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“Dialogue that’s so right, so real, so true to the personality you’d swear the guys were right there in the room with you; and a setting … that’s so vivid you can feel the heaviness in the air, see the heat lightning, and taste the sauce piquante. I love this book!”

—The Washington Post Book World

“Burke writes with honesty and tough compassion. … An intelligent and intriguing story of greed, vengeance, and the precarious redemptive qualities of love.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“The Neon Rain is a dream come true, a detective novel that bridges the gap to serious fiction with marvelous characters, an intricate plot, and lyrical prose. … This is a novel I really admire.”

—James Crumley, author of The Last Good Kiss

“Horrifying. … Nerve-racking. … If Robert Mitchum wrote books, he’d write like this. … The Neon Rain has all the right components.

—St. Petersburg Times (FL)

“Bloody, ripsnorting suspense. … Fine scenes that fairly crackle with menace.

—Kirkus Reviews
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“Burke is a gifted writer who quickly has us caring deeply about his characters. … Heaven’s Prisoners is a powerful, compelling book.”

—The Denver Post



“Vivid and distinctive characters and a great deal of hard action. … Burke’s dialogue sounds true as a tape-recording; his writing about action is strong and economical. … Burke is a prose stylist to be reckoned with.”

—The Los Angeles Times Book Review

“Heartstopping suspense.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Heaven’s Prisoners never loses tension. … Strongly recommended.”

—The New York Times Book Review
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“This is Burke at his best.”
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“To read a Burke novel is to enter a timeless, parallel universe of violent emotions and lush, brooding landscapes. … Dense, richly imagined. … This is the stunningly talented Burke’s best [book] until his next one.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Compelling. … The real drama this time comes in Robicheaux’s chilling encounter with evil and his recognition of his own fear.”

—Booklist

“Robicheaux [is] easily one of the most complex and compelling protagonists in mystery fiction. … This is classic James Lee Burke, the master stylist, writing at the top of his game. … They just don’t get any better than this one.”
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“Robicheaux’s distinctive character and his voice—with its mournful power, its clean, rolling cadences, and its frequent flights of unforced poetry—elevate this novel at every turn. Jolie Blon’s Bounce is bruising, moving, and beautifully composed—an example of American crime fiction at its best and most highly evolved.”

— Barnesandnoble.com
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“Burke spins his beautifully crafted prose. He pens the best dialogue this side of Elmore Leonard.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“I woke up at 4 in the morning to finish it off in a second sitting.”

—The Washington Post

“No one is more adept at making poetry of fly fishing, of light, shade, and wind upon the waters of trout-rich Montana or sluggish Louisiana, and few can match Burke in describing sudden violence.”
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THE EVENING SKY WAS STREAKED WITH PURPLE, THE color of torn plums, and a light rain had started to fall when I came to the end of the blacktop road that cut through twenty miles of thick, almost impenetrable scrub oak and pine and stopped at the front gate of Angola penitentiary. The anti-capital-punishment crowd—priests, nuns in lay clothes, kids from LSU with burning candles cupped in their hands—were praying outside the fence. But another group was there too—a strange combination of frat boys and rednecks—drinking beer from Styrofoam coolers filled with cracked ice; they were singing “Glow, Little Glow Worm,” and holding signs that read THIS BUD IS FOR YOU , MASSINA and JOHNNY, START YOUR OWN SIZZLER FRANCHISE TODAY.

“I’m Lieutenant Dave Robicheaux, New Orleans police department,” I said to one of the guards on the gate. I opened my badge for him.

“Oh yeah, Lieutenant. I got your name on my clipboard. I’ll ride with you up to the Block,” he said, and got in my car. His khaki sleeves were rolled over his sunburned arms, and he had the flat green eyes and heavy facial bones of north Louisiana hill people. He smelled faintly of dried sweat, Red Man, and talcum powder. “I don’t know which bunch bothers me worse. Those religious people act like we’re frying somebody for a traffic citation, and those boys with the signs must not be getting much pussy over at the university. You staying for the whole thing?”

“Nope.”

“Did you nail this guy or something?”

“He was just a low-level button man I used to run in once in a while. I never got him on anything. In fact, I think he screwed up more jobs than he pulled off. Maybe he got into the mob through Affirmative Action.”

The guard didn’t laugh. He looked out the window at the huge, flat expanse of the prison farm, his eyes narrowing whenever we passed a trusty convict walking along the dirt road. The main living area of the prison, a series of two-story, maximum-security dormitories contained within a wire fence and connected by breezeways and exercise yards and collectively called the Block, was as brilliantly lit as cobalt in the rain, and in the distance I could see the surgically perfect fields of sugar cane and sweet potatoes, the crumbling ruins of the nineteenth-century camps silhouetted against the sun’s red afterglow, the willows bent in the breeze along the Mississippi levee, under which many a murdered convict lay buried.

“They still keep the chair in the Red Hat House?” I said.

“You got it. That’s where they knock the fire out their ass. You know how the place come by that name?”

“Yes,” I said, but he wasn’t listening.

“Back before they started putting the mean ones in lock-down in the Block, they worked them down by the river and made them wear striped jumpers and these red-painted straw hats. Then at night they stripped them down, body-searched them, then run them into the Red Hat House and threw their clothes in after them. There wasn’t no screens on the windows, and them mosquitoes would make a Christian out of a man when a baseball bat couldn’t.”

I parked the car and we entered the Block, passed through the first lockdown area, where both the snitches and the dangerous ones stayed, walked down the long, brilliantly lit breezeway between the recreation yards into the next dormitory, passed through another set of hydraulic locks and a dead space where two hacks sat at a table playing cards and where a sign overhead read no guns beyond this point, into the rec and dining halls where the black trustees were running electric waxers on the gleaming floors, and finally walked up the spiral iron steps to a small maximum-security corner where Johnny Massina was spending the last three hours of his life.

The guard from the gate left me, and another one pulled the single lever that slid back the cell door. Johnny wore a white shirt, a pair of black slacks, and black Air Force shoes with white socks. His wiry gray and black hair was dripping with sweat, and his face was the color and texture of old paper. He looked up at me from where he was seated on his bunk, and his eyes were hot and bright and moisture was beaded across his upper lip. He held a Camel cigarette between his yellowed fingers, and the floor around his feet was covered with cigarette butts.

“Streak, I’m glad you come. I didn’t know if you were going to make it,” he said.

“How you doing, Johnny?”

His hands clutched his thighs and he looked at the floor, then back at me. I saw him swallow.

“How scared you ever been?” he said.

“In Vietnam I had some moments.”

“That’s right. You were over there, weren’t you?”

“Way back in ’64, before it got real hot.”

“I bet you were a good soldier.”

“I was just a live one, that’s all.”

I felt instantly stupid at my remark. He saw the regret in my face.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I got a whole bunch of shit to tell you. Look, you remember when you took me to a couple of those AA meets, that step you guys take when you want to confess something, what’d you call it?”

“Step Five, admitting to yourself, God, and somebody else the exact nature of your faults.”

“That’s it. Well, I done it. To a colored preacher, yesterday morning. I told him every bad thing I ever done.”

“That’s good, Johnny.”

“No, you listen. I told him the truth and I come clean with some really heavy shit, sexual things I always been ashamed of and I never understood. You know what I mean? I didn’t keep nothing back. I also told him about the two guys I whacked in my life. I dumped one guy over the rail of a passenger liner on the way to Havana, and in 1958 I took out Bugsy Siegel’s cousin with a shotgun. You know what it means to ice a relative of Bugsy Siegel? After I confessed it to the preacher, I told the guard and the assistant warden about it. You know these dumb cocksuckers couldn’t care less?

“Wait a minute, let me finish. I told all this stuff because somebody’s got to believe I didn’t snuff that broad. I wouldn’t throw no young girl out a hotel window, Streak. I got no kick coming about being fried. I figure it all comes out even in the end, but I want these bastards to know I only pushed the button on guys that played by the same rules I did. Can you relate to that?”

“I think so. I’m glad you did a fifth step, too, Johnny.”

He smiled for the first time. His face glistened in the light. “Hey, tell me something. Is it true Jimmie the Gent is your brother?”

“You hear a lot of bullshit in the street.”

“You both got that black Cajun hair with a white patch in it, like you got skunk blood in you.” He laughed. His mind was now moving away from the ride he would take in three hours, manacled in a waist chain, to the Red Hat House. “Once he contracted us for some poker machines for his places. After we put them in we told him he gets all his machines from us—cigarettes, Pac-Man, and rubbers. So he says no rubbers, he’s got class clubs and he don’t put rubber machines in them. So we tell him he don’t have a choice, he either buys the whole line or he don’t get linen service, the Teamsters put a picket up on his sidewalk, and the parish health office finds out his dishwashers got leprosy. So what’s he do? He invites Didoni Giacano—Didi Gee himself—and his whole family for lasagna at his restaurant, and they arrive on Sunday afternoon like a bunch of cafoni that just got off the boat from Palermo, because Didi thinks Jimmie has got respectable connections and is going to get him into the Knights of Columbus or something. Didi Gee probably weighs three hundred pounds and he’s covered with hair like an animal and he scares the crap out of everybody in downtown New Orleans, but his mama is this little dried-up Sicilian lady that looks like a mummy wrapped in black rags and she still hits Didi on the hands with a spoon when he reaches across the table and don’t ask.

“So in the middle of dinner Jimmie starts telling Mama Giacano what a great guy Didi Gee is, how everybody down at the Chamber of Commerce and Better Business Bureau think he’s a big plus for the city, and how Didi don’t let anybody push his friends around. For example, he says, some scumbags tried to put some machines in Jimmie’s restaurants that Jimmie, a Catholic man, don’t want. Mama Giacano might look like she’s made out of dried-up pasta, but her hot little black eyes tell everybody she knows what he’s talking about. Then Jimmie says Didi tore them machines out, smashed them up with hammers, and run a truck up and down on them behind the restaurant.

“Didi Gee’s got a mouthful of beer and raw oysters and almost chokes to death. He’s spitting glop all over his plate, his kids are beating him on the back, and he coughs up an oyster that could plug a sewer main. Mama Giacano waits till his face ain’t purple anymore, then tells him she didn’t raise her son to eat like a herd of pigs and says he should go wash out his mouth in the bathroom because everybody else at the table is getting sick looking at him, and when he don’t get up right away she busts him across the knuckles with her spoon. Then Jimmie says he wants to take the whole family out on his sailboat and maybe Didi Gee ought to join the Yacht Club, too, because all these millionaires think he’s a swell guy, and besides, Mama Giacano would really love the Italian-American celebrations they have on the Fourth of July and Columbus Day. And even if Didi don’t join, which everybody knows he won’t because he hates water and pukes his guts out just crossing the Mississippi ferry, Jimmie is going to drive out and get Mama Giacano whenever she wants and sail her all around Lake Pontchartrain.”

He laughed again and ran his hand through his wet hair. He licked his lips and shook his head, and I saw the fear come back into his eyes.

