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For my wife, Aude






A ROAD, SOME TREES 

A girl bursts out of the woods. She staggers onto the road, trying to regain her balance, kicking up yellow dust with the dirty heels of her sneakers, but she doesn’t wait, not even to push the sweaty hair from her face. She is tall for her age, which makes her look older than she is—barely thirteen—and at this very moment her body seems like something totally beyond her control, barreling down the road, her knees throbbing with every step. But she does not stop. She doesn’t dare.
The evening air has a thickness to it, as though someone has left an oven open nearby. Either side of the road, Spanish moss stirs in the boughs of the knock-kneed cypresses and shadows are gathering between an old duck-hunter’s cabin and the timbers of an upturned fishing boat, which slouches in the weeds like the bones of some long-dead animal. Overhead, the moon claws its way out from the tangle of branches, and the girl looks over her shoulder, panting so hard that colors come out of nowhere at the corners of her eyes. There’s grit in her mouth, making her throat itch so bad it tastes like it’s bleeding.
But the road behind her is empty. Still, she keeps on running.
There is nothing coming out of the woods.






1 

Assumption Parish is largely backcountry, crosshatched with ragged forest and waterways and split down the center by Lake Verret, which drains into that great artery the Atchafalaya River and eventually out into the Gulf of Mexico. Most of Assumption’s population centers lie east of the lake, a scattering of small towns bordered by farmland, but on the western shore a few settlements hang on between the trees and the swamp. In Jacknife, a billboard advertises the sale of metal detectors, ammo, and snow kones with a K. Outside the dry cleaners, dark bursts around the external pipes make it seem as though rust has seeped into the paint. A faded wooden horse like something from a carousel casts a leaping shadow over the sidewalk, which itself narrows quickly into weeds and street shoulders littered with junk food wrappers. Jacknife is not a town where people walk from one place to another. The heat would knock them out before they got where they meant to go.
On the corner of Main Street, the diner is gradually slipping into the wetlands behind it. The smell that lingers in the air is a mix of chemicals from the plastics plant along the waterway and the bitter black coffee that the factory workers and fishermen flock to consume first thing before their shifts. Strip lights hum from five in the morning to ten at night, reflecting off the colorless linoleum and Formica tabletops, the whole place sweating in the heat of southern Louisiana.
A sign outside, scrawled and rescrawled over the years in marker pen, boasts “Homegrown gator steak, so good your tongue’ll beat your brains out!” When she was a girl, Cutter Labasque used to watch her brothers try to piss on that sign. Only Dewall ever hit it, being the tallest, and even knowing that Cutter and their little brother, Beau, would never manage, he’d still insist on dragging them round to the diner on nights when their parents were blackout drunk, because it was all Dewall really had. This proof that he could do something others could not.
The three of them grew up split-lipped and bloody-knuckled, hunting alligators and collecting gator eggs for their parents’ farm, which was, in the end, the only thing that Vin Labasque and Gina Stokes had to leave their offspring when their car came off the interstate at a hundred miles an hour. That, a whole heap of unpaid bills, and a reptilian viciousness among the three Labasque siblings, which both parents had cultivated.
Cutter is a crowbar of a woman, twenty-eight, with dirty boots and dark hair that she buzzed down to the skin on one side, one night in the bathroom of a bar. Anyone who gets close enough might be able to smell the traces of the joint she’s just smoked in the car—weed that tasted like the bayou she’d nearly drowned in as a child—but nobody will. Get close enough. Men and women have kept their distance since the night of her sixteenth birthday, when the sheriff’s son had tried to put his hand down her tank top and Cutter had bitten his finger.
“What did it taste like?” little Beau had asked curiously, while Dewall yelled at the cops.
Cutter had shrugged, picking her teeth. “Like some other girl’s pussy.”
She swings by the diner most mornings, ostensibly to drop off a few pounds of alligator meat, but mostly Cutter just appreciates the quiet. Or, no, that’s the wrong word, since it’s never truly quiet at the diner; the place is always alive with the clink of cups and cutlery, the scrape of stools at the counter, the whir of the ceiling fans, the furtive chatter as gossip is exchanged, the hacking coughs of the factory workers. Yet all this contributes to a kind of white noise in Cutter’s head, which provides an escape—from the farm, from the debts, from her brothers—that is sorely needed. Especially this morning. Especially knowing what she has to do.
Grateful for the distraction, she lets her ear tune in to the voice of young Kaylee Petitpas, who is wiping down the counter where her brother, Sasha, and her boyfriend, Tyrone, are swigging the last of their coffee.
“You hear Loyal’s back in town?” Kaylee’s saying. “Nina saw her at the gas station. Said she’s got some fancy car now. Said she was wearing a suit like she was headed to a funeral or something.”
“Loyal—wasn’t she the one used to steal road signs?” Tyrone is barely twenty-one, with a scraping edge to his voice on account of the throat cancer. Cutter knows he’s still hoping to get recompensed by the plastics plant, but proceedings are slow and costly, and he jokes that everyone round here is so broke even the plant has to save up money to pay him.
