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        Praise for Galveston

        “An often incandescent fever dream of low-rent, unbearable
            beauty . . . It’s an elegy to the broken and the never-weres, to
            those who got themselves lost so that someone—anyone—
            might come looking.”

        —Dennis Lehane, The New York Times Book Review

        “Knockout crime noir in a lyrical tough-guy voice.”

        —The Dallas Morning News

        “Tightly written. My book of the week.”

        —San Francisco Book Review

        “[A] taut first novel suffused with a strong noir sensibility . . . a
            fine crime-fiction debut.”

        —Booklist

        “As Pizzolatto switches smoothly between past to present, he
            vividly captures Galveston in all its desperate vulnerability as it
            faces the approach of Hurricane Ike.”

        —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

        “Hard-boiled crime fiction . . . [written in] mostly short, tight
            sentences . . . For the dedicated lingoist, this is heaven.”

        —The Times Picayune

        “The plot is charged with action and you’ll race to finish it.”

        —Missourian

        A “taut little noir novel.”

        —Entertainment Weekly

        A “stormy and savage debut novel . . . [using] language that frequently
            surprises and impresses.”

        —San Antonio Express-News

        “Galveston is a haunting and haunted tale, beautifully rendered,
            an uncommonly well written thriller moving in its descriptions
            of people struggling to escape the gravity of the past amid a
            ruinous landscape.”

        —Kem Nunn, author of Tijuana Straits

        “Galveston is an assured debut full of hard truths, a throwback
            novel that ends up shouldering the noir genre forward.”

        —Chuck Hogan, author of
            Devils in Exile and Prince of Thieves
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        For Amy, and for Allegra

    
        How often have I
            lain beneath rain on a strange roof, thinking of home.

        —William Faulkner

    

ONE
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A doctor took pictures of my lungs. They were full of snow flurries.

When I walked out the office all the people in the waiting room looked grateful they weren’t me. Certain things you can see in a person’s face.

I’d felt something was wrong because days before I had chased a guy up two flights of stairs and I’d had trouble breathing, like there was a barbell on my chest. I’d been drinking pretty hard for a couple weeks, but I knew it was more than that. I’d gotten so angry about the sudden pain that I broke the man’s hand. He spat teeth and complained to Stan that he thought it was excessive.

But that’s why they’ve always given me work. Because I’m excessive.

I told Stan about the chest pains and he sent me to a doctor who was into him for forty large.

Outside the doctor’s office now I took the cigarettes from my jacket and started to crush the pack in my hands, but I decided this was no time to quit. I lit one up there on the sidewalk but it didn’t taste good and the smoke made me think of cotton fibers weaving through my chest. Buses and cars cruised slow and daylight flashed off their glass and chrome. Behind my sunglasses it was kind of like I was at the bottom of the sea and the vehicles were fish. I imagined a much darker, cooler place, and the fish became shadows.

A horn jolted me awake. I’d started to step off the curb. I flagged down a taxi.

I was thinking about Loraine, a girl I’d once dated, and how one night I’d stayed up talking with her till dawn on a beach in Galveston, from a spot where we could watch the plump white exhaust from oil refineries unroll in the distance like a road into the sun. That would have been ten, eleven years ago. She was always too young for me, I guess.

Even before the X-rays I was already foul with anger because the woman I had thought of as my girlfriend, Carmen, had started sleeping with my boss, Stan Ptitko. I was on my way to meet him at his bar. Not much point today. But you don’t stop being who you are just because there’s a blizzard of soap chips in your chest.

There’s no getting out alive, but you hope to avoid a deadline. I wasn’t going to tell Stan or Angelo or Lou about my lungs. I didn’t want them hanging out at the bar, talking about me when I wasn’t there. Laughing.

Fingerprints smudged the cab’s window, and uptown approached outside of it. Some places open themselves for you, but there was nothing gatelike about New Orleans. The city was a sunken anvil that sustained its own atmosphere. The sun flared between buildings and oak trees and I felt the light on my face and then the shade, like a strobe. I thought about Carmen’s ass, and the way she smiled at me over her shoulder. I still thought about Carmen, and it didn’t make sense because I knew she was a whore and totally heartless. She’d been with Angelo Medeiras when we started up. I guess I took her from him, more or less. Now she was with Stan. Angelo worked for him, too. It cooled my sense of insult to assume she was balling a few guys behind Stan’s back.