“I bet he already told you that story, didn’t he?” he said.

“They didn’t give me too long, Johnny. Is there something else you wanted to tell me?”

“Yeah, there is. You always treated me decent and I thought maybe I could repay you a little bit.” He wiped the sweat out of his eyes with the flat of his fingers. “I think maybe I got some heavy dues to pay on the other side, too. It don’t hurt to try to square what you can now, does it?”

“You don’t owe me.”



“A guy with my track record owes the whole fucking earth. Anyway, here’s the deal. Yesterday this punk by the name of L. J. Potts from Magazine Street is pushing a broom out in the corridor, clacking it against my bars and making all kinds of noise so I can’t sleep. So I say I ain’t working on the Good Housekeeping Award and would this punk take his broom somewhere else before I get my hands on it and shove it up his hole. So the punk, who’s got a brother named Wesley Potts, tries to impress me. He asks if I know a New Orleans homicide roach named Robicheaux, and he’s smirking, see, because he thinks you’re one of the cops that nailed me. I tell him maybe, and he keeps smirking and says, well, here’s some good news because his brother Wesley has it that this particular homicide roach has stuck his nose in the wrong place and if he don’t stop it he’s going to get whacked.”

“He sounds like a gasbag, Johnny.”

“Yeah, he probably is, except the difference with him and his brother is I think they’re connected up with the greasers.”

“The Colombians?”

“Fucking A. They’re spreading around the country faster than AIDS. They’ll take out anybody, too—whole families, the children, the old people, it don’t matter to them. You remember that bar on Basin that got torched? The greaser that did it stood in the doorway in broad daylight with a fucking flamethrower on his back and because he was in a good mood he gave everybody one minute to get out of the place before he melted it into a big pile of bubbling plastic. You watch out for those cocksuckers, Streak.”

He lit a fresh Camel from the butt in his hand. He was sweating heavily now, and he wiped his face on his sleeve and smelled himself simultaneously. Then his face got gray and still and he stared straight ahead with his palms gripped on his thighs.

“You better leave now. I think I’m going to get sick again,” he said.

“I think you’re a stand-up guy, Johnny.”

“Not on this one.”

We shook hands. His hand was slick and light in mine.

They electrocuted Johnny Massina at midnight. Back in my houseboat on Lake Pontchartrain, with the rain beating on the roof and dancing on the water outside, I remembered the lines I had heard sung once by a black inmate in Angola:

I ax my bossman, Bossman, tell me what’s right. He whupped my left, said, Boy, now you know what’s right. I wonder why they burn a man twelve o’clock hour at night. The current much stronger; the peoples turn out all the light.

My partner was Cletus Purcel. Our desks faced each other in a small room in the old converted fire station on Basin Street. Before the building was a fire station it had been a cotton warehouse, and before the Civil War slaves had been kept in the basement and led up the stairs into a dirt ring that served both as an auction arena and a cockfighting pit.

Cletus’s face looked like it was made from boiled pigskin, except there were stitch scars across the bridge of his nose and through one eyebrow, where he’d been bashed by a pipe when he was a kid in the Irish Channel. He was a big man, with sandy hair and intelligent green eyes, and he fought to keep his weight down, unsuccessfully, by pumping iron four nights a week in his garage.

“Do you know a character named Wesley Potts?” I asked.

“Christ, yes. I went to school with him and his brothers. What a family. It was like having bread mold as your next-door neighbor.”



“Johnny Massina said this guy’s talking about pulling my plug.”

“Sounds like bullshit to me. Potts is a gutless lowlife. He runs a dirty movie house on Bourbon. I’ll introduce you to him this afternoon. You’ll really enjoy this guy.”

“I’ve got his file right here. Two narcotics, six obscenity busts, no convictions. Evidently one serious beef with the IRS.”

“He fronts points for the greasers.”

“That’s what Massina said.”

“All right, we’ll go talk to him after lunch. You notice I say ‘after lunch,’ because this guy is your real genuine bucket of shit. By the way, the parish coroner in Cataouatche returned your call and said they didn’t do an autopsy on that colored girl.”

“What do you mean, they didn’t do one?” I said.

“He said they didn’t do one because the sheriff’s office didn’t request it. It went down as a drowning. What’s all this about, anyway, Dave? Don’t you have enough open cases without finding work down in Cataouatche Parish? Those people down there don’t follow the same rules we do, anyway. You know that.”

Two weeks before, I had been fishing in a pirogue on Bayou Lafourche, flycasting popping-bugs along the edge of the lily pads that grew out from the banks. The shore was thickly lined with cypress trees, and it was cool and quiet in the green-gold morning light that fell through the canopy of limbs overhead. The lily pads were abloom with purple flowers, and I could smell the trees, the moss, the wet green lichen on the bark, the spray of crimson and yellow four-o’clocks that were still open in the shade. An alligator that must have been five feet long lay up close to some cypress roots, his barnacled head and eyes just showing above the waterline like a brown rock. I saw another black swelling in the water near another cypress, and I thought it was the first alligator’s mate. Then an outboard boat passed, and the wake rolled the swelling up into the cypress roots, and I saw a bare leg, a hand, a checkered shirt puffed with air.

I set down my fly rod, rowed closer, and touched the body with my paddle. The body turned in the water, and I saw the face of a young black woman, the eyes wide, the mouth open with a watery prayer. She wore a man’s shirt tied under her breasts, cut-off blue jeans, and for just a second I saw a dime tied on a string around her ankle, a good-luck charm that some Acadian and black people wore to keep away the gris-gris, an evil spell. Her young face looked like a flower unexpectedly cut from its stem.

I looped my anchor rope around her ankle, threw the anchor back into the trees on the bank, and tied my red handkerchief on an overhanging branch. Two hours later I watched the deputies from the parish sheriff’s office lift the body onto a stretcher and carry it to an ambulance that was parked in the canebrake.

“Just a minute,” I said before they put her in. I lifted up the sheet to look again at something I’d seen when they had pulled her out of the water. There were tracks on the inside of her left arm, but only one needle hole that I could see inside the right.

“Maybe she gives blood to the Red Cross,” one of the deputies said, grinning.

“You’re a pretty entertaining guy,” I said.

“It was just a joke, Lieutenant.”

“Tell the sheriff I’m going to call him about the autopsy,” I said.

“Yes, sir.”

But the sheriff was never in when I called, and he didn’t return calls, either. So finally I telephoned the parish coroner’s office, and now I discovered that the sheriff didn’t believe an autopsy for a dead black girl was that important. Well, we’ll see about that, I thought.

In the meantime, I was still curious as to why the Colombians, if Johnny Massina was right, were interested in Dave Robicheaux. I went through my case file and didn’t see any connection. I had a whole file drawer of misery to look at, too: a prostitute icepicked by a psychotic john; a seventeen-year-old runaway whose father wouldn’t bond him out of jail and who was hanged the next morning by his black cellmate; a murder witness beaten to death with a ball-peen hammer by the man she was scheduled to testify against; a Vietnamese boat refugee thrown off the roof of the welfare project; three small children shot in their beds by their unemployed father; a junkie strangled with baling wire during a satanic ritual; two homosexual men burned alive when a rejected lover drenched the stairwell of a gay nightclub with gasoline. My drawer was like a microcosm of an aberrant world populated by snipers, razor-wielding blacks, mindless nickel-and-dime boost artists who eventually panic and kill a convenience-store clerk for sixty dollars, and suicides who fill the apartment with gas and blow the whole building into a black and orange fireball.

What a bunch to dedicate your life to.

But there was no umbilical cord that led to the south-of-the-border account.

Cletus was watching me.

“I swear, Dave, I think your feelings are going to be hurt unless you find out the greasers got the hots for you,” he said.

“We don’t have a lot of perks in this business.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what. Let’s go to lunch early, you buy, and I’ll introduce you to Potts. The guy’s a delight. Your day is going to be filled with sunshine.”

It was hazy and bright when we drove into the Quarter. There was no breeze, and the palm fronds and banana trees in the courtyards were green and motionless in the heat. As always, the Quarter smelled to me like the small Creole town on Bayou Teche where I was born: the watermelons, cantaloupes, and strawberries stacked in crates under the scrolled colonnades; the sour wine and beer and sawdust in the bars; the poor-boy sandwiches dripping with shrimp and oysters; the cool, dank smell of old brick in the alleyways.

A few genuine bohemians, writers, and painters still lived in the Quarter, and some professional people paid exorbitant rents for refurbished apartments near Jackson Square, but the majority of Vieux Carré residents were transvestites, junkies, winos, prostitutes, hustlers of every stripe, and burnt-out acid-heads and street people left over from the 1960s. Most of these people made their livings off middle-class conventioneers and Midwestern families who strolled down Bourbon Street, cameras hanging from their necks, as though they were on a visit to the zoo.

I couldn’t find a place to park by Pearl’s Oyster Bar, and I kept driving around the block.

“Dave, when does a guy know he’s got a drinking problem?” Cletus asked.

“When it starts to hurt him.”

“It seems I’ve been getting half-stoned near every night of recent. I can’t seem to go home unless I stop at the joint on the corner first.”

“How are you and Lois getting along?”

“I don’t know. It’s the second marriage for both of us. Maybe I’ve got too many problems, or maybe both of us have. They say if you don’t make it the second time around, you ain’t going to make it at all. You think that’s true?”

“I don’t know, Clete.”

“My first wife left me because she said she couldn’t stay married to a man that brought a sewer home with him every day. That was when I was working vice. She said I smelled like whores and reefer all the time. Actually, vice did have its moments. Now Lois tells me she doesn’t want me to bring my gun home at night. She’s into Zen, meditates every day, sends our money to some Buddhist priest out in Colorado, and tells me she doesn’t want her kids growing up around guns. Guns are bad, see, but this character out in Colorado that takes my bucks is good. Two weeks ago I came in wired, so she started crying and blowing her nose into a whole box of Kleenex. So I had a couple more hits of Jack Daniel’s and told her how you and I had spent the afternoon combing pieces of a fourteen-year-old kid out of the garbage dump with a garden rake. Fifteen more minutes of tears and nose-honking. So I cruise for some booze and almost get nailed on a DUI. Not very good, huh?”

“Everybody has family trouble sometimes.”

He was frowning out the window, his thoughts collecting in his eyes. He lit a cigarette, drew in deeply, and flicked the match out into the sunlight.

“Man, I’m going to be a chainsaw by two o’clock,” he said. “I’m going to have a couple of beers with lunch. Sedate the brain, settle the stomach, mellow the nerves. Does that bother you?”

“It’s your day. You can do whatever you want to with it.”

“She’s going to split. I know the signs.”

“Maybe y’all will work it out.”

“Come on, Dave, you didn’t get off the boat yesterday. It doesn’t work that way. You know how things were just before your wife took off.”

“That’s right, I do. I know how things were. Nobody else does. You get my drift?” I grinned at him.

“All right, I’m sorry. But when it’s going down the toilet, it’s going down the toilet. You don’t turn it around by leaving your piece in a locker. Pull into that truck zone. It’s too damn hot out here.”