“Nah, you’re thinking of the Morgan brothers,” Sasha Petitpas says. “Loyal May, she was a senior when we were sophomores. Kind of cute, like a sad professor.”
“Like a what?” Kaylee snorts.
“Like she looked smart, but deep, you know? You wouldn’t get it, since you’re neither.”
Tyrone grins. “Wait, are you talking about the fat chick whose hand got bitten in half by a gator? You thought she was cute?”
“I said kind of! Until that hand thing, anyway. That was gross.”
Kaylee rolls her eyes. “Boy, you didn’t even see it.”
She is Sasha’s twin right down to the way they shut one eye when they grin, like they’re aiming at a target. Kaylee has a wild mane of hair, turned brittle from too much bleach, while Sasha’s is a washed-out pink with greasy roots, revealing a smudged attempt at a stick-and-poke tattoo behind his left ear. Both have a penchant for standing on the railroad at night when the freighters are thundering down the tracks, hoping somebody will jump out and save them.
Now Sasha spares a quick glance around the diner and leans in closer. There is a dark kind of glee in his voice. “You know what Loyal’s really doing here, don’t you?”
He delights in the fact that they do not, as someone does when they have so little they must savor every scrap of gossip like it’s a crumpled dollar bill.
“Loyal’s back in Jacknife because her mom’s gone nutso.”
“Her mom was always nutso,” Kaylee says. “Why’d you think her daddy left?”
“Not like this. Apparently, the neighbors found Rosa May in the yard digging in the dirt with her bare hands. Called the cops and everything. So Loyal had to pack it in at her big paper in Houston, move back home to Nowhereville.”
Kaylee frowns at her brother. “How d’you know all that?”
“Because Loyal’s working for my paper now. Helping me and Uncle Chuck get it online.”
“Please, baby, a bunch of horoscopes and catfish steak reviews hardly counts as a newspaper.”
Sasha sticks his tongue out, and they proceed to make faces at each other, conversation meandering on to car parts and pop songs, which girl they went to school with is having her third baby, who shot a stray dog in their yard. Cutter barely hears any of it.
So, Loyal has come home at last.
All Cutter can think is that her brothers must not find out—not yet. Not until she has cleaned up the mess of these last few weeks. Her brothers are going to be pissed at her as it is; last thing they need is Loyal coming around opening up old scars.
Cutter feels too hot all of a sudden, the mugginess of the diner pushing up against her like an unwelcome visitor in her booth. She leaves the money on the table and makes her way to the door, the beginnings of a headache settling between her eyes. Just as she’s slipping out, she hears Kaylee Petitpas’s quick, sharp voice aimed at her back: “God, I wish she’d get someone else to deliver the meat. She gives me the creeps.”
“You’d rather it was one of her brothers?” Sasha says. “Whole family’s insane. They’ve got homemade land mines in their yard. Dewall’s a Nazi or some shit.”
“Bet your sad professor was glad to see the back of them,” Tyrone adds. “Wasn’t it them who did it to her? Tried to feed Loyal to their gators?”
Cutter lets the door slam shut on the lot of them.
In the parking lot, kudzu sways lazily from the telephone wires overhead and the air smells ripe. It’s early enough that a faint mist is still hanging over the unmown pasture that leads from the diner down to the wetlands that border Lake Verret, making the bulky oaks nearby seem to float upon it. The tamaracks are bent double, driven to their knees by hurricanes over the years, but still clinging on, their roots having burrowed deep into the earth long before any white man ever set foot here. This is the landscape on which Cutter has sharpened her teeth. Places like this all over the Atchafalaya Basin that feel as if they are in the process of being reclaimed by nature, even if they haven’t realized it yet. She loves it here, but at the same time, this morning the trees and the water and the insects trilling in the long grass seem oddly far away.
Something has changed.
She thinks maybe she has changed.
As Cutter stands in the parking lot, she feels a shiver across the back of her neck, though the day is sweltering and it’s not yet eight a.m. This morning, she woke to find that Dewall had already left in the boat, bait and hooks gone, too—off to run their gator lines without her, even though she’s supposed to be his sharpshooter. That’s how she can tell he suspects something. Wrangling a six-hundred-pound alligator into a boat is a two-man job, unless you want to throw your back out or wind up crushed by a pair of primordial jaws. He is punishing her—by putting himself at risk, sure, and by denying her the chance to get out on the swamp, which he knows is the only thing that really keeps her blood hot these days.
There is nothing like it. The way the world gets quiet when a gator’s nearby. The way no toad or bird or blade of grass in the landscape dares to move. And then the water, suddenly boiling as that black head surfaces and the ancient reptile erupts into the air hissing like a devil, shaking the whole boat down, bait line burning through Dewall’s hands as he lines that sucker up, barking, “Put it on him, girl, put some pain on him!” The way the crack of the rifle seems to come from deep inside Cutter, from someplace under her ribs. The way she feels it in her throat and between her legs. She knows she’s a good killer.
But she is stalling.
Avoiding getting back into her truck and driving the twisting, empty miles back to the boat launch, because then there will be nothing standing between her and what she has to do. Not much space for running when you’re caught between a rock and a hard place. And she will have to confront her brothers, or they will confront her, and Sasha Petitpas wasn’t wrong about that: The Labasques aren’t like other people. They take betrayal the same way a bear takes a flank full of buckshot.