I was trying to think of who I could tell about my lungs, because I wanted to tell someone. You have to admit that’s a bullshit piece of news to get when you’ve got business to attend.

The bar was called Stan’s Place, brick and tin-roofed, with barred windows and a dented metal door.

Lou Theriot, Jay Meires, and a couple people I didn’t know sat inside, old guys. The bartender’s name was George. His left ear was packed with white gauze. I asked him where Stan was and he nodded toward a set of stairs running up the wall to the office. The door was closed, so I sat on a stool and ordered a beer. Then I remembered that I was dying and changed the order to a Johnnie Walker Blue. Lou and Jay were talking about a problem with one of the bookmaking franchises. I could tell because I’d run book for a few years in my early twenties and knew the language. They stopped talking and looked up at me because I was listening. I didn’t smile or anything and they went back to talking, but much softer now, with their heads turned down so I couldn’t hear. They never cared much for me. They knew Carmen as a waitress here, before she hooked up with Stan, and I think they had some ill will toward me on her behalf.

They also didn’t like me because I never really fit in around this crew. Stan inherited me from his former boss, Sam Gino, who inherited me from Harper Robicheaux, and it’s mainly my fault that I wasn’t ever fully accepted by these guys. They kept dago ideas about fashion—tracksuits or shirts with French cuffs, slicked hair—but I wear jeans and black T-shirts with a jacket and cowboy boots, like I always have, and I keep the back of my hair long and I won’t shave my beard. My name’s Roy Cady, but Gino started everyone calling me Big Country, and they still do, without affection. I’m from East Texas, the Golden Triangle, and these boys have always thought of me as trash, which is fine because they’re also scared of me.

It’s not like I had any desire to climb the corporational ladder.

I’d always gotten along fine with Angelo, though. Before the stuff with Carmen.

The office door opened then and Carmen stepped out, flattening her skirt and teasing her hair a bit, and right away she saw me and kind of froze. But Stan came out behind her and she walked down the stairs with him following, tucking his shirt at the back. Their footsteps made the stairs groan and Carmen lit a cigarette before she reached the bottom. She took it to the other end of the bar and ordered a greyhound.

I thought of a smart-ass remark to make to her, but I had to keep it to myself.

The main thing I was angry about was that she’d ruined my solitude. I’d been on my own for a long time.

I mean, I got laid when I needed it, but I was alone.

Now it was like alone didn’t quite cut it.

Stan nodded to Lou and Jay, and he came to me and said that Angelo and I were going to do a job that night. It took effort for me to appear copacetic with this partnering. Stan had this sloped Polack brow like a cliff and it hung shadows over his tiny eyes.

He gave me a slip of paper and said, “Jefferson Heights. You’re visiting Frank Sienkiewicz.”

I remembered that name, a president or former president or attorney for the dockworkers’ local.

The stevedores were supposedly coming under federal scrutiny, I think, rumored to be a probe target. They moved things for Stan’s partners, and the payoffs kept their union alive, but that’s really all I knew about it.

Stan said, “Nobody should get hurt bad. I don’t want that now.” He stood behind my stool, laid a hand on my shoulder. I could never read those small eyes stamped under the outcrop of his brow, but a secret to his success had to be the total lack of mercy in his face—the wide Slavic cheekbones over the tight, lipless mouth of a Cossack raider. If the Soviets really had people who’d run a red-hot coat hanger up inside the shaft of your cock, they were people like Stanislaw Ptitko. He said, “I need the guy to understand the right thing. He needs to play for the team. That’s all.”

“I need Angelo for that?”

“Take him anyway. Because I’m careful.” He also told me that I needed to make a collection in Gretna before meeting Angelo. “So keep on schedule,” he added, nodding to the Johnnie Walker in my hand.

Stan downed a shot of Stoli, slid the glass back to the bartender. The gauze around George’s ear had a yellow stain at its center. Stan didn’t really look at me as he straightened his tie and said, “No gats.”