I parked in the loading zone by Pearl’s and cut the engine. Cletus was sweating in the sunlight.

“Tell me honestly,” he said, “would you have done something like that just to please your wife?”

I didn’t even want to think about the things I had done to please my wife, my pale, dark-haired, beautiful wife from Martinique who left me for a Houston oilman.

“Hey, lunch is on you after all,” I said.

“What?”

“I didn’t bring any money.”

“Use your MasterCard.”

“They wouldn’t renew it. Something about exceeding my credit limit by four hundred dollars.”

“Great, I’ve got a buck thirty-five. What a class act. All right, we eat on the tab. If he doesn’t like it, we tell him we’re calling Immigration about the Haitians he’s got working in his kitchen.”

“I didn’t know he had any.”

“Me either. It’ll be fun to see what he says.”

The pornographic theater was right on Bourbon Street. Bourbon had changed since I used to come here as a college student over twenty years ago. The old Dixieland bands like Papa Celestin’s and Sharky Bonnano’s had been replaced by imitation country bands made up of kids in designer jeans, vinyl vests, and puffed white silk shirts with lace brocade, like mambo dancers or transvestites would wear. The burlesque houses had always been seedy places where the girls hustled drinks between sets and hooked loose johns before closing, but the city code had required them to wear G-strings and pasties, and there hadn’t been any dope around, except a little reefer among the desperate, burnt-out musicians who played in a small, dark pit at the bottom of the runway. But now the girls danced completely nude on the stage, their eyes glowing with black speed, their nostrils sometimes still twitching and wet from snorting coke through a rolled-up dollar bill.

The windows of Plato’s Adult Theater had been walled up with cinder blocks so no one could see in, and the interior of the small, gold and purple lobby was decorated with erotic art that might have been painted by blind people. We went through the lobby into the office without knocking. A thin man with a pointed, shiny face looked up, startled, from his desk. He wore a powder-blue polyester suit and patent-leather shoes with silver buckles, and his receding, oiled hair glistened in the light from the desk lamp. Cans of movie reels were stacked in a wooden rack against one wall. The surprise and fear went out of the man’s face, and he scratched his cheek with one hand and picked up a filter-tipped cigar from the ashtray.

“What do you want, Purcel?” he said indifferently.

“Dave, meet Wesley Potts, our resident bucket of shit,” Cletus said.

“I don’t have time for your insults, Purcel. You got a warrant or something?”

“That’s what they say on television, Pottsie,” Cletus said. “You see any TV cameras, Dave?”

“I don’t see any TV cameras,” I said.

“On television some guy is always saying ‘You got a warrant?’ or ‘You got to read me my rights,’” Cletus said. “But in big-people land we don’t do it that way. You ought to know that, Pottsie.”

“I thought you didn’t work vice anymore,” Potts said.

“That’s right. I’m in homicide now. My partner here’s last name is Robicheaux. Does that make your swizzle stick start to tingle?”

The man behind the desk blew cigar smoke out in front of him and looked into it with his eyes flat, but I saw his fingers crimp together on the desk blotter.

“Your little brother up at Angola says you’re blabbing it around that Dave here is going to get snuffed,” Cletus said.

“If that’s what my brother says, you ought to be talking to him. I don’t know anything about it.”

“The people up at Angola don’t like cops hitting on their convicts. Bad for their image and all that,” Cletus said. “But you and us, well, that’s a whole different caper, Wes.”

Potts’s eyes were small and hot and staring straight ahead.

“Lighten up,” Cletus said. “You’re a businessman, you pay taxes, you’re reasonable. You just got diarrhea of the mouth and you been spreading rumors around, and we want to know why you been doing that. It’s no big deal. Just straighten us out about this strange stuff we heard, and you can get back to entertaining the perverts. Look at the material you got here. This is classy stuff. Cletus began to bang through the film cans on the wooden rack. He picked up one in both hands and looked at the penciled title with a critical eye. “This one is state-of-the-art porn, Dave. In one scene a guy kills a naked broad with a nail gun. She screams and begs, but the guy chases her around the house and staples pieces of her all over the woodwork.” Cletus opened the can, held on to one end of the film, and dropped the reel bouncing on the floor. He held the film strip up to the light. “The funny thing, Wes, is sometimes a john goes apeshit and tears a hooker up, and I get the feeling that maybe the guy just finished eating popcorn out there in your theater. What do you think?”

“I never look at that stuff. I couldn’t tell you what’s in it. I just manage the place. It’s a movie house, with a license, with fire exits, with sanitary bathrooms just like any other movie house. You don’t like the place, go talk to the people that give out the permit.”

Cletus began opening the other film cans, dropping the reels to the floor, and walking on them as he worked his way down the rack. Thick tangles of film were looped around his ankles and shoes.

“You cut it out, you bastard,” Potts said.

“How’d you get into the IRS beef?” Cletus said.

“Fuck off.”

“You’re fronting points for the spicks, aren’t you?” Cletus said. “You probably don’t have fifteen people out there right now, but you show profits like you have the patent on the wheel. Why is that?”

“I sell lots of popcorn.”

“All that coke and brown scag money finds a ledger to get written down on,” Cletus said. “Except the Treasury boys are about to ream your butthole.”

“I don’t see any Treasury men. All I see is a plainclothes prick that never grew up from high school,” Potts said. “Where the fuck you get off with this stuff? You smash up my films, you come down on me because of something my little brother said which I don’t even know he said, and you give me some bullshit about Mexican scag, when if I remember right you never busted anybody more serious than a junkie with a couple of balloons in his crotch. Maybe you took a little juice while you were in vice, huh? You’re a fucking joke, Purcel.”

“Listen to this man carry on,” Cletus said. “We’re going to have to have privacy. Does this door go into the theater? Thanks, that’s what I thought.”

He opened a side door that gave onto a small theater that looked like a remodeled garage. In the flickering darkness a dozen or so men stared fixedly at the screen.

“What’s happening, geeks?” Cletus said loudly, and began flicking the light switch on and off. “I’m the New Orleans heat. I just wanted to make sure everything was working all right. Enjoy your show.”

They rose quickly from their seats and moved as a group up the aisles farthest from Cletus and went through the curtained exit.

“Big deal. The same guys’ll be sitting out there tonight,” Potts said.

“Could you leave me and Wesley alone a few minutes?” I said.

“I thought you might say that,” Cletus said, and crunched again through the tangle of ruined film on the floor and closed the door behind him.

I sat on the corner of Potts’s desk and folded my hands on my thigh.

“How do you think this is going to end?” I said.

“What d’ you mean?”

“Just what I said. Do you think you can tell people somebody is going to blow me away and I’m just going to walk out of here?”

His sucked in his lips and looked at the wall.

“Tell me what you think is going to happen,” I said.

“I don’t know. I never saw you before. Why would I go around talking about you?”

“Who wants to drop the hammer on me, Wes?”

“I don’t know any such thing.”

“Do you think I’m a dumb guy?”

“I don’t know what you are.”

“Oh, yes you do. I’m the guy you never thought you’d see, just a vague figure in your mind you could laugh about getting snuffed. I’ve sort of showed up like a bad dream, haven’t I?”

“I got nothing against you,” he said. “I run a legal business. I don’t cause you guys trouble.”

“But I’m sitting here on your desk now. It’s like waking up with a vulture on your bedpost, isn’t it?”

“What are you going to do? Trash the place, knock me around? Big fucking deal.”

I took out my five-inch, single-blade Puma pocket knife and opened it. The blade could fillet bass like a barber’s razor. It trembled with light.

“Jesus Christ, man, what are you doing?” he said.

I picked up his cigar from the ashtray, sliced off the burning end on the desktop, and put the still-warm stub in Potts’s shirt pocket.

“You can smoke the rest of that later,” I said.

“What the fuck! Are you crazy, man?” he said. His face had gone white. He swallowed and stared at me, his eyes full of fear and confusion.

“You know who Didi Gee is, don’t you?”

“Sure, everybody does. Why you ask about—”

“What’s he do?”

“What d’you mean?”

“What’s he do? Tell me now.”

“Everything. Whores, numbers, unions, y’all know that.”

“We’re going to have lunch with him and I’m going to tell him what you told me.”

“What?”

“He has lunch in Jimmie the Gent’s restaurant every Tuesday at two o’clock. You and I are going to sit at the next table and have a chat with the fat boy himself. Believe me, he’ll find you an entertaining guy.”

“I ain’t going.”

“Yes you are. You’re under arrest.”

“What for? I didn’t do anything,” he said desperately.

“You said something about cash. That sounded like an attempted bribe to me.”

His eyes flicked back and forth frantically. Pinpoints of sweat broke out on his forehead.

“I said ‘trash.’ I said ‘trash the place.’”

“I’m hard of hearing. Anyway, I’ll think about it on the way over to the restaurant. Do you believe that story about Didi Gee’s aquarium, the one full of piranha? I heard he held a Teamster’s hand in it for a full minute. Maybe that’s just another one of those bullshit Mafia stories, though. Put your hands out in front of you, I’m going to cuff you. You can carry your coat across your wrists if it embarrasses you.”

“I don’t rattle. You’re running a game on me.”

“You dealt the hand, Wes. Play it out. But right now you put your wrists in front of you or I’m going to break open your fucking worthless face.”

He was breathing loudly now, his hands clenched in fists on the desk blotter.

“Listen, Lieutenant, I heard the other guys say something. Lot of times they’re just blowing gas. It don’t necessarily mean anything. I didn’t hear it from Mr. Segura. You understand that? It didn’t come from Mr. Segura. It’s just street talk, a bunch of guys’ bullshit.”

“You’re talking about the Colombian?”

“He’s from Nicaragua.”

“Go on.”

He wiped his lips with his fingers, then pulled at the flap of skin under his chin.

“It’s got something to do with a nigger girl. I think she used to be a street whore. Didn’t you pull a nigger out of the bayou in Cataouatche Parish?”



“You just keep telling me what you know, Wes.”

“Jesus Christ, Lieutenant, what d’you think I am? I’m just a theater manager. Maybe once a month Mr. Segura has a bunch of guys out to his place on the lake. A buffet, a lot of booze, some broads in the pool. He shakes everybody’s hand, maybe has a collins with us or plays cards a few minutes under the beach umbrella, then disappears inside.”

“What’s the girl have to do with Julio Segura?”

“You’re not understanding me, Lieutenant. He don’t tell me things like that. He don’t talk to me about anything, in fact. Look, this is a heavy-metal cat. I think he’s wired into big people. Why mess with him? The feds deal with guys like this.”

I continued to stare silently at him. His hands flicked on the desk blotter as though wires were attached to them.

“They say you’re making noise about a nigger girl you found in another parish,” he said. “That ain’t your territory, so they wonder why the interest. For some reason they think you’re after them. Don’t ask me why. I don’t even like to be around that kind of talk. I walk away from it. That’s the God’s truth.”