After their parents died, it was Dewall who taught Cutter how to be in the world. How to stand her ground against guys twice her size without pissing her pants and how to shut the hell up when cops came around. He taught her how to lie low in the undergrowth watching for deer, how to stitch a wound, how to take her share of pain and swallow it. Their family love was the bruising kind, and it made her strong.
Her mother used to say, “You burned your bridge, now lie in it,” a mangling of old idioms that feels fitting in this moment. Cutter knows she will have to be very strong indeed to take the pain that’s coming to her, but she can’t hide at the diner forever.
“Fuck this,” she says, scuffing the heel of her boot in the dust. “Fuck this all the way down.”
For old time’s sake, she stomps over to the diner sign, unzips her jeans, and squats in the yellow grass that curls up around the rusted metal pole. She hopes the Petitpas twins see her pissing on it. Give them something new to talk about.
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The bungalows on the approach to Jacknife are set far apart and look neglected to the point of eccentricity. Here, half a door has been painted, then the job abandoned. There, a ladder left propped against a wall so long that kudzu has bound it to the clapboards, windows taped over with newspapers in place of blinds. As a child, Loyal never felt one way or another about her neighborhood. The houses were houses, same as the sky was the sky, and the fields were full of long grass that hid ticks and vipers. But now, after ten years of living away, only returning sporadically whenever her schedule allowed it, she is struck by how lonely the place seems. She’s not sure she likes the way the windows in her cul-de-sac are so dark. How you can’t see anybody else, even when you look.
The last bungalow on the street belongs to Loyal’s mother. This, too, looks worse than she’d remembered, the brickwork bearing the scars of a porch knocked away and never replaced. But when she steps out of the car, she catches the scent of something fresh mingling with the comforting smells of baking drifting from the kitchen. A better welcome home than Loyal had expected, or imagined she deserved.
Rosa May has not always been loved, so she knows about love better than most. To her, love looks like polished shoes and wildflowers on the table and the red velvet cake she used to make all the time when Loyal was a kid, especially when she’d had a rough day at school. That was, until the rough days became too numerous, and Loyal’s father complained that Loyal would get fat, which she did.
“What does that matter?” her mother would say. “You want her to go work in the cancer factory, same as you? What’s a little cake to the fumes y’all spend all day huffing?”
Now Loyal’s mother stands there in the tiny paint-peeled kitchen and throws her arms out. She, too, seems better than Loyal had expected, color in her cheeks and her mousy hair tied back in a silk scarf, as it is in all the old seventies Polaroids dotted around the house. Although Loyal knows as well as anyone that appearances can be deceptive.
“Oh, sweetie, look at you!” her mother says. “But what’re you wearing that lipstick for? Didn’t need to get dressed up just to cross the state line.”
Loyal cannot think of a way to tell her that she had, in fact, needed to. That she remembered all too well the sullen, red-faced teenager who’d followed her father across the Louisiana–Texas border ten years ago, trailing regret and a broken heart. Running away, really. Hoping the mistakes she’d made would vanish along with the scenery in the rearview mirror. She cannot undo the things that happened in Jacknife back then, but she had convinced herself, half-heartedly, that if she dressed like a different person and talked like a different person, maybe nobody here would really remember her.
Loyal scrubs her lipstick off with the back of her hand. Her attempts at femininity often feel like an ill-fitting suit. If she’d had the inclination to cut some muscle, she might have made a ferocious goalie back in school, but the idea of being seen partially nude in the locker room made her nauseous, and she preferred to spend her evenings perusing the mobile library on the edge of town, or sitting out in the woods writing novels that went nowhere. Besides, it isn’t the weight—she’s known plenty of larger women with an impeccable sense of style, or makeup routines that would put any professional to shame—just sometimes it seems that whatever being God had been trying to build, the decision to make her female was a last-minute one. Her father used to say she had a boxer’s stance, but really, when she peers at herself in the mirror—something she does with all the joyless frenzy of an addict—Loyal thinks she looks more like a bear standing on its hind legs, aware that any minute it will have to get back down on all fours where it belongs.
Loyal’s mother, who has always been chronically petite, says, “You should come with me this evening.” She measures out red food dye, her every movement precise and delicate. “Father Osbey is having a bake sale. He’ll be so happy to see you. Everyone will.”
“Thought you were making that cake for me.”
“Church window got smashed last week.” Loyal’s mother shakes her head, clucking to herself. “Kids, probably. You know how kids can get round here with nothing to do.”
Loyal laughs. “Is that supposed to be a dig at me?”
“At you? Oh no, sweetheart. You’ve always known how to keep busy.”
Loyal feels as though this may be a dig after all, but she wouldn’t blame her mother for thinking it. She does not particularly relish the idea of going to a church bake sale, being forced to reconnect with old classmates she was glad to leave behind, but she appreciates this isn’t about her. It will be good for her mother to be among people. Loyal knows—from the phone calls they have shared in recent years, from the rare meetups in Houston—that her mother’s retirement hobbies are mostly solitary. Baking and winemaking, going to the movies alone. It’s like that for some people, Loyal understands; you can end up on the outside of a community you’ve known your whole life, even when you’ve done nothing wrong.