“What?”

“Remember that trucker last year? I don’t want anybody getting shot because of someone’s bullshit nerves. So I’m telling you and I’m telling Angelo: leave the guns. Don’t let me find out you went in packing.”

“The guy gonna be there?”

“He will. I’m sending him a care package.”

He walked off and paused beside Carmen, kissed her hard and kneaded her tit once, and a barbaric intention crawled up in my mind. Then he walked out the back door and Carmen just looked bored, smoking. I thought about what Stan had said about not bringing guns.

Which struck me as a strange thing to say.

Carmen scowled at me from the other end of the bar, and Lou and Jay saw it and started talking to her, telling her how relaxed Stan seemed when he was with her. That was actually true, I realized, and it all started to tweak a bit and make places deep in the heart of me twinge with shame. I downed the JW and ordered another.

Carmen had light brown hair, long and bundled behind her head, and her pretty face had rough skin now and powder could build up in those little cracks and lines you couldn’t see unless you were close to her. She reminded me of the empty glass of a swallowed cocktail, and at the heart of the empty glass was a smashed lime rind on ice.

I think the reason men liked her was because she gave off high levels of carnality. You looked at her and just knew—this one’s up for anything. It’s sexy, but you can’t really stand it.

I knew about things she’d done, things Angelo didn’t know about. Multiple-partner stuff. And one time she offered to bring an extra girl in for me, spice things up.

Not exactly my thing. At the time I had a sense of romance I now see was inappropriate.

I think she thrived on betrayal more than sex. Like she had a score to settle.

She claimed I hit her on one occasion, but I didn’t believe it. She was a bit of an actress, and drama held more priority for her than the truth.

Though I admit my memory of the night in question is not quite whole.

In the bar then Lou said something to her like, “It’s clear you know how to keep a man happy.”

Carmen said, “Nobody can say I don’t try.”

They all laughed and the .380 at the small of my back felt like it was growing hot. It wouldn’t have brought me any satisfaction. I was just angry, and I didn’t want to die the way the doctor implied I would.

I dropped some bills on the bar and walked out. A couple nights back I’d been fried on tequila and left my truck here, and it was still intact, a big ’84 F-150. This was in 1987, and I liked the models better then: squared and stocky, heavy machinery, not toys. I drove across the Pontchartrain Expressway and left the radio off and my thoughts hummed like a bee’s wings.

Gretna. On Franklin Street I wondered when the last time I did things would be. Every beat of sunlight that struck the windshield as the trees passed kind of demanded that I appreciate it, but I can’t say that I did. I tried to conceive of not existing, but I didn’t have the imagination for it.

I felt that same choking and hopeless sense as when I was twelve, thirteen, staring down the long fields of cotton. August mornings with the burlap sack slung over my shoulder, and Mr. Beidle on his horse with the coach’s whistle, directing the kids from the group home. The miserable idea of endlessness in the task. That feeling like You Cannot Win. After a week of picking I first noticed the calluses on my hands when I dropped a fork and realized I couldn’t feel anything with my fingertips. I looked at the hard pads on my fingers now, wrapping the steering wheel, and a wave of anger clenched them. A feeling like I’d been cheated. Then I thought of Mary-Anne, my mother. She was weak, a clever woman who willed herself stupid. But there was no need to think on her today.

I found the address Stan had given me, a sinkhole apartment building next to a line of warehouses: pale, graffitied brick, high weeds and crabgrass blending into the vacant lot next door. Clunkers in the parking lot, that air of oil and hot garbage that circles New Orleans.

Number 12. Second floor. Ned Skinner.

I strolled past his window once and glanced inside. It was dark and I didn’t register any movement. I slipped a hand in the pocket where I stored my knuckle-dusters and kept on walking across the balcony. I went downstairs, around back, and checked his outside windows. A breeze wavered the high weeds.

I walked back up and knocked on his door. The whole building had a deserted vibe; blinds stayed closed, no noise from TVs or radios. So I waited and looked around and then used my switchblade on the frame around the lock. Cheap wood, splintered easy.