“You really bother me, Wes. I have great concern about your sincerity. I also have the feeling you think you’re omniscient.”

“Wha—”

“Tell me if I’m wrong. You think you can intuit exactly what I’ll accept. You’re going to jerk me around and tell me bedtime stories, then snort a line or two after I’m gone to calm your nerves, and your day will be back intact again. That indicates a serious problem with vanity and pride. What do you think?”

“Look—” he began, his mouth smiling, his eyes cast down self-deprecatingly.

“No, no, it’s time for Wes to listen and me to talk. You see, when you shoot off your mouth about the murder of a police officer, you invite some dangerous complications into your life. Number one, foreknowledge can make an accomplice out of you, Wes. Then, on a more basic level, there are several men I work with who would simply cool you out. Are we communicating here?”

“Yes,” he said weakly.

“There’s no confusion?”

“No.”

“All right, Wes. We’ll talk again later. You understand that, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

I stood up from his desk and walked toward the door. I could hear him expel his breath.

Then: “Lieutenant?”

I turned and looked at him. His face was small and pale.

“Will this get back to Mr. Segura?” he said. “A couple of the Latin guys that work for him … cruel guys … they were cops or national guardsmen or something in Nicaragua ... I don’t like to think about the stuff they do.”

“No guarantees. You sniff something bad in the wind, come to us and we’ll get you out of town.”

The sun was blazing outside. Across the street, three black kids were tap dancing for the tourists in the shade of the scrolled iron colonnade. The huge taps they wore sounded like drumsticks clicking on metal. Cletus stood out of the sunlight’s glare, watching, with his seersucker coat over one arm. “What’d you get from old Pottsie?”

“It was the black girl I found in Bayou Lafourche. It’s got the smell of dope and the Barataria pirates. Did you ever run up against Julio Segura when you were on vice?”

“You better believe it. He’s your genuine, certified grease-ball. The guy’s got Vitalis oozing out of every pore.”



“I thought he was a Colombian.”

“He’s hooked in with them, but he’s from Managua. I heard he owned a hundred whorehouses down there. They say the Sandinistas shot holes all over his plane just as it cleared the field. The guy’s a survivor. We tried to get him two or three times. I think he’s got a lot of high-up juice going for him.”

We walked in the warm shade back toward Royal Street, where we had left the car parked in front of the oyster bar. I went into a small, dark grocery store cooled by a wooden-bladed overhead fan, and bought a Times-Picayune. The interior of the store smelled of bananas, coffee, blocks of cheese, and big wooden bins filled with grapes and plums. I opened the Picayune to the sports page as we walked along.

“Y’all want to go to the races tonight?” I said.

“Forget the races. Let’s front the spick. We tell the captain about it first, then we go out to his house and flip his necktie in his face.”

“Nope. Too soon.”

“Bullshit. The only way to handle these guys is jump up and down on their nuts. In this case we want the guy to know it’s personal. We deliver the Candygram right in his living room.”

“I appreciate it, Clete, but I’ll let you know when it’s time to toggle out there. Don’t worry. You won’t miss out on the party.”

“You’re too laid back. I’m telling you, this guy is subhuman. He makes an animal like Didi Gee look like the archbishop by comparison.”

“Damn,” I said.

“What’s wrong?”

“Next time, we take your car to lunch.”

“What for?”

“That’s my car of the back on that tow truck.”
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The light was soft on the lake as I dressed on the houseboat that evening. Up the shore I could see the palm and cypress trees blowing in the wind off the Gulf. The air smelled like rain again. I felt very alone and quiet inside, and I wondered if my feeling of confident solitude, my peculiar moment of serenity inside, was not a deceptive prelude to another turbulent time in my life. Maybe it was just a brief courtship with narcissism. My body was still hard and lean, my skin brown, the old scar from the dung-tipped pungi stick like a broken gray snake embossed on my stomach. My hair and brush mustache were still as black as ink, except for the white patch above one ear, and I convinced myself every morning that living alone was no more a mark of age and failure than it was of youth and success. The dark purple clouds piled on the Gulf’s southern horizon trembled with heat lightning.

I sat alone in a box at the races that night and looked with the same quiet and tranquil fascination at the lighted track, the dampened and raked sod, the glistening clipped grass in the center field. It was the kind of vague, almost numb euphoria that I used to feel when I slid off the edge of a two-day binge into delirium tremens. I had become omniscient; my white tropical suit glowed from the arc light overhead; I cashed three place bets and two wins in a row. The peach-complexioned waitresses in the clubhouse brought me shelled shrimp on ice, and lobster and steak, and brushed their hips unnecessarily against my arm when they took away my soiled napkin and blood-streaked plate.

Someone once told me that the gambler’s greatest desire, knowledge of the future, would drive us insane. On that warm summer evening as I drove back home, with the moon denting the lake and the fireflies lighting in the palm and oak trees, I felt a thin tremolo inside me, like the faint tinkling of crystal or the almost silent vibration of sympathetic guitar strings, just a hint of Cassandra’s tragic gift, and I tried to ascribe it to my old alcoholic fears that writhed in the unconscious as blind snakes would. But a winner at the track usually cares little for caution or moonlit nuances.
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EARLY THE NEXT MORNING I DROVE SOUTHWEST OF NEW Orleans, into the bayou country. It was the south Louisiana I had grown up in, around New Iberia. Oak, cypress, and willow trees lined the two-lane road; the mist still clung like torn cotton to the half-submerged dead tree trunks back in the marsh; the canebrakes were thick and green, shining in the light, and the lily pads clustered along the bayou’s banks were bursting with flowers, audibly popping, their leaves covered with drops of quicksilver. The bream and bass were still feeding in the shadows close to the cypress roots; egrets were nesting in the sand where the sun had risen above the tree line, and occasionally a heron would lift from its feeding place on the edge of the cattails and glide on gilded wings down the long ribbon of brown water through a corridor of trees.

Now these same bayous, canals, and marshlands where I had grown up were used by the Barataria pirates. But their namesakes, Jean Lafitte’s collection of brigands and slavers, were romantic figures by comparison. The current group was made up of marijuana, cocaine, and heroin smugglers who would murder a whole family out on the Gulf simply for the one-time use of their boat, after which they’d open up the cocks and sink it. Occasionally the Coast Guard would find one half-filled with water and beached on a sandbar, the gunwales painted with blood.

But why should this shock or revile? The same people sometimes killed infants by injection, embalmed the bodies, and filled the stomachs with balloons of heroin so women transporters could walk through customs as though they were carrying their sleeping children.

The Cataouatche Parish sheriff was not at the courthouse. He was at his horse farm outside of town, galoshes on his feet, feeding two Arabians in a side lot. His house had a fresh coat of white paint and a wide screen porch, and was surrounded by azalea bushes and flaming hibiscus. The long white fence along the back horse pasture was entwined with climbing roses. The sheriff was around fifty, a man in control of his property and his political life. His blue uniform fitted tightly on his compact, hard body, and his round, freshly shaved face and direct eyes gave you the impression of a self-confident rural law officer who dealt easily with outside complexities.

Unfortunately for him, I proved to be the exception.

“She drowned,” he said. “My deputies said a bucket of water came out of her when they flipped her off the gurney.”

“She had tracks on her arms.”

“So? Addicts drown too. You need an autopsy to tell you that?”

“Do you know if she was right-handed or left-handed?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” he said.

“She’d been shooting regularly into the left arm, but she had only one needle hole on the right. What’s that tell you?”

“Not a goddamn thing.”

“When a junkie flattens the vein in one arm, he starts on the other. I don’t think she’d been shooting up that long. I think somebody gave her a hotshot.”

“The parish coroner signed the death certificate. It says ‘drowned.’ You take it up with him if you want to pursue it. I’m late for work.” He walked out of the horse lot, pulled off his muddy galoshes on the grass, and slipped on his polished, half-topped boots. His round face was turned away from me as he bent over, but I could hear the repressed anger in his breathing.

“Those are fine Arabians,” I said. “I understand they can bring thirty thousand or so when they’re trained.”

“That wouldn’t touch them, Lieutenant. Like I say, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m late. You want me to introduce you to the coroner?”

“I don’t think so. Tell me, as a matter of speculation, how do you figure a healthy young woman, wearing all her clothes, would come to drown in a narrow bayou?”

“What’s going to make you happy, Lieutenant? You want somebody to write down for you that she died of a hotshot? You want to take that back to New Orleans with you? All right, you have my permission. It’s no skin off our ass. But how about her family? She was raised up in the quarters on a sugar plantation about five miles south of here. Her mother is feeble-minded and her daddy is half-blind. You want to drive out there and tell them their daughter was a junkie?”

“Everything in this case stinks of homicide, Sheriff.”

“I’ve only got two more things to say to you, podna, and it’s important you understand this. I trust what my deputies told me, and if you got a complaint, you take it to the coroner’s office. And number two, this conversation is over.”

Then he looked away at his horses in a distant field, as though I were not there, slipped on his pilot’s sunglasses, got into his Cadillac, and drove down his pea-gravel lane to the blacktop. I felt like a post standing in the ground.
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The dead girl’s name had been Lovelace Deshotels. Her parents lived in one of the weathered, paintless shacks along a dirt road on the back of a corporate sugar plantation. All the shacks were identical, their small front porches so evenly aligned that you could fire an arrow through the receding rectangle of posts, roofs, and banisters for the entire length of the quarters without striking wood. The thick green fields of cane stretched away for miles, broken only by an occasional oak tree and the distant outline of the sugar mill, whose smokestacks in the winter would cover these same shacks with a sickening sweet odor that made the eyes water.

The shack was like thousands of others that I had seen all my life throughout Louisiana and Mississippi. There was no glass in the windows, only hinged board flaps that were propped open on sticks. The walls had been insulated with pages from the Sears catalog, then covered with wallpaper that was now separated and streaked brown with rainwater. The outhouse, which was set next to a small hog lot, had a rusted R.C. Cola sign for a roof.

But there were other things there that leaped at your eye when you walked through the door: a color television set, an imitation Bavarian clock above the wood-burning stove, plastic flowers set in jelly glasses, a bright yellow Formica breakfast table next to an ancient brick fireplace filled with trash.

The parents would tell me little. The mother stared vacantly at a game show on television, her huge body stuffed in a pair of lime-green stretch pants and a man’s army shirt cut off at the armpits. The father was gray and old and walked with a cane as though his back were disjointed. He smelled of the cob pipe in his shirt pocket. His eyes were scaled over and frosted with cataracts.

“She gone off to New Orleans. I tolt her a colored girl from the country dint have no business there, her,” he said, sitting on the couch, his hand curved along the top of his cane. “She only a country girl. What she gonna do with them kind of people they got in New Orleans? I tell her that, me.”

“Who did she work for, Mr. Deshotels?”

“What I know about New Orleans? I ain’t got no truck there, me.” He smiled at me, and I saw his toothless blue gums.

“Do you believe she drowned?”

He paused and the smile went out of his face. His eyes seemed to focus on me for the first time.