Loyal’s parents weren’t young when she was born, already running out of rope in their marriage, and so for most of Loyal’s childhood, Rosa was a single mother. Though nobody in Jacknife would ever have said so aloud, there was something of a stain on Rosa in their eyes. What sort of a mother would allow her daughter to get mauled by an alligator? What sort of a mother would allow her ex-husband to come and take away her child? It feels necessary, now that Rosa’s health is in decline, for her to be brought back into the fold, to go and sell her red velvet cake at church. The mood in these parts, as in the rest of the country, can shift so suddenly, as though goodwill were a house built on top of a sinkhole.
Loyal sighs and rubs the ridged side of her hand. When she was seventeen, she’d lost a chunk of her palm and her little finger to one of the Labasques’ captive alligators—just the excuse Loyal’s father had been looking for to demand she go live with him in Houston—and though the wound has long since scarred over, the memory is still raw. In hindsight, that move to Texas was one of those crazy big decisions, the kind adults expect teenagers to make all the time without realizing it will set the stage for the rest of their lives. But by that point, Loyal had been desperate to leave, and so she’d left, without sparing much thought for the mother who stayed behind.
“Hey, listen,” Loyal says now. “I was thinking tomorrow we could talk properly. About how you’ve been doing. I’ve already looked up specialists, and there’s a neurologist over in—”
“Sweetheart, I don’t need a neurologist. I’m absolutely fine.”
“That’s not what the sheriff’s department said.”
“Oh, well, if the sheriff said it…” Her mother throws her hands up in mock defeat. “Honestly, what’s the world coming to if a woman can’t do a little late-night gardening without the cops showing up on her doorstep? I explained, I told that deputy I wanted to make sure the chipmunks hadn’t been getting at the tulips again.”
“Yeah, but Mom… in the middle of the night? And it wasn’t just that—”
“I heard them, scratching away. I could hear them even when I was lying in bed.”
Loyal watches her mother pour the cake mix into the mold. The food dye drying under her fingernails looks like blood.
“Anyway,” her mother says, “let’s not start on that again. You know how it is round here—people will find something new to gossip about before the end of the week if you just let it lie. The point is you’re back now, sweetheart. You’re home. Everything will be all right.”
Loyal doesn’t like that she can see the effort it’s taking for her mother to smile. She can’t stand the thought of her lying awake in the lonely dark of her room, convinced that something is scratching around outside. Can’t stand the thought of her mother being afraid. It is, when all is said and done, the thing that has brought Loyal home, and though she knows this wasn’t an isolated incident, perhaps there had been some childish notion that her being here would suddenly put everything right.
But standing across from her in the kitchen she once knew so well, Loyal is afraid for her mother. The realization of this feels as if someone has handed her a very large stone, still cold and slippery from the riverbed. She is afraid she has come too late. And, even now, all these years later, there is still something about this town, with its whisperings and sharp teeth, that also makes Loyal afraid for herself.
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Our Lady of the Divine Water leans among the trees as though reaching for their support. The broken timbers of the nave, festooned in leafy kudzu, reach skyward like so many hands in prayer, grateful to be still standing after Katrina rolled through nearly twenty years ago. As Loyal and her mother step from the car, the evening chorus of insects seems to rise out of the earth as far as the horizon, while the sun, balanced on the seam of the world, casts the church and the grassy parking lot in streaks of pink and gold.
Loyal’s family has never taken church too seriously. It’s mostly just something to do, a way to keep your finger on the pulse of whatever is going on in town, and to remind everyone that you still exist. What Loyal mostly remembers from her childhood churchgoing days is the Labasques. Sneaking out to the surrounding woods during Mass, sharing a swig of whiskey from the flask Cutter had buried at the root of a live oak; all of them coughing and spluttering and saying it was the best thing they’d ever tasted, and maybe it was.
Beau knew the name of every bird chittering in the branches. Cutter could make a fire from scratch. They could call the devil up out of the earth, or so they said, and back then Loyal believed them, believed anything they told her, because their world seemed much more vivid than her own. Beau was going to be a prizefighter, Cutter a pirate, or a rock star—she hadn’t decided yet.
“What about you, Loyal? What are you going to do when you graduate?”
They were walking home one afternoon, hair still wet from swimming in one of the cutoffs on the edge of town, where the Atchafalaya flowed into nothing and the water was too shallow to worry about alligators.
“I want to write,” Loyal said. She could tell them this because it seemed as fanciful as being a buccaneer or a bare-knuckle boxer. “Don’t care what, just want to be writing.”
“You’d be good at that,” Cutter said fiercely. “You’re crazy smart.”
Loyal remembers thinking that what she really wanted to be was one of them. But by then it was their final summer, their lives already coming apart like meat off the bone.
She is relieved, now, as she scans the little crowd setting up tables outside the church, that she hasn’t spotted Cutter or either of her brothers. There are plenty of people she does know, however, and all of them make a point of coming to say hello, welcome back, asking if she’s staying or just visiting, like they don’t already know.