I slipped in and shut the door. A small place with a couple pieces of furniture and trash everywhere, newspapers and a ton of old racing forms, fast-food wrappers, a dial television with a cracked screen. Empty bottles of well-brand vodka stood along the counter. I always did hate a slob.

It smelled bad in there, like sweat and stale breath and human vinegar. Mildew and dirt singed the bathroom, stiff clothes on the tiles. The bedroom had just a mattress on the floor and thin, yellowed sheets in a tangle. Crumbled racing forms scattered over the carpet like cut flowers.

On the floor by the bed a framed picture lay on its back. I picked it up: a brown-haired woman with a little boy, both cute enough, smiling and bright-eyed. It looked several years old. You could tell by the woman’s hairstyle and fashion, and the paper was of thicker stock than you usually saw nowadays, a leathery texture, and it seemed the faces had faded some over time. I carried it into the living room and threw a pizza box off a chair and sat. I looked down at the picture and then at the apartment. I’d lived in places like this.

I studied the smiles in the picture.

Something passed close to me then, a feeling or piece of knowledge, but I couldn’t quite get it. A sense of something I’d once known or felt, a memory that wouldn’t come into the light. I kept reaching, but I couldn’t grasp the thing.

It felt near, though.

The light from the blinds poured across me in old-fashioned prison stripes. I waited for a long time in that chair, but the man never showed. And given what happened later, I’d come to view the time spent waiting for him as a demarcation in each of our lives, his and mine.

A moment when things could have gone one way, before they went another.




I met up with Angelo at eight that night, in the Blue Horse off Tchoupitoulas Street. It was a kind of biker bar and I always felt at home there, more than in Stan’s Place.

I’d stopped by my trailer first. I had this idea, and it was sort of paranoid, but when Stan told me not to bring guns, I’d started thinking. I wondered why he told me that when I’m a pro and not even a button man, really. And why he needed me to do this with Angelo. I had this idea I was being set up for Angelo. Maybe he and Stan both wanted to do me over something with Carmen. Like they believed I’d hit her. Or just didn’t want me walking around having screwed her. Or something.

Just to say it didn’t feel right. It didn’t matter if I questioned my instincts, I was still going to follow them. So I packed my brass knuckles and collapsible baton, but I also tucked the Colt Mustang .380 I favored into my boot. Plus I strapped a spring-loaded stiletto onto my forearm. I hadn’t used the thing in years, but I oiled it with WD-40 and tried it out with my jacket on, and when I twisted my wrist that blade shot into my hand like a shard of cold lightning.

Angelo surprised me when I met him at the bar, though. He turned on his stool and stuck out his hand. He wore a blasted, hangdog look on his face, and so I shook his hand, being very careful not to twist my wrist.

“You ready to do this?” I said.

“Let me finish.” He turned back to the bar and sipped his highball. His thinning pompadour sat far back on his forehead, and with the black jogging suit he stuck out here the way I stuck out at Stan’s. I sat beside him and stared at the bottles.

He looked over at me with what I’d describe as a furious sadness, like he could hardly sit still and didn’t know what to do with himself, bouncing his knee, picking at his manicure. Then I got it.

“Problems?” I said.

“You know about Stan and Carmen?” he asked.

“Of course. Yeah.”

He glowered at me.

“Fuck it,” I said. I looked at the bottles and remembered my cancer. “Double Johnnie Walker Blue.”

The drink cost forty dollars. It was hot and smooth down my throat, and it spread warmth through my chest and made my chest feel alive.

“She’s just . . .” Angelo muttered.

“What?” I said.

“How she—she’s just going to—why? With him? You know the same stories as me about him.”

I said, “She’s not the purest chick, exactly. I mean, come on. She’s a slut.”

“Don’t say that. I don’t need to talk about her like that.”

“Then don’t talk about her at all,” I said. “Not with me.” From the corner of my eye, I could see him glaring at me.

The other thing men liked about Carmen was that she was smart, or at any rate cunning, and clever about the ways men thought. It was hard to write her off as a bimbo. I think a lot of guys thought she was smarter than them, and that can be kind of exciting. I guzzled the last half of the fantastic whisky and spun around.

“You ready?”