“You think they care what some old nigger say?” he said.

“I do.”

He didn’t answer. He put his dead pipe in his mouth, made a wet sound with his tongue, and stared blankly at the television screen.

“I’ll be going now,” I said, standing up. “I’m sorry about what happened to your daughter. I really am.”

His face turned back toward me.

“We had eleven, us,” he said. “She the baby. I call her tite cush-cush cause she always love cush-cush when she a little girl. He’p me walk out front, you.”

I put my hand under his arm and we stepped out into the bright sunlight on the porch. The wind was ruffling the green fields of sugarcane on the opposite side of the road. The old man’s arm was webbed with veins. He limped along with me to my automobile before he spoke.

“They kilt her, them, dint they?” he asked.

“I think they did.”

“She just a little colored jellyroll for white mens, then they throw her away,” he said. His eyes became wet. “I tolt her ‘Jellyroll, jellyroll, rollin’ in the cane, lookin’ for a woman ain’t got no man.’ She say ‘Look the television and the clock and the table I give Mama.’ She say that, her. Little girl that don’t know how to read can buy a five-hundred-dollar television set for her mama. What you gonna do when they nineteen? Ain’t no listenin’, not when she got white men’s money, drive a big car down here from New Orleans, tellin’ me she gonna move us up North, her. Little girl that still eat cush-cush gonna outsmart the white mens, her, move her old nigger daddy up to New York. What she done they got to kill her for?”

I didn’t have an answer for him.

I was on an empty stretch of road bordered on one side by a flat, shimmering lake and on the other by a flooded woods, when I saw the blue-and-white patrol car in my rearview mirror. The driver already had on his bubblegum light, and when he drew close to my bumper he gave me a short blast with his siren. I started to pull to the shoulder, but there were shards of beer-bottle glass like amber teeth shining in the weeds and gravel. I tried to drive on to a clear spot before I stopped, and the patrol car leaped abreast of me, the engine roaring, and the deputy in the passenger’s seat pointed to the side of the road with an angry finger. I heard my tires crunch over the beer glass.

Both deputies got out of the car, and I knew it was going to be serious. They were big men, probably Cajuns like myself, but their powerful and sinewy bodies, their tight-fitting, powder-blue uniforms, polished gunbelts and holsters, glinting bullets and revolver butts made you think of backwoods Mississippi and north Louisiana, as though they’d had to go away to learn redneck cruelty.

Neither one of them had a citation book in his hand or pocket.

“The siren means pull over. It don’t mean slow down, Lieutenant,” the driver said. He smiled back at me and took off his sunglasses. He was older than the other deputy. “Step out of the car, please.”

I opened the door and stepped out on the road. They looked at me without speaking.

“All right, I’ll bite. What have you got me for?” I said.

“Sixty in a fifty-five,” the other deputy said. He chewed gum, and his eyes were humorless and intent.

“I didn’t think I ever got over fifty,” I said.

“’Fraid it creeped up on you,” the older man said. “On a pretty morning like this you get to looking around, maybe looking at the water and the trees, maybe thinking about a piece of ass, and before you know it you got lead in your pecker and foot, both.”

“I don’t guess we’re going to have an instance of professional courtesy here, are we?” I said.

“The judge don’t allow us to let too many slide,” the older man said.

“So write me a ticket and I’ll talk to the judge about it.”

“Lot of people from outside the parish don’t show up in court,” the older deputy said. “Makes him madder than a hornet with shit on its nose. So we got to take them down to the court.”

“You guys didn’t get completely dressed this morning,” I said.

“How’s that?” the other deputy said.

“You forgot to put on your name tags. Now, why would you do that?”

“Don’t worry about any goddamn name tags. You’re coming back to the courthouse with us,” the younger deputy said. He had stopped chewing his gum, and his jawbone was rigid against his cheek.

“You got a flat tire, anyway, Lieutenant,” the older man said. “I figure that’s kind of our fault, so while you ride in with us I’ll radio the tow to come and change it for you.”



“Facts-of-life time,” I said. “You don’t roust a City of New Orleans detective.”

“Our territory, our rules, Lieutenant.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

They were both silent. The sun was shimmering brilliantly on the flat expanse of water behind them. The light was so bright I had to force myself not to blink. I could hear both of them breathing, see their eyes flick at each other uncertainly, almost smell the thin sweat on their skin.

The younger man’s shoe shifted in the gravel and his thumb fluttered toward the strap on the holster that held his chrome-plated .357 Magnum revolver. I tore my .38 out of the clip holster on my belt, squatted, and aimed with two hands into their faces.

“Big mistake, podjo! Hands on your head and down on your knees!” I shouted.

“Look—” the older deputy began.

“Don’t think, do it! I win, you lose!” My breath was coming hard in my throat.

They looked at each other, laced their hands on their heads, and knelt in front of their car. I went behind them, pulled their heavy revolvers from their holsters, and pitched them sideways into the lake.

“Take out your cuffs and lock up to the bumper,” I said.

“You’re in over your head,” the older deputy said. The back of his suntanned neck was beaded with sweat.

“That’s not the way I read it,” I said. “You guys thought you’d be cowboys and you got your faces shoved into the sheep-dip. What was it going to be, a day or so in the tank, or maybe some serious patty-cake in the backseat on the way to the jail?”

They didn’t reply. Their faces were hot and angry and pained by the rocks that cut their knees.

“Put the cuffs through the bumper and lock your wrists,” I said. “You didn’t answer me, which makes me wonder if I was going to make the jail. Are you guys into it that big?”

“Kiss my ass,” the younger deputy said.

“Tell me, are y’all that dumb? You think you can pop a New Orleans cop and walk out of it?”

“We’ll see who walks out of what,” the older deputy said. He had to twist sideways on his knees and squint up into the sun to talk to me.

“The sheriff is letting you clean up his shit for him, isn’t he?” I said. “It looks like lousy work to me. You ought to get him to spread the juice around a little more. You guys probably rip off a little change now and then, maybe get some free action in the local hot-pillow joint, but he drives a Cadillac and raises Arabians.”

“For a homicide cop you’re a stupid bastard,” the older deputy said. “What makes you think you’re so important you got to be popped? You’re just a hair in somebody’s nose.”

“I’m afraid you boys have limited careers ahead of you.”

“Start figuring how you’re going to get out of here,” the younger deputy said.

“You mean my flat tire? That is a problem,” I said thoughtfully. “What if I just drive your car down the road a little ways with you guys still cuffed to it?”

For the first time their faces showed the beginnings of genuine fear.

“Relax. We have our standards in New Orleans. We don’t pick on the mentally handicapped,” I said.

In the distance I saw a maroon car approaching. The two deputies heard it and looked at each other expectantly.

“Sorry, no cavalry today,” I said, then squatted down at eye level with them. “Now look, you pair of clowns, I don’t know how far you want to take this, but if you really want to get it on, you remember this: I’ve got more juice than you do, more people, more brains, more everything that counts. So give it some thought. In the meantime I’m going to send somebody back for my car, and it had better be here. Also, tell that character you work for that our conversation was ongoing. He’ll get my drift.”

I flagged down the maroon car with my badge and got in the passenger’s seat before the driver, a blond woman in her late twenties with windblown hair and wide eyes, could speak or concentrate on the two manacled deputies. Her tape player was blaring out Tchaikovsky’s First Concerto, and the backseat was an incredible litter of papers, notebooks, and government forms.

“I’m a New Orleans police officer. I need you to take me to the next town,” I shouted above the music.

Her eyes were blue and as round as a doll’s with surprise and fear. She began to accelerate slowly, her eyes sliding past the handcuffed cops but then riveting on them again in the rearview mirror.

“Are those men locked to the car bumper?” she said.

“Yes. They were bad boys,” I yelled back. “Can I turn this down?”

“I’m sorry, but I have to do this. You can go ahead and shoot if you want to.”

And with that she slammed on the brakes, dropped the transmission into reverse, and floorboarded the car backward in a screech of rubber and a cloud of black smoke. My head hit the windshield, then I saw my old Chevrolet coming up fast. “Watch it!” I shouted.

But it was too late. Her bumper caught my front fender and raked both doors. Then she careened to a stop, flipped off the stereo, leaned across me, and yelled at the deputies, “This man says he’s a police officer. Is that true?”

“Call the Cataouatche sheriff’s office, lady,” the older deputy said. He was squatting on one knee, and his face was strained with discomfort.

“Who is this man in my car?”

“He’s a piece of shit that’s going to get ground into the concrete,” the younger deputy said.

The woman yanked the car into low, pushed the accelerator to the floor, and roared past my car again. I felt her back bumper carom off my front fender. She drove like a wild person, papers blowing in the backseat, the lake and flooded woods streaking past us.

“I’m sorry about your car. I have insurance. I think I still do, anyway,” she said.

“That’s all right. I’ve always wanted to see the country from inside a hurricane. Are you still afraid, or do you always drive like this?”

“Like what?” Her hair was blowing in the wind and her round blue eyes were intent over the wheel.

“Do you still think I’m an escaped criminal?” I said.

“I don’t know what you are, but I recognized one of those deputies. He’s a sadist who rubbed his penis all over one of my clients.”

“Your clients?”

“I work for the state handicapped services.”

“You can put him away.”

“She’s scared to death. He told her he’d do it to her again, and then put her in jail as a prostitute.”

“God, lady, look out. Listen, there’s a restaurant on stilts just across the parish line. You pull in there, then we’re going to make a phone call and I’m going to buy you lunch.”

“Why?”



“Because you’re wired and you don’t believe who I am. By the way, what you did back there took courage.”

“No, it didn’t. I just don’t give rides to weird people. There’s a lot of weirdness around these days. If you’re a police detective, why are you driving a wreck of an automobile?”

“A few minutes ago it wasn’t entirely a wreck.”

“That’s what I mean by weirdness. Maybe I saved your life, and you criticize my driving.”

Don’t argue with God’s design on a sun-spangled morning in a corridor of oak trees, Robicheaux, I thought. Also, don’t argue with somebody who’s doing eighty-five miles an hour and showering rocks like birdshot against the tree trunks.

The restaurant was a ramshackle board place with screen windows, built up on posts over the lake. Metal Dixie 45 and Jax beer signs were nailed all over the outer walls. Crawfish were out of season, so I ordered fried catfish and small bowls of shrimp gumbo. While we waited for the food, I bought her a drink at the bar and used the phone to call my extension at First District headquarters in New Orleans. I put the receiver to her ear so she could hear Clete answer, then I took the receiver back.

“I’m having lunch with a lady who would like you to describe what I look like,” I told him, and gave the phone back to her. I saw her start to smile as she listened, then her eyes crinkled and she laughed out loud.

“That’s outrageous,” she said.

“What’d he say?”

“That your hair is streaked like a skunk’s and that sometimes you try to walk the check.”

“Clete’s always had satirical ambitions.”

“Is this how you all really do things? Chaining up other cops to cars, terrifying people on the highway, playing jokes over the phone?”