There is Father Osbey, who’d looked about a hundred years old even when Loyal was a girl, his wheezy drawl sliding into Cajun French now and then as he relays to Loyal the tragedy of the smashed window. “I was there myself, heard it break. You know what they threw in my church? Cat skull. Incroyable. I go look out the door, try to get a look at them, but it had to be a trick of the light… a trick of the light, what I saw…”
Genie Petitpas presides over the largest trestle table, the spray in her big brassy hair gleaming as she directs others precisely where to place their beignets, their pecan pie, their Oreos fried in pancake batter, her lip curling whenever she spots anything in Saran wrap. If this is a contest, then Genie is irrefutably the judge, and anyone who fails to live up to her ineffable standards will no doubt be the talk of the town by tomorrow. Naturally, the food that Genie has prepared will be glorious, and it’s not just the food she brings but the soul of the gathering too. People rely on her, as they always have, to make an event feel as though it is allowed to take place. Her being here is a sign that the bake sale is a success, regardless of how much they end up raising for the church window.
There is Jered Morgan and his brother, Elliot, who had tripped Loyal in the parking lot after senior prom, although, in their defense, they had been trying to punch Beau and Loyal had simply gotten in the way. If either of the Morgans remember this, they don’t mention it, just toss a lazy salute in Loyal’s direction, and she wonders what it must be like, to be able to pack away the past that easily.
She spots a few other faces from her school days, most of them married to one another now, some with a brood of kids in tow like a line of ducklings. A little red-haired girl who comes and clings on to Loyal’s leg, drooling slightly against her knee, turns out to belong to Yvie Bourque, whose glossy auburn curls and narrow waist Loyal used to gaze at wistfully, and who does, tragically, remember Loyal sprawling on her face on prom night.
Yvie laughs about it now, lipsticked mouth creasing along familiar lines. “I mean, of course—you were hanging out with Beau Labasque. That’s like an invitation to get knocked down.”
Loyal chews on the words a little before she says them: “Beau was all right.”
“Was, maybe. They’ve all gotten wild now.”
“How d’you mean?” In Loyal’s mind, there was never a time when the Labasques weren’t wild.
“They don’t come to church anymore, that’s for sure. Just lurk out there in the swamp. Been that way since… well, since around the time you left, I guess.”
Loyal doesn’t like the way Yvie puts those two things together. Like one might have had something to do with the other.
“I don’t think it’s good to cut yourself off the way they have,” Yvie goes on. “Folks depend on each other out here. We get each other through floods, droughts. I don’t think it’s healthy to act like you don’t need other people.”
Loyal makes a gesture that is half shrug, half nod, to show that she probably agrees with her, and Yvie smiles graciously.
“You know, you look great, Loyal. Have you lost weight? You should have a word with my Jed, convince him to see the light.”
“The light?”
“Diet and exercise, duh.”
She laughs again, nodding toward a burly man wearing a New Orleans Saints T-shirt, who is inhaling a cigarette like he wants to knock himself out. Loyal is glad when Yvie detaches her daughter from Loyal’s leg and returns to her perfectly average-size husband. She never knows what to say when people speak to her like that. A pitiful “thank you” is always there on the tip of her tongue, but what she really wants to say is, “Sure, Yvie! If you want, I can lend him the hairbrush handle I used to ram down my throat to make myself puke!” Of course, with the likes of Yvie Bourque, you’re supposed to just feel honored that they’ve spoken to you at all.
Loyal wanders away from the crowd, watching the air ripple and dance in the heat, listening to the grasshoppers in the undergrowth. It will take some getting used to, the lack of car horns and police sirens as background noise, but she can’t say she’ll miss it. She’d always known she’d need to move somewhere bigger and busier to study journalism—it was part of what made leaving with her father so alluring at the time. But she still remembers those first nights in Houston, thinking she had cut herself off from something vital because she was unable to hear the frogs chirping as the sun went down.
She is glad of a little space now. Women like Yvie have always put her on edge. The humidity has no sway over their calculated hairstyles; they never break out in zits or rashes; their periods wouldn’t dream of coming on too heavy. It’s as though they are made of some entirely different substance, and even when Loyal was in Houston, in her retro pantsuits, red lipstick, and rolled hair (she went in for a kind of “rockabilly” look then that she was, at times, rather proud of), she would still stand next to one of these well-groomed women and feel as though it were obvious to everyone around her that she was doing it wrong. She felt like a Walmart generic-brand woman. She could follow hair tutorials online or buy the expensive makeup, but she was still convinced she was putting it all together incorrectly.
It had been the same when she was living here, she thinks, picking her way through the wild grasses that border the churchyard. A childhood that felt as if she’d somehow stumbled into the wrong world and was, through the pages of so many books, desperately trying to get back to the right one. In the stuffy mobile library that stopped in Jacknife for three days every month, she’d consumed stories of Gothic mansions and madwomen and hard-boiled detectives in a version of New York City she could only picture in black and white. Give me heartbreak, she used to think, give me blood—God, if only she’d known.
Suddenly, Loyal stops.
In front of her, her car leans in the shade of a giant oak. Sprayed across the rear window in stark red paint are the words GATOR FOOD.