I almost thought he’d take a shot at me, but he sighed and nodded in defeat, hoisted himself up and had to steady his legs. I hadn’t realized he was that drunk, and now I was a little worried about the man in Jefferson Heights, Sienkiewicz. “You drive,” he said.

My truck shimmied awake like a wet dog, and the radio’s voice was in the middle of saying something about Jim Bakker getting defrocked. Angelo sat as if deflated. I double-checked the address and took Napoleon north to 90.

He leaned forward and shut off my radio. “You remember,” he said, his voice a little sloshed. “You remember, like years ago, when we broke up those kids selling in Audubon Park?”

I thought a minute. “Yeah.”

“Man. That boy that just started crying. You remember—I mean, we hadn’t even done anything. And the tears just—” He giggled.

“I remember.”

“Please. It’s just to pay for school.”

“Yep.”

“And you say, ‘This is school.’ ” He paused, straightened himself in the seat. “You remember that bag?”

“Oh yeah.”

This was about five years back, just after I’d moved over to Stan’s crew. The kid had had a knapsack stuffed with four thousand dollars and little quarter baggies of blow.

“You remember what we did?” Angelo asked.

“Gave it to Stan.”

“Yeah.” He shifted to face me, hands limp in his lap. “I know you thought the same thing as me. That we could just split it. That Stan didn’t need to know.”

His weak, meandering voice merged with the car lights that flashed across the windshield.

“But we didn’t trust each other,” he went on. “We both thought about it. But we didn’t trust.”

I glanced at him and took a deep breath. “What are you getting at?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just—I been thinking. I mean. What do I have to show? What do you have to show? I’m forty-three, man.”

It was like he just expected a pal, and I didn’t think he had the right. Plus it was pretty pitiful to hear this fat wop trying to talk about his feelings when he didn’t even have the vocabulary to label them.

Him whining about his life when I’d been fitted for a coffin.

I said, “Why don’t you just get yourself focused?”

“Huh.”

He stared out the window and I put in a tape of Billy Joe Shaver, which I knew Angelo hated, but he didn’t say anything about the music.

I felt a little guilty because I’d kind of planned to stab him in the neck tonight, but that would have been about the same as kicking a cripple. You’d need a good reason.

I have a sense of fair play.

Meaning, if I’m given your name on a piece of paper, it’s because you did something to put it in my hand. Something you shouldn’t have done.

Anyway, Angelo just stared out the window and sighed like a teenage girl while I felt the steel guitar pulse up from the door speakers and tingle my fillings. After a while I found the house, a Victorian on Newman Avenue with a yard fenced by wrought iron spears. We circled the block a few times, expanding outward to check if the place was under surveillance. I put the truck on Central so we could creep over between houses.

I checked my gear and stuffed my ski mask in my jacket pocket. Angelo started to put his on and I told him to wait till we got there, which he knew to do, but he was acting like he couldn’t tie his shoes, and I was thinking about just telling him to wait for me. That wouldn’t do, though, and we both slipped through the yards to the other side. Only one streetlight burned on Newman, and it was down past the place we were going. I didn’t hear any dogs and the lights were off in the house.

I told him I’d go around the back and he should knock on the front.

I slipped on my mask, placed my hands between the posts, and vaulted over the fence, through a quiet backyard with a little stone pond that trickled, and its sound was calming and strange. I climbed the stairs to the back door, and I didn’t think about it at the time, but I should have noticed there were no motion lights or anything. I hadn’t noticed that of all the houses on the street, this particular one was draped in darkness.

But I was in a hurry. I could taste my whisky breath trapped by the mask and I could hear it rasping under the burble of that stone pond, and I stood against the back door and listened.

I heard Angelo’s knock on the other side of the house and waited, felt footsteps inside walking to the front door. I stepped back, flipped out my baton, and counted three seconds. Then my boot cracked the door and the wood crashed inward.

I charged into darkness blind, the baton raised. Something heavy thudded my skull and red bloomed out of the dark.

I lost time.

I woke up when someone dropped me on the floor, a migraine kicking my head. My mask was off and I saw Angelo sitting across from me. His face was runny with blood, and he lifted a hand to his nose. We were in the foyer outside the front door, tinted mustard by a tiny lamp on the wall that gave off a scrap of light beneath orange glass. Red wallpaper. A man stood beside me, and another beside Angelo. They wore black jumpsuits and ski masks and each held a handgun fitted with a silencer. They had black vests with bulging pockets and rugged combat boots. Real professional. Their eyes locked with mine, small and cold, like Stan’s.