“Not exactly. They have a different set of rules in Cataouatche Parish. I sort of strayed off my turf.”

“What about those deputies back there? Won’t they come after you?”

“I think they’ll be more worried about explaining themselves to the man they work for. After we eat, can you take me back to the city?”

“I have to make a home call at a client’s house, then I can.” She sipped from her Manhattan, then ate the cherry off the toothpick. She saw me watching her, and she looked out the window at the lake, where the wind was blowing the moss in the cypress trees.

“Do you like horse racing?” I said.

“I’ve never been.”

“I have a clubhouse pass. Would you like to go tomorrow night, provided I have my car back?”

She paused, and her electric blue eyes wandered over my face.

“I play cello with a string quartet. We have practice tomorrow night,” she said.

“Oh.”

“But we’ll probably finish by eight-thirty, if that’s not too late. I live by Audubon Park,” she said.

See, don’t argue with design and things will work out all right after all, I told myself.

But things did not go well back at the District the next day. They never did when I had to deal with the people in vice, or with Sergeant Motley in particular. He was black, an ex-career enlisted man, but he had little sympathy for his own people. One time a black wino in a holding cell was giving Motley a bad time, calling him “the white man’s knee-grow, with a white man’s badge and a white man’s gun,” and Motley covered him from head to foot with the contents of a can of Mace before the turnkey slapped it out of his hand.

But there was another memory about Motley that was darker. Before he made sergeant and moved over to vice, he had worked as a bailiff at the court and was in charge of escorting prisoners from the drunk tank to morning arraignment. He had seven of them on a wrist-chain in the elevator when a basement fire blew the electric circuits and stalled the elevator between floors. Motley got out through the escape door in the elevator’s roof, but the seven prisoners were asphyxiated by the smoke.

“What do you want to know about her?” he said. He was overweight and had a thick mustache, and his ashtray was full of cigar butts.

“You busted her three times in a month—twice for soliciting, once for holding. You must have had an interest in her,” I said.

“She was a ten-dollar chicken, a real loser.”

“You’re not telling me a lot, Motley.”

“What’s to tell? She was freebasing and jacking guys off in a massage parlor on Decatur. She was the kind a john cuts up or a pimp sets on fire. Like I say, a victim. A country girl that was going to make the big score.”

“Who went her bail?”

“Probably her pimp. I don’t remember.”

“Who was he?”

“I don’t remember. There’s a new lowlife running that joint every two months.”

“You know anybody who’d have reason to give her a hotshot?”

“Ask me her shoe size. When’d she become your case, anyway? I heard you fished her out of the bayou in Cataouatche Parish.”



“It’s a personal interest. Look, Motley, we cooperate with you guys. How about being a little reciprocal?”

“What is it you think I know? I told you she was just another brainless whore. They all come out of the same cookie cutter. I lost contact with her, anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“We busted the massage parlor a couple of times and she wasn’t working there anymore. One of the other broads said Julio Segura moved her out to his place. That don’t mean anything, though. He does that all the time, then he gets tired of them, gives them a few balloons of Mexican brown, and has that dwarf chauffeur of his drive them to the bus stop or back to the crib.”

“You’re unbelievable.”

“You think a guy like him is interested in snuffing whores? Write it off, Robicheaux. You’re wasting your time.”

Fifteen minutes later, Captain Guidry walked into the office I shared with Clete. He was fifty and lived with his mother and belonged to the Knights of Columbus. But recently he had been dating a widow in the city water department, and we knew it was serious when the captain began to undergo a hair transplant. His gleaming bald scalp was now inlaid with tiny round divots of transplanted hair, so that his head looked like a rock with weeds starting to grow on it. But he was a good administrator, a straight arrow, and he often took the heat for us when he didn’t have to.

“Triple-A called and said they towed in your car,” he said.

“That’s good,” I said.

“No. They also said somebody must have broken all the windows out with a hammer or a baseball bat. What went on over there with the sheriff’s department, Dave?”



I told him while he stared at me blankly. I also told him about Julio Segura. Cletus kept his face buried in our file drawer.

“You didn’t make this up? You actually cuffed two sheriff’s deputies to their own car?” the captain said.

“I wasn’t holding a very good hand, Captain.”

“Well, you probably had them figured right, because they haven’t pursued it, except for remodeling your windows. You want to turn the screws on them a little? I can call the state attorney general’s office and probably shake them up a bit.”

“Clete and I want to go out to Segura’s place.”

“Vice considers that their territory,” Captain Guidry said.

“They’re talking about killing a cop. It’s our territory now,” I said.

“All right, but no cowboy stuff,” he said. “Right now we don’t have legal cause to be out there.”

“Okay.”

“You just talk, let him know we’re hearing things we don’t like.”

“Okay, Captain.”

He rubbed his fingernail over one of the crusted implants in his head.

“Dave?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Forget what I said. He’s threatening a New Orleans police officer and we’re not going to tolerate it. Put his head in the toilet. Tell him it came from me, too.”

Oleander, azalea, and myrtle trees were planted thickly behind the scrolled iron fence that surrounded Segura’s enormous blue-green lawn. Gardeners were clipping the hedges, watering the geranium and rose beds, cutting away the dead brown leaves from the stands of banana trees. Back toward the lake I could see the white stucco two-story house, its red tile roof gleaming in the sun, the royal palms waving by the swimming pool. Someone sprang loudly off a diving board.

A muscular Latin man in slacks and a golf shirt came out the front gate and leaned down to Clete’s window. There were faded tattoos under the black hair on his forearms. He also wore large rings on both hands.

“Can I help you, sir?” he said.

“We’re police officers. We want to talk to Segura,” Clete said.

“Do you have an appointment with him?”

“Just tell him we’re here, partner,” Clete said.

“He’s got guests right now.”

“You got a hearing problem?” Clete said.

“I got a clipboard with some names on it. If your name’s on it, you come in. If it ain’t, you stay out.”

“Listen, you fucking greaseball …” Without finishing his sentence, Clete got out of the car and hit the man murderously in the stomach with his fist. The man doubled over, his mouth dropped open as though he had been struck with a sledgehammer, and his eyes looked like he was drowning.

“Got indigestion troubles? Try Tums,” Clete said.

“What’s the matter with you?” I said to him.

“Nothing now,” he said, and pushed back the iron gate so we could drive through. The Latin man held on to the fence with one hand and labored to get his breath back. We drove up the driveway toward the stucco house. I continued to look at Clete.

“You never worked vice. You don’t know what kind of scum these bastards are,” he said. “When a greaseball like that gets in your face, you step all over him. It defines the equations for him.”

“Did you get drunk last night?”



“Yeah, but I don’t need an excuse to bash one of these fuckers.”

“No more of it, Clete.”

“We’re in, aren’t we? We’re the surprise in Julio’s afternoon box of Cracker Jacks. Look at that bunch by the pool. I bet we could run them and connect them with every dope deal in Orleans and Jefferson parishes.”

About a dozen people were in or around the clover-shaped pool. They floated on rubber rafts in the turquoise water, played cards on a mosaic stone table and benches that were anchored in the shallow end, or sat in lawn chairs by the slender gray trunks of the palms while a family of dwarf servants brought them tall tropical drinks filled with fruit and ice.

Clete walked directly across the clipped grass to an umbrella-shaded table where a middle-aged man in cream-colored slacks and a yellow shirt covered with blue parrots sat with two other men who were as dark as Indians and built like fire hydrants. The man in the print shirt was one of the most peculiar-looking human beings I had ever seen. His face was triangular-shaped, with a small mouth and very small ears, and his eyes were absolutely black. Three deep creases ran across his forehead, and inside the creases you could see tiny balls of skin. On his wrist was a gold watch with a black digital dial, and he smoked a Bisonte with a cigarette holder. The two dark men started to get up protectively as we approached the table, but the man in the yellow-and-blue shirt gestured for them to remain seated. His eyes kept narrowing as though Clete’s face were floating toward him out of a memory.

“What’s happening, Julio?” Clete said. “There’s a guy out front puking his lunch all over the grass. It really looks nasty for the neighborhood. You ought to hire a higher-class gate man.”

“Purcel, right?” Segura said, the recognition clicking into his eyes.

“That’s good,” Clete said. “Now connect the dots and figure out who this guy with me is.”

One of the dark men said something to Segura in Spanish.

“Shut up, greaseball,” Clete said.

“What do you think you’re doing, Purcel?” Segura asked.

“That all depends on you, Julio. We hear you’re putting out a very serious shuck about my partner,” Clete said.

“Is this him?” Segura asked.

I didn’t answer. I stared straight into his eyes. He puffed on his cigarette holder and looked back at me without blinking, as though he were looking at an object rather than a man.

“I heard you been knocking the furniture around,” he said finally. “But I don’t know you. I never heard of you, either.”

“I think you’re a liar,” I said.

“That’s your right. What else you want to tell me today?”

“Your people killed a nineteen-year-old girl named Lovelace Deshotels.”

“Let me tell you something, what’s-your-name,” he said. “I’m an American citizen. I’m a citizen because a United States senator introduced a bill to bring me here. I got a son in West Point. I don’t kill people. I don’t mind Purcel and his people bothering me sometimes. You got la mordida here just like in Nicaragua. But you don’t come out here and tell me I kill somebody.” He nodded to one of the dark men, who got up and walked to the house. “I tell you something else, too. You know why Purcel is out here? It’s because he’s got a guilty conscience and he blames other people for it. He took a girl out of a massage parlor in the French Quarter and seduced her in the back of his car. That’s the kind of people you got telling me what morality is.”

“How’d you like your teeth kicked down your throat?” Clete asked.

“I got my attorneys coming out right now. You want to make threats, you want to hit people, you’ll make them rich. They love you.”

“You’re a pretty slick guy, Julio,” I said.

“Yeah? Maybe you’re a cute guy, like your partner,” he answered.

“Slick as Vaseline, not a bump or a handle on you,” I said. “But let me tell you a story of my own. My daddy was a trapper on Marsh Island. He used to tell me, ‘If it’s not moving, don’t poke it. But when it starts snapping at your kneecaps, wait till it opens up real wide, then spit in its mouth.’ What do you think of that story?”

“You’re a mature man. Why you want to be a fool? I didn’t do nothing to you. For some reason you’re finding this trouble for yourself.”

“What’s the worst thing you’ve ever seen happen to somebody, Julio?” I asked.

“What’re you talking about?” he said. His brow was furrowed, and the tiny balls of skin in the creases looked like strings of purple BBs.

“I hear you have some cruel guys working for you. Probably some of Somoza’s old national guardsmen, experts in garroting journalists and murdering Catholic priests.”

“You don’t make no sense.”

“Sure I do,” I said. “You probably got to visit the basement in some of Somoza’s police stations. You saw them hung up by their arms, with a cloth bag soaked in insecticide tied over their heads. They screamed and went blind and suffocated to death, and even a piece of shit like yourself had a few nightmares about it. You also knew about that volcano where the army used to drop the Sandinistas from a helicopter into the burning crater. It’s pretty awful stuff to think about, Julio.”