Loyal feels the skin prickle on the back of her neck. Just for a moment, she experiences the strongest sensation, like a pulse in the air, like she can feel someone’s heartbeat. Somehow she knows, without being able to explain why, that if she turns around now, she will see someone standing behind her, watching from between the trees.
But when she does turn, there is nothing. Only shadows pooling among the roots and the weeds.
“Who’d do something like that?” her mother says, when Loyal beckons her over.
Like a dog getting the scent of a good piece of meat, Genie Petitpas has followed them, and now she stands with her hands on her hips and says, “I think we all know exactly who it was.”
“We’d have seen them, surely?”
“Same as Father Osbey saw who broke the church window? Wake up, Rosa, it’s not like they don’t have a motive.” Genie flashes Loyal a stiff smile. “No offense, hon.”
But she’s right.
Loyal thinks about it as she drives her mother home, the both of them trying pointedly not to look in the rearview mirror at the red light that filters through the paint. She did the Labasques dirty, that summer before she left. Cutter’s alligator had taken a bite out of Loyal’s hand, and Loyal had paid her friend back the only way she knew how.
The Bayou Leader, Jacknife’s one and only news source, used to have a section where local kids could write short pieces: reviews of movies they’d seen, their favorite places to eat, that kind of stuff. Growing up, Loyal had contributed a few of these over the years, though her final piece had taken a very different tone.
You might think alligators pose the greatest threat to humans on the bayou. Maybe hurricane season keeps you up at night. Or it could be you’re scared of getting a cottonmouth bite, of hemorrhaging to death miles from any doctor. These are all natural dangers we’ve come to accept as part of living in this beautiful but deadly environment, but what about when people are the danger? One family in particular has been darkening our wilderness for too long…
She can still remember the piece by heart. Or maybe she only thinks she can. Maybe she’s tamed it in her head, so that she can write off Cutter’s response—her radio silence these past ten years—as an overreaction. But the texture of the guilt she’s carried ever since she left Jacknife tells Loyal the exact wording of what she wrote doesn’t matter: It’s the fact that she wrote it at all.
Cutter, Loyal knows, has always taken the brunt of everything. She and Beau had negligent parents, but their big brother was worse. Twelve years older, Dewall once knocked out one of Cutter’s teeth with a left hook. Apparently, he was trying to teach her how to box, but Dewall gave Loyal the creeps, with his milky eye and Latin prayers tattooed on his fingers. Yet still, deep down, she is convinced that nothing Dewall did hurt Cutter as badly as what Loyal herself had done in writing that stupid article.
“Don’t,” her mother says, as they wind their way through shadowed forest roads.
“What? I’m literally just sitting here.”
“You’re thinking about them. Thinking you should go speak to them, no? Clear the air? Well, don’t.”
Loyal realizes she’s gripping the wheel so hard that the scarred side of her hand is actually hurting. Slowing the car, she pulls in at the side of the empty road and lets out a deep breath. “I can’t live here and just never speak to them again.”
“You have to. They’ve gone wrong, understand? If they want to hurt you, they’ll hurt you, and I didn’t get my girl back after all this time just to let them finish feeding you to their animals.”
“What do you mean, they’ve ‘gone wrong’?” She thinks of what Yvie Bourque said, back at the church. “Why do people keep saying that?”
Her mother shrugs, but Loyal can see that her fists are clenched tightly in her lap. “There’s been a… oh, I don’t know. A strange feeling in town, these last few months.”
“What are you talking about?”
Loyal doesn’t like this. Doesn’t like the way her mother is speaking, like she’s not her mother at all, but some stranger who is trying to frighten her. Loyal wonders if her mother is about to have some sort of episode, but she is gazing off toward the trees, dark outlines against the raw orange sky. She doesn’t look crazy, or dangerous—just far away. From somewhere in the depths of the swamp comes the prehistoric bellow of an enormous reptile.
“They say you can tell the health of a place by its wilderness,” her mother says. “Well, I say something’s not right out there.”
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We got a body. A floater in the river.” The young man with the badly dyed hair looks up as Loyal walks through the office door, and his shoulders sag a little. “Oh,” he says. “I thought you were my uncle.”
“I’m here, Sasha, I’m here.” Chuck De Foret pushes through the door after Loyal, close enough that she can smell the margarita-in-a-can she’d watched the editor knock back in the parking lot, while she sat waiting for him to finish before she got out of the car. He is Genie Petitpas’s uncle, though beyond the faint sheen of brass in his thinning hair, he doesn’t look much like her. Cheeks corrugated by age and old scars, tarnished dog tags carving a groove around his thick neck, De Foret offers Loyal a hand as tough as beaver tail and welcomes her to the Bayou Leader.
“Loyal here is Rosa May’s little girl,” he announces, accent thick like he’s holding marbles in his mouth. “Or not so little now, I guess. She used to write for me when she was coming up. Things have changed a bit since then, though, eh, Loyal? Like I said on the phone, we’re trying to move the Leader online, but that requires regular content updates, so we could do with an extra pair of hands.”