The one beside Angelo glanced around the wall and we heard footsteps. I thought a woman whimpered. A tang of gunpowder wound through the air, and also the smell of shit. I looked around.

What had to be Sienkiewicz’s body lay off to the side in the next room. His shirt gleamed wetly.

I heard another sob and thought it was Angelo, but my eyes adjusted and I saw a girl sitting on a chair in the dark, in the room to my left. I could see enough of her cheeks to make out the mascara that ran over them. She was clutching herself and shaking.

I understood what was going on and why Stan hadn’t wanted us to bring guns. I looked to Angelo, but he seemed baffled, his eyes wet and useless, staring at the blood his palm collected beneath his nose.

Footsteps came closer and a third man walked around the corner, buckling his pants. He carried a thick folder full of papers pressed under his arm, and he dressed like the other two, hardcore. After he’d hitched his pants he pulled his gun from his waistband.

“Stand them up.” He had a weird accent, not American or European.

Angelo hollered, “What is this? Who are you?” One of the men swatted his face with the butt of his gun, and Angelo covered his mouth and rolled back and forth on the ground.

The girl in the chair started breathing faster and harder, like she was choking.

The man who’d hit him grabbed Angelo’s hair and pulled him to his feet. The one beside me put his silencer on my temple and said, “Up.”

I rose slow and his gun stayed on me. I could feel they’d emptied my pockets and the .380 wasn’t in my boot anymore. I glanced at Angelo. He stood in a little puddle of piss. It was close quarters with three guns and we were unarmed.

People simply do not make it out of things like that.

They moved Angelo over against one wall, measuring the space between him and Sienkiewicz’s body in the next room. I think they were trying to pose us so it might look like we all killed one another, but I don’t know.

The man beside me slapped the side of my head, then he shoved me forward and I acted like I stumbled, fell to one knee.

When he tugged me to my feet I flicked my wrist and whipped the stiletto into his neck. Blood geysered hot over my face and mouth.

I left the blade in and fell behind him as the other two raised guns. One shot at me and smacked plaster off a wall as the other fired at Angelo and the top of his pompadour flew off and he fell to his knees. They both fired at me. The shots went thwap like pneumatic bolts and all struck the third man. He spasmed at the bullets, the blade still in his neck.

My gun was right in front of me, stuck in the man’s waistband. I pulled it out and raised it and fired through the blood fountain at the closest one.

I didn’t have time to actually aim, and I was half-blind with arterial spray, but I hit him in the throat and he twitched and fired and dropped backward.

I never shot like that in my life.

And this—the last man, the one who’d clipped Angelo, his buddy had shot him on the way down. His armpit smoldered and he gripped himself, slumped against the wall. His gun sat a few feet away from his boot.

Angelo’s body finished falling then, thumped sideways on the carpet.

The last man looked at his gun, his foot, and then at me, just as I shot him in the head.

The whole thing took maybe five seconds.

Smoke spread over the foyer like ground fog. The top of Angelo’s face had broken off, his cheeks slicked with tears and blood. I threw up. The girl in the chair cried louder, made a moaning sound.

The three men in black were piled on the floor and thin tendrils of smoke rose from their bodies. The blade stuck from the one’s neck like a big thorn, and the orange light made his flowing blood look like paint.

The girl in the shadows just sat shivering wide-eyed in her chair. I passed her and walked around the hall.

I saw a light in a room toward the back and crept toward it. A woman’s naked body sprawled on a bed, tinted green by a reading lamp on the nightstand. The sheets were bloodied and she had deep bruises around her throat and thighs. She was young, but not as young as the girl in the chair.

I walked back to that girl and said, “Get up. I’m not going to hurt you.”

She didn’t move. She wasn’t looking at me or even blinking. I had to let her sit there a second while I wiped blood from my eyes.

I noticed the folder of papers splayed across the foyer floor, bone fragments spattered on them. I crouched and gathered them up and started for the back door, but I stopped. The girl hadn’t moved.