“They really sent us a pair today. A vice cop with puta in his head and another one that talks like a Marxist,” he said. Some of the people around the pool laughed.

“You’re not following my drift,” I said. “You see, to you a bad fate is what you’ve seen your own kind do to other people. But once you got away from the horror show down there in Managua, you figured you were safe. So did Somoza. He got out of Dodge with all his millions, then one day his chauffeur was driving him across Asunción in his limo, with a motorcycle escort in front and back, and somebody parked a three-point-five bazooka rocket in his lap. It blew him into instant lasagna. Are you following me, Julio?”

“You going to come after me, big man?” he asked.

“You still don’t get it. Look, it’s almost biblical. Eventually somebody eats your lunch, and it always comes from a place you didn’t expect it. Maybe a redneck cop puts a thumbbuster forty-five behind your ear and lets off a hollow-point that unfastens your whole face. Or maybe they strap you down in the Red Hat House at Angola and turn your brains into fried grits.”

“You ought to get a job writing comic books,” he said.

“Then maybe you’re sitting by your pool, secure, with your prostitutes and these trained monkeys around you, and something happens out of sequence,” I said, and picked up his tropical drink full of ice and fruit and poured it into his lap.

He roared back from the table, raking ice off his cream-colored slacks, his face full of outrage and disbelief. The squat, dark man seated across from him started from his chair. Clete slammed him back down.

“Start it and we finish it, Paco,” he said.

The dark man remained seated and gripped the wrought-iron arms of his chair, staring at Clete with a face that was as flat and latently brutal as a frying pan.

“There, that’s a good fellow,” Clete said.



“You get out of here!” Segura said.

“This is just for openers. The homicide people are a creative bunch,” I said.

“You’re spit on the sidewalk,” he said.

“We’ve got a whole grab bag of door prizes for you, Julio. But in the end I’m going to send you back to the tomato patch,” I said.

“I got guys that can cut a piece out of you every day of your life,” Segura said.

“That sounds like a threat against a police officer,” Clete said.

“I don’t play your game, maricón” Segura said. “You’re amateurs, losers. Look behind you. You want to shove people around now?”

Two men had parked their canary-yellow Continental at the end of the drive and were walking across the grass toward us. Both of them looked like upgraded bail bondsmen.

“Whiplash Wineburger, up from the depths,” Clete said.

“I thought he’d been disbarred for fixing a juror,” I said.

“That was his brother. Whiplash is too slick for that,” Clete said. “His specialty is insurance fraud and ripping off his own clients.”

“Who’s the oilcan with him?”

“Some dago legislator that’s been peddling his ass around here for years.”

“I heard you were wired into some heavy connections. These guys need lead in their shoes on a windy day,” I said to Segura.

“Me cago en la puta de tu madre,” he replied.

“You hotdogs got two minutes to get out of here,” the lawyer said. He was lean and tan, like an aging professional tennis player, and he wore a beige sports jacket, a yellow open-necked shirt, and brown-tinted glasses.

“We were just on our way. It looks like the neighborhood is going to hell in a hurry,” Clete said.

“By the way, Wineburger,” I said, “bone up on your tax law. I hear the IRS is about to toss Segura’s tax records.”

“Yeah? You got a line to the White House?” he said.

“It’s all over the Federal Building. You haven’t been doing your homework,” I said.

We walked back to our car and left Segura and his lawyer staring at each other.

We headed back down the lake road toward the Pontchartrain Expressway. The palm trees were beating along the shore, and small waves were whitecapping out on the lake. Several sailboats were tacking hard in the wind.

“You think we stuck a couple of thumbtacks in his head?” Cletus asked. He drove without looking at me.

“We’ll see.”

“That touch about the IRS was beautiful.”

“You want to tell me something, Clete?”

“Am I supposed to go to confession or something?”

“I don’t like to see a guy like Segura trying to jerk my partner around.”

“It was three years ago. My wife and I had broke up, and I’d been on the shelf for six weeks.”

“You let the girl walk?”

“She never got busted. She was a snitch. I liked her.”

“That’s why you put your fist through that guy’s stomach?”

“All right, so I don’t feel good about it. But I swear to you, Dave, I never got any free action because of my badge, and I never went on the pad.” He looked across at me with his poached, scarred face.

“So I believe you.”



“So buy me a beignet and a coffee at the Café du Monde.”

An afternoon thundershower was building out over Lake Pontchartrain. The sky on the distant horizon had turned green, and waves were scudding all across the lake now. The few sailboats still out were drenched with spray and foam as they pounded into the wind and headed for their docks. It started to rain in large, flat drops when we turned onto the Expressway, then suddenly it poured down on Clete’s car in a roar of tackhammers.

The city was soaked and dripping when I went to pick up the social worker, whose name was Annie Ballard, by Audubon Park. The streetlamps lighted the misty trees along the esplanade on St. Charles; the burnished streetcar tracks and the old green streetcar glistened dully in the wet light, and the smoky neon signs, the bright, rain-streaked windows of the restaurants and the drugstore on the corner were like part of a nocturnal painting out of the 1940s. This part of New Orleans never seemed to change, and somehow its confirmation of yesterday on a rainy summer night always dissipated my own fears about time and mortality. And it was this reverie that made me careless, let me ignore the car that parked behind me, and let me walk up her sidewalk with the vain presumption that only people like Julio Segura had things happen to them out of sequence.
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SHE LIVED IN AN OLD BRICK ROWHOUSE THAT WAS connected to several others by a common porch and a shrub-filled front yard. I heard footsteps behind me, turned and glanced at three men who were joking about something and carrying a wine bottle wrapped in a paper sack, but I paid no attention to them after they turned toward a lighted house where a party was going on.

She smiled when she opened the door. She wore a blue dress with transparent shoulders, and her blond curls stuck out from under a wide straw hat. She was very pretty with the light behind her, and I didn’t care whether we made it to the track or not. Then I saw her eyes focus over my shoulder, saw her expression break apart, heard the feet on the porch behind me, this time fast and running. Just as I turned, one of the three men shoved me hard into Annie Ballard’s living room and aimed a Browning automatic pistol straight into my face.

“Don’t try to pull it, biscuit-eater, unless you want your brains running out your nose,” he said, and reached inside my sports coat and pulled my .38 from my waist holster.

He was tall and angular, his hair mowed into his scalp like a peeled onion, his stomach as flat as a shingle under the big metal buckle on his blue jeans. The accent was Deep South, genuine peckerwood, and on his right arm was a tattoo of a grinning skull in a green beret with crossed bayonets under the jaw and the inscription kill them all … let god sort them out.

The second man was short and olive-skinned, with elongated Semitic eyes and a hawk nose. He went quickly from room to room, like a ferret. But it was the third man who was obviously in charge. His hands rested comfortably in his raincoat pockets; his face looked impassively around the room as though he were standing at a bus stop. He was in his early fifties, with a paunch, a round Irish chin, a small mouth with downturned corners, and cheeks that were flecked with tiny blue and red veins. The vaguely dissolute edges of his face, with his tangled eyebrows and untrimmed gray hair, gave you the impression of a jaded Kiwanian.

“There’s nobody else,” the olive-skinned man said. He spoke with a Middle Eastern accent.

“Do you already know I’m a police officer?” I said quietly.

“We know a lot about you, Lieutenant. You’ve really spread your name around recently,” the man in the raincoat said.

“I thought Segura was smarter than this,” I said.

“I don’t know. I’ve never met the man. But you’re not smart at all.” He took a revolver casually out of his raincoat pocket and nodded to the man with the tattoo, who went into the bathroom, dropped my .38 into the toilet bowl, and started the water in the bathtub. Annie’s eyes were wide under her hat, and she was breathing rapidly through her mouth.

“I have friends coming over,” she said.

“That’s why you got your hat on,” the man with the tattoo said, smiling from the bathroom door. His hair was cut so close to his scalp that the light made his head glow with an aura. He held a large roll of adhesive tape in his hand.

“I’m going to walk out my door,” she said. Her face was flushed and spotted as though she had a fever, and her voice was filled with strain. “I have friends next door and out in the yard and over on the next block and they can hear everything through these walls and you’re not going to do anything to us—”

“Annie,” I said quietly.

“We’re going to leave now and they’re not going to hurt us,” she said.

“Annie, don’t talk,” I said. “These men have business with me, then they’re going to leave. You mustn’t do anything now.”

“Listen to the voice of experience,” the man in the raincoat said.

“No,” she said. “They’re not going to do this. I’m walking outside now. These are weak people or they wouldn’t have guns.”

“You dumb cunt,” the man with the tattoo said, and swung his fist into the back of Annie’s head. Her hat pitched into the air, and she fell forward on her knees, her face white with shock. She remained bent over and started to cry. It was the kind of crying that came from genuine, deep-seated pain.

“You sonofabitch,” I said.

“Put her in back,” the man in the raincoat said. The other two men pulled Annie’s arms behind her and taped her wrists, then her mouth. Her curly hair hung in her eyes, and there were tears on her cheeks. The two men started to walk her to the bedroom.

“Bobby Joe, nothing except what we have to do here,” the man in the raincoat said.

“You wanted her to walk out on the front porch?” said Bobby Joe, the man with the tattoo.

“That’s not what I mean. Nothing except what we have to do. Do you understand?”

“There’s better broads for two bucks in Guatemala City,” Bobby Joe said.

“Shut your mouth, tape her ankles, and get back out here,” the man with the raincoat said.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“You’re in way over your head, Lieutenant. I’m just not quite sure of your own degree of awareness. That’s the problem we have to resolve tonight.”

“I’ll give you something else to resolve. I’m going to square everything that happens in here.”

“You’re presuming a lot.”

“Yeah? We can make New Orleans an uncomfortable place for crackers that beat up on women. Or for over-the-hill spooks.”

He looked amused.

“You think you’ve made me?” he said.

“You have a strong federal smell.”

“Who knows, these days, employment being what it is? But at least you’re a professional and you recognize characteristics in people. So you know that Bobby Joe and Erik in there are hired help, not professional at all. They get carried away sometimes. Do you know what I mean? Bobby Joe, in particular. Bad army life, doesn’t like authority, certainly doesn’t like women. A bad combination for your situation. Tell me where Fitzpatrick is and we’ll walk out of here.”

“Who?”

“I was afraid we’d hear that from you.”

The other two men, Bobby Joe and Erik, came out of the bedroom, crossed my wrists behind me, and wound the adhesive tape deep into my flesh. I could feel the blood swelling in my veins. Then the man in the raincoat nodded to Bobby Joe, who jerked my head down with both hands and brought his knee up into my face. I crashed against the coffee table, my nose ringing with pain, my eyes watering uncontrollably. Bobby Joe and Erik picked me up by each arm. Their hands were like Vise-Grips on me. Then Bobby Joe hit me twice in the stomach, and I doubled over and gagged a long string of saliva on the rug.

“Now you’re a cooperative biscuit-eater,” Bobby Joe said, and they led me into the bathroom.