The editor gestures to the young man behind the desk with the pink hair and bedazzled shorts. “This is my great-nephew, Sasha. He’s been helping me with the Leader for a few years now. Going paperless was his grand idea, so you have him to thank for any and all ensuing chaos in the meantime.”
Loyal remembers Sasha. He was a sophomore when she was in her final year of high school, the year everything went wrong. He had a reputation as a troublemaker, but not in the same way the Labasques did—he used to talk in class and smoke in the bathrooms, and girls liked him because he was funny and nice to look at. His Creole father was known for being something of a beauty, and while Loyal doesn’t recall much about Thierry Petitpas, Sasha is certainly striking, despite living downwind from the plastics plant.
She can feel the wiry, nervous strength in his arm when he shakes her hand and is silently grateful that he doesn’t bring up her gator bite, even as his fingers brush against the old scars.
“Did you say something about a body?” she asks.
“What?” De Foret barks. “Sasha, that’s the sort of thing you’ve got to tell me about. Where? Whose body?”
“I was telling you. It just came in—sheriff’s department found someone washed up in the cutoff by Blair Road. No ID yet.”
“This a reliable source?”
“My man on the inside.” Sasha glances at Loyal, smiling almost as an afterthought. “Guy I used to go to school with is a deputy now. Gives me the heads-up on interesting stories so I don’t tell his boss he used to deal weed out of the boys’ bathroom.”
“He’s kidding,” De Foret says, making a shooing motion at his nephew. “Go on, what’re you still sitting around for? Sasha, I don’t want no blurry pictures this time. Use the camera, not your damn phone. And take Loyal with you, show her how we do things.”
Sasha frowns. “It’s my byline.”
“Mais oui, but it’s nothing if you don’t find out which poor bastard’s down there drinking all that green water.”

Fifteen hot miles unfurl on backroads crisscrossing bayous and dried-up creekbeds. Stray traffic cones melt into the asphalt, armadillos lie flattened along the shoulders. Oaks and hickories cast long dappled shadows over Sasha’s banged-up cherry Chrysler as they drive, Sasha humming off-key to a pop song on the radio while Loyal stares out of the window. Heat rising off the earth makes ghosts in the road, and she thinks of her mother in the passenger seat the previous night, how she’d said, “Something’s not right out there.”
As if sensing what’s on her mind, Sasha says, “So,” adjusting an enormous pair of sunglasses. “How’s your mom doing? She’s actually kind of nice—not like my mom. My mom’s a total bee.”
“A bee?”
“I don’t want to say ‘bitch’ in case she dies or something, and then I have to live with knowing I called her that. Not your mom, though. I saw her at the Dollar Tree last week, and she said she liked my hair. Is it true she’s going crazy? And that’s why you came back?”
Loyal shifts in the passenger seat. It’s a small car, and she is very aware of the way her hips hang over the edge of the seat, the faux leather creaking explicitly every time she moves. She feels she ought to be offended by Sasha’s comment about her mother, except she remembers from high school that this is just the way he talks.
“It’s more complicated than that,” she says, because this is true.
She’d liked Houston because it was big—the kind of big you don’t pay much attention to if you’ve lived in a city all your life, but moving from somewhere like Jacknife, Loyal had appreciated the sudden anonymity that all that crowded space brought. Nobody looked at her. Nobody noticed the finger she was missing, or the way she always got pit stains, even in winter. She’d had a job that gave her a sense of purpose, an apartment with potted plants she generally remembered to water, and she’d even had friends, though most never stayed long, as was the way in cities. Loyal had never really pictured herself leaving, but then she’d gotten the call from the sheriff’s department, and a bored-sounding woman whom Loyal did not recognize explained this latest incident. After several months of spacing out at the grocery store, of leaving her car in odd places and forgetting to pick it up, not to mention the random calls Loyal sometimes received, only for her mother to admit she had no idea what she’d been phoning about—after all this, Loyal’s mother had been discovered clawing at the earth in the front yard in the middle of the night.
Terms like “professional supervision” and “early-onset dementia” were not words you expected to hear about your parent while you still thought of yourself as young. Loyal’s father, who still lived in Houston, had pointed out that she could hire a nurse to look in on Rosa once a week—something low maintenance like that, save her moving all the way back to Jacknife. That was the term he’d used. Low maintenance. And Loyal had been alarmed, because she thought that was incredibly cold of him, and because it forced her to confront the fact that she had not spared her mother much more thought herself over the years.
Loyal had come to view her move to Houston as something almost heroic. An escape from a small life in a small town that would always have held her back. And perhaps she had imagined everything she’d left behind remaining in a kind of stasis, except here was the quick and brutal reminder that time had passed, and her mother had gotten older while Loyal wasn’t looking.
“Uncle Chuck likes your mom, too,” Sasha says. “And he likes you. He was excited you were coming back. Says you don’t pull your punches in your writing.”
Loyal’s laugh is hollow. “Not everyone round here thinks that’s such a good thing.”
“Yeah, well, better not wuss out on me. Uncle Chuck won’t admit it, but if we’re going to increase our online presence, we need clicks, and if we’re going to get clicks, we need content, so you better write us something juicy.”
“How juicy is a dead body in Jacknife these days?”