She’d seen my face, though. I slapped her cheek. I pulled her off the chair by her arm. “Get up. You’re coming with me.”

She stuttered, “What are you going to do?”

“We have to get out of here.”

“Where are we going?”

“I don’t know.” I stared at her face clearly for the first time. She was younger than I’d have guessed. She wore her mascara clumsily, too much of it, like spilled ink now. Blond, very short hair, and even with the makeup running down her cheeks she looked almost childish, and there was something else there, too, something like what you could see in Carmen’s eyes at times—rules for self-preservation, a knot of hard choices. I could have imagined it. Whatever I recognized only fluttered past me as instinct or sentiment.

“Come with me,” I said. When she didn’t move I held the gun in her face.

She stared down the barrel and then at my eyes. I couldn’t tell what color her eyes were in the low orange light. She looked at the floor. Then she kneeled down off the chair and crouched around the bodies, going through the pockets of the men I’d killed. I reckoned she was searching for money, or something they’d taken from her. I could appreciate that, as it seemed to confirm what I’d sensed about her pragmatic streak.

The whole time I waited for sirens. I stepped to the windows and looked out, but the night appeared still and untroubled. The girl had gathered a big purse from the side room and stuffed some things in it when she was done rifling pockets. She rose up with a fierce, sober look. “Vonda,” she said. “My friend Vonda.”

She started to walk down the hall, toward the bedroom, and I grabbed her wrist. I shook my head. “You don’t want to see that.”

“But—”

I tugged her by the arm out the back door, then across the street and into the shadows, where I still kept waiting to hear sirens from Highway 90. Blood and gunpowder stuffed my nostrils and I could feel the blood drying on my cheeks. I pulled off my shirt and rubbed hard at my face, blew my nose. We slipped between the yards and through the trees’ spotty darkness and we were out of sight.

When we reached the truck I pushed her inside and started the engine. Billy Joe’s singing mixed with the engine noise, and the sounds made me grin. It occurred to me that if I had told Stan about my lungs all of this might not have happened. He might have decided to let nature take its course.

For a second I just sat in the truck, grinning from ear to ear. I guess this scared the girl, because she cringed against the window, faced the floor as I pulled away from the curb and steered us toward the highway.

Now in hindsight I think there must have been more to my bringing her than just that she’d seen my face. Because what did I care if she saw my face? I was dying. I could have shaved my beard, cut my hair. I mean, one of the reasons for keeping my hair long was because if I got jammed up, I could give myself a crew cut and shave and the whole profile would change.

I think that maybe for a second there, in that foyer with its burnt orange light filled with smoke and blood and the gunshot still ringing in my ears, my jaw rigid with adrenaline, something about her face, the fear and grief in her face, was like the feeling that struck me in that empty apartment earlier—the sensation of a thing forgotten but resonating, an intuitional memory, an absence.

Anyway, it turned out this girl was from East Texas, too.




The girl said her name was Raquel and everyone called her Rocky. She was mostly terrified, and given what she’d been through, a lot of people might have switched off, but she talked like a mynah bird. I suspect that sometime before the night’s events, she had learned that you can live with anything. “My last name’s Arceneaux.” She pronounced it Arson, oh. “Are you going to kill me?”

“No. Stop asking me that.”

I drove us to my trailer in Metairie. We sat at the edge of the trailer park for a while, in the dark, but my double-wide looked the way I’d left it. No vehicles I didn’t recognize. No light in the windows. So we walked in. I pressed her ahead and kept the lights off.

“This is where you live?”

“Shut up.”

I wondered how long ago the men in commando gear were supposed to check in with Stan. Outside the world was almost too still; the live oak and maple surrounding the park didn’t seem to rustle, just hung over these little boxes in an unmoving air, and the lights in the other trailers didn’t reveal any motion. No one passed in the windows, their lusterless glow lighting the undersides of branches and the plastic toys and tires pocking the muddy yards. I turned on the hall light.

I left my gun on the lid of the septic tank and washed my face in the bathroom sink, scrubbed my forearms and hands with Lava soap and blistering water that drained in a pink whirl.
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