The tub was running over now. Erik turned off the taps, and the man in the raincoat lowered the toilet-seat cover, sat on it, and lighted a Camel cigarette.

“In ’Nam we wrapped a towel around Charlie’s face and soaked it in water,” he said. “It was kind of like a portable river to drown in. But it always worked. Even better than calling him up on the telephone crank. Let’s have it, Lieutenant, so we don’t have to go through this bullshit.”

They had me on my knees, bent over the tub now. My nose was dripping blood into the water. They waited a moment in the silence, then shoved my head under.

I fought to get up, but it didn’t do any good. My knees felt like they were greased with Vaseline; my stomach was pressed hard over the tub’s rim, and Bobby Joe was leaning all his weight on the back of my neck. My breath bubbled out my nose and mouth, I shook my head violently from side to side with my eyes open, my teeth gritted, then the closure apparatus in my throat broke and I sucked water inside my head and lungs like a series of doors slamming forever.

They pulled me up roaring with water and air, and threw me against the metal legs on the sink.

“This isn’t so bad. There’s no permanent damage done,” the man in the raincoat said. “It’d be a lot worse if Segura’s people handled it. It has something to do with the Latin tradition. I think they got it from the Romans. Did you know that Nero killed himself because the Senate sent word to him that he was to be executed in ‘the old way,’ which meant being whipped to death with his head locked in a wooden fork? If you don’t want to say where Fitzpatrick is, you can write it on a piece of paper. It’s funny how that makes a difference for people sometimes.”

My heart was thundering, my breath laboring in my throat.

“I never heard of the cocksucker,” I said.

I felt Bobby Joe begin to lift me by one arm.

“Wait a minute,” the man in the raincoat said. “The lieutenant’s not a bad fellow. He just doesn’t know what’s involved. If he did, he might be on our team. Fitzpatrick probably gave you a patriotic shuck and you thought you were helping out the good guys.”

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

“You’re probably a good cop, but don’t tell us you’re shaking the bushes all over New Orleans and Cataouatche Parish because of a drowned colored girl,” he said.

“Two minutes this time. He’ll tell,” Erik said.

The man in the raincoat leaned down and looked intently in my face.

“He means it,” he said. “Two minutes under water. Maybe you’ll make it. Sometimes they don’t. It happens.”

“All he’s got to do is nod his head up and down, then he can have all the air he wants,” Bobby Joe said.

He jerked me up half-erect by my arm and started to slide me across the wet tiles to the tub’s rim again. But this time I was dripping with water and sweat and I slipped loose from him, fell on my buttocks, and shot one leather-soled shoe like a hammer into his ribcage. He wasn’t ready for it, and I felt a bone go like a stick. The blood drained out of his face, his tongue lay pink on his teeth, his skin tightened on his skull as though he were silently absorbing an intolerable pain and rage.



“Oh my, you shouldn’t have done that,” the man in the raincoat said.

Erik grabbed my hair and slammed my head against the side of the tub. I kicked at all of them blindly, but my feet struck at empty air. Then Bobby Joe locked his powerful arms around my neck and took me over the rim again, his body trembling rigidly with a cruel and murderous energy, and I knew that all my past fears of being shotgunned by a psychotic, of being sharked by an addict, of stepping on a mine in Vietnam, were just the foolish preoccupations of youth; that my real nemesis had always been a redneck lover who would hold me upside down against his chest while my soul slipped through a green, watery porcelain hole in the earth, down through the depths of the Mekong River, where floated the bodies of other fatigue-clad men and whole families of civilians, their faces still filled with disbelief and the shock of an artillery burst, and farther still to the mossy base of an offshore oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico, where my father waited for me in his hardhat, coveralls, and steel-tipped drilling boots after having drowned there twenty years ago.

Then Bobby Joe’s arms let go of my neck, as though he had tired of me, and I collapsed in a gasping, embryonic heap on the floor. I lay with one eye pressed against the wet tile.

“Get out there and see what it is!” the man in the raincoat said.

Bobby Joe stood erect, stepped over me, and was gone.

“Had a mind-change about Fitzpatrick?” the man in the raincoat said.

I couldn’t answer. In fact, at that point I didn’t even remember the name. Then I heard Bobby Joe in the doorway.

“His bitch got her feet loose from the bedstead and kicked a lamp through the window. The whole goddamn backyard is full of people from a party,” he said.



“Travel time,” the man in the raincoat said. He stood up and combed his hair as he walked past me. “You’re a big winner tonight, Lieutenant. But let the experience work for you. Don’t try to play in the major leagues. It’s a shitty life, believe me. Big risks, lots of crazy people running around, few side benefits like the piece you’ve got in the next room. You’ve got cojones, but the next time around, Bobby Joe and Erik will cut them off.”

Then they went out the front door into the dark like three macabre harlequins who on impulse visited the quiet world of ordinary people with baseball bats.

Three patrol cars from the Second District, an ambulance, and a fire truck answered the neighbor’s emergency call. Revolving red and blue lights reflected off the trees and houses; the lawn and house were filled with patrolmen, paramedics, firemen in yellow slickers, neighbors drinking beer and sangria, people writing on clipboards and talking into static-filled radios, and all of it signified absolutely nothing. Any candid policeman will tell you that we seldom catch people as a result of investigation or detective work; in other words, if we don’t grab them during the commission of the crime, there’s a good chance we won’t catch them at all. When we do nail them, it’s often through informers or because they trip over their own shoestrings and turn the key on themselves (drunk driving, expired license plates, a barroom beef). We’re not smart; they’re just dumb.

That’s why the feds were made to look so bad back in the late sixties and early seventies when they couldn’t nail a bunch of middle-class college kids who ended up on the “Ten Most Wanted” list. Instead of dealing with predictable psychopaths like Alvin Karpis and Charles Arthur Floyd, the FBI had to second-guess Brandeis and Wisconsin English majors who dynamited research labs and boosted banks and Brinks’ trucks and then faded back into the quiet life of the suburbs. For a time, the amateurs ruined crime for everybody.

The last one to leave was the scene investigator whom I’d requested. He dusted the doors, the bedroom, the bath, looked at me with a shrug, and walked out the door without speaking, which was his way of telling me what he thought of the fruitless work I had just created for him.

“Did he find something?” Annie said. She sat at the dining room table with a tumbler of whiskey between her fingers. Her face was wan, her voice and blue eyes listless.

“Everything was probably smeared. Fingerprints never do us much good anyway, not unless we have a body or someone in custody. Even if an examiner has a whole handprint set in blood, he still has to compare it with tens of thousands of file prints, and it’s as much fun as threading a needle with your eyes closed. That’s why he looked so happy when he left here. Look, I’m sorry I brought all this stuff into your house. I got careless tonight. I should have made those guys when they stepped out of their car.”

“It wasn’t your fault.” Her voice was flat, distant.

“I think you should have gone in the ambulance. A concussion can fool you sometimes.”

“It doesn’t have anything to do with a concussion.”

I looked at her colorless, depleted face.

“Listen, let me go to my boat and change clothes, then I’ll take you to an Italian restaurant on the lake where they serve lasagna that’ll break your heart,” I said.

“I don’t think I can go anywhere now.”

“All right, I’ll go up to that Chinese place on St. Charles and bring us something back. I’ll be gone only a few minutes.”

She stared quietly into space for a moment.

“Do you mind not going for a while?” she asked.

“All right, but I tell you what—no booze. Instead, I’m going to fix some hot milk for you, and an omelette.”

I took the tumbler of whiskey from her fingertips. Then her eyes looked desperately into mine, her mouth trembled, and the tears ran down her cheeks.

“He put his hands all over me,” she said. “He put them everywhere. While the other one watched.”

She started to cry hard now, her chin on her chest, her shoulders shaking.

“Listen, Annie, you’re a brave person,” I said. “You don’t know it, but you saved my life. How many people could do what you did? Most people just roll over when violence comes into their lives. A guy like that can’t harm a person like you.”

She had her arms folded tightly across her stomach, and she kept her face turned down toward the table.

“You come in the living room and sit on the couch with me,” I said. I put my arm around her shoulders and walked her to the divan. I sat down next to her and picked up her hands in mine. “What happens outside of us doesn’t count. That’s something we don’t have control over. It’s what we do with it, the way that we react to it, that’s important. You don’t get mad at yourself or feel ashamed because you catch a virus, do you? Listen, I’ll be straight-up with you. You’ve got a lot more guts than I have. I’ve been in a situation where something very bad happened to me, but I didn’t have your courage.”

She swallowed, widened her eyes, and touched at her wet cheeks with the back of her wrist. Her face jerked slightly each time she breathed, but she was listening to me now.

“I was in Vietnam in the early days of the war,” I said, “a hotshot lieutenant with a degree in English who really thought he could handle the action. Why not? It had never been very rough while I was there. The Vietcong used to pop at us with some old Japanese and French junk that had been heated up and bent around trees. Half the time it blew up in their faces. Then one day we were going through a rubber plantation and we ran into a new cast of characters—North Vietnamese regulars armed with AK-47s. They sucked us into a mined area, then blew us apart. If a guy tried to turn around and crawl out, he’d either set off a mine right under his face or get chopped up in their crossfire. We lost ten guys in fifteen minutes, then the captain surrendered. They marched us through the rubber trees down to a coulee where ARVN artillery had killed a bunch of civilians from a VC village. There were dead children and women and old people in the water and all along the banks of the coulee. I figured they were going to line us up and blow us into the water with the rest of them. Instead, they stripped off our web gear and tied our hands around trees with piano wire they tore out of a smashed-up piano in the plantation house. Then they ate our rations and smoked our cigarettes and took turns urinating on us. We sat on the ground like kicked dogs while they did it to us. I blamed the captain for surrendering. I even felt pleasure when they urinated on him. But something else happened that really put some boards in my head later on.

“A gunship spotted us, and about ten minutes later a bunch of rangers and pathfinders came through that same mined area to bail us out. We were the bait in the rat trap. I could hear the AKs going off, hear our guys screaming, even see blood and parts of people explode on the tree trunks, and I was glad that I was out of it, drenched in piss and safe from all that terror out there where those guys were dying, trying to save us.

“I used to pretend to myself that I didn’t have the thoughts that I did, that what went through my head didn’t have anything to do with the outcome anyway, or other times I just wanted to kill every VC or North Vietnamese I could, but the real truth of that whole scene, before a couple of Hueys turned the place into a firestorm, was that I was glad somebody else was getting shredded into dog food instead of me.

“That’s what I mean about rolling over. You’re not that kind of girl. You’ve got a special kind of courage, and it can’t be compromised by some peckerwood dimwit who’s going to end up as Vienna sausage if I have anything to do with it.”

“Your feelings were just human. You couldn’t help it,” she said.

“That’s right, but you were a better soldier tonight than I was in Vietnam, except you don’t want to give yourself any credit.” Then I brushed back her blond curls from her forehead. “You’re a prettier soldier, too.”
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