Sasha glances her way, flashing his startling green eyes. “Depends on the body.”
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Loyal has been at crime scenes before. In Houston, she’d reported on the drowning of a college student in White Oak Bayou, and she’d seen her fair share of bodies gunned down in alleyways, sometimes being cordoned off by the same cops who’d put them there, although more than once she’d been told not to write about that. One thing these crime scenes all had in common was a sense of being just another workday. Men and women in various uniforms going about their business, putting police tape here, traffic cones there, exchanging forms to be signed. After a while, Loyal had realized she was also starting to treat it like something everyday, her focus slipping from the human cost, directed instead at figuring out who to cajole into letting her get up close, learning which cops gave the more sensational statements. She didn’t like knowing this about herself. And, like a bloodstain, once the knowing was there, it was hard to rub off.
Whatever professionalism—however cold—she might have encountered in Houston, there is none of that here. Pulling up on Blair Road, they see a man in a deputy’s uniform come dashing out of the trees and promptly vomit into the grass.
“That one your boyfriend?” Loyal asks.
“As if.” Sasha rolls his eyes. “Just follow my lead, okay? You’ve got to handle these guys with kid gloves, especially when they’re spooked, or you know, they might…” He holds his fingers up, miming like he’s pointing a gun. “You feel?”
His swagger makes Loyal smile inwardly, in no small part because it feels like he’s trying to impress her. It’s been a long time since anyone tried to do that.
When they get out of the car, the heat closes around them like the palm of some huge clammy hand. Yellow grass cowers against the earth, and beyond the sagging branches of the tamaracks, rippling water throws up light that pierces Loyal’s eyes. Up ahead, where the trailer homes and camp houses back onto the cutoff, a few families stand gawking behind a police barrier—dads in baseball caps and sweat-stained T-shirts, girls walking barefoot on the hot concrete in nothing but frayed denim skirts and bikini tops, hair the color of wheat fields lifting in the thin breeze. Sasha tucks a bottle of water under his arm, straightens his shoulders, and sets off down the road. Loyal has to hurry to keep pace with his long legs.
“How are you going to get the photos if you’re busy talking to the cops?” In Houston, her office had their own photographer who usually accompanied reporters in the field, if he wasn’t already there ahead of them snapping away. She’d expected the Leader to run low budget, but this feels closer to shoestring.
“Honey, I’m a snake,” Sasha says. “I could get you pictures from inside Area Fifty-One if you wanted. They’d be lousy, but what can I say, people round here like things quick ’n’ dirty. What have you got for me, Veazey?”
The young deputy wiping puke from his mouth looks up at them and grimaces. “She’s dead.”
“Who?”
“I didn’t realize she was dead. She was just staring at me from the lilies, thought she was going to blink any second…”
Sasha offers him his water bottle, nodding sympathetically as Veazey gulps the liquid down. “Why don’t we stand in the shade? Get out of this heat. Then you can tell us all about it.”
Loyal thinks this isn’t so much flirtation as patting a dog on the head, but she isn’t about to say that. You do what you have to do to get the story. She knows what that’s like, maybe a little too well.
“So what are we looking at?” Sasha asks, and Veazey’s mouth scrunches over to one side, under a thin mustache that looks like a smear of chocolate milk on his upper lip.
“This lardass with you, man?”
Loyal feels as if she’s wearing a hat that has suddenly shrunk tight against her scalp. She stands beneath the tree, her face getting hot with embarrassment, and waits for the feeling to pass. The families behind the cordon are too far away to have heard what the deputy said, but as she looks at a pair of freckled sisters in matching Disney princess bathing suits, she can’t help imagining that they’re staring at her and thinking the exact same thing.
Lardass!
“This is Loyal,” Sasha says, as if the deputy hadn’t said anything wrong. “She’s new. And I was telling her how much help you’ve been to me, but she said, ‘No way are you so pally with a cop, Sasha.’ Can you believe that?”
Veazey is not very tall—he only comes up to Loyal’s shoulder—and so when he scowls at her it has the effect of making him look like a teenager who’s just been told to take out the trash. It would almost be funny, Loyal thinks, if he wasn’t wearing a gun on his hip.
“What?” he says. “You’re one of those bleeding-heart liberals, got a problem with law enforcement?”
Sasha raises his eyebrows. “Are you, Loyal?”
Veazey sticks his chest out. “Sheriff’s department has a good reputation in this parish.”
“Spotless,” Sasha agrees, with a voice that makes Loyal picture someone snapping on a latex glove.
It usually comes down to the same thing with men, she thinks, whether you’re trying to coax out a statement or trying to get them to leave you alone. They want to be flattered, reassured that they are good at what they do.
Loyal swallows and says, “My mistake, then, Deputy, but you know how it is round here—people say all kinds of things. They’re already talking about this body, getting themselves worked up. It’d be a great help if the Leader had something to tell them, to avoid a widespread panic.”
Sasha gives her a nod of approval and gives Veazey twenty bucks. Two crumpled tens that have been handled so much they are fraying a little at the edges, not unlike the men who touch them. Veazey rubs the back of his neck, which is peeling with a recent sunburn