a cane with a rubber-stoppered tripod on it. Her rouged cheeks and lipstick made me think of cosmetics applied in a desperate fashion to a papier-mache doll. Her yellow hair was like wisps of corn silk. When she smoothed it back, lifting it coyly into place, her temples pulsed with tiny blue veins.


‘Have you invited the gentlemen for a late supper?’ she asked her husband.


‘They’re just here on business, Cora. They’re leaving now,’ Gable replied.


‘I apologize for not coming out to welcome you. I didn’t realize you were here,’ she said.


‘That’s quite all right,’ I said.


‘You mustn’t pay attention to Jim’s war souvenirs. They were given to him or he purchased them. He’s a gentle man by nature,’ she said.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ I said.


She placed her hand in mine. It had no more weight or density than a bird’s wing.


‘We’d love to see you again, sir,’ she said. Her fingers tightened on mine, her eyes more than earnest.


The sky was dark and streaked with rain when Clete and I went back outside. The air smelled of ozone and schooled-up fish out in the bay. Lightning leaped from the horizon to the top of the sky, and I looked out at the pale green color of the sugarcane blowing in the wind and at the crossroads in the distance where we had stopped at the general store next to the abandoned nightclub with the cabins in back, and I remembered when I had been there before.


‘My mother ran off with a man named Mack when I was a little boy,’ I said to Clete. ‘She came back for me once and we stayed in one of those cabins behind the nightclub.’


‘Let it go, Streak,’ he said.


‘My father was in jail. Mack dealt cards at that club. My mother was a waitress there.’


‘That was a long time before she died, big mon. Don’t hurt yourself like this.’


We had backed out almost to the front gate. I stopped the truck and walked to the front door in the rain and knocked loudly on the door.


Jim Gable opened it with a turkey drumstick wrapped in a paper napkin in his hand. He was grinning.


‘You forgot something?’ he said.


‘You’re from Lafourche Parish, Mr Gable?’


‘I grew up right down this road.’


‘My mother’s name was Mae Guillory. I think she was murdered somewhere close by. Zipper says it was around ’66 or ’67. Did you know a woman named Mae Guillory?’


His face transformed itself into the smiling, disingenuous countenance that all dishonest people know how to affect, the light in his eyes deliberately unfocused, the lips parted solicitously.


‘Why, no, I don’t think I ever knew anyone by that name. Mae? No, I’m sure of it,’ he replied.


I got back into the truck and backed into the road and headed toward the crossroads.


Clete reached under the seat and removed his half pint bottle of whiskey and unscrewed the cap with one thumb, his eyes on the sugarcane and the rain ditches that swept past both sides of the truck. He took a sip from the bottle and put a Lucky Strike in his mouth.


‘How about eighty-sixing the booze while we’re driving?’ I said.


‘Gable knows something about your mother’s death?’ he said.


‘Put it in the bank,’ I said.





chapter four


On Monday I drove to the women’s prison at St Gabriel, ten miles south of Baton Rouge, and waited for a female guard to walk Letty Labiche from a lockdown unit to an interview room. While I waited a television crew and a male and female journalist from a Christian cable channel were packing up their equipment.


‘You interviewed Letty?’ I asked the woman.


‘Oh, yes. Her story’s a tragic one. But it’s a beautiful one, too,’ she replied. She was middle-aged, blond and attractive, her hard, compact body dressed in a pink suit.


‘Beautiful?’ I said.


‘For a Christian, yes, it’s a story of forgiveness and hope.’ Her face lifted into mine, her blue eyes charged with meaning.


I looked at the floor and said nothing until she and the other journalist and their crew were gone.


When Letty came into the room with the female guard she was wearing prison denims and handcuffs. The guard was as broad as an ax handle, pink-complected, with chestnut hair, and arms like an Irish washerwoman. She turned the key in the handcuff locks and rubbed Letty’s wrists.


‘I got them a little tight. You gonna be okay here, hon?’ she said.


‘I’m fine, Thelma,’ Letty said.


I could not tell the difference between Letty and her twin sister, except for a rose with green leaves tattooed on her neck. They had the same skin, the same smoke-colored, wavy, gold-streaked hair, even the same powerful, physical presence. She sat down with me at a wood table, her back straight, her hands folded in front of her.


‘You’re going to be on cable television, huh?’ I said.


‘Yes, it’s pretty exciting,’ she said.


But she caught the look in my eyes.


‘You don’t approve?’ she said.


‘Whatever works for you is the right thing to do, Letty.’


‘I think they’re good people. They been kind to me, Dave. Their show goes out to millions of homes.’


Then I saw the consuming nature of her fear, her willingness to believe that exploitative charlatans could change her fate or really cared what happened to her, the dread and angst that congealed like a cold vapor around her heart when she awoke each morning, one day closer to the injection table at Angola. How much time was left? Six weeks? No, it was five weeks and four days now.


I remembered a film clip that showed Letty at a religious service in the prison chapel, rising from her knees in front of the cross, her clasped hands extended high above her head in a histrionic portrayal of prayer. It was almost embarrassing to watch. But I had learned long ago that unless you’ve had your own ticket punched in the Garden of Gethsemane, you shouldn’t judge those whose fate it is to visit there.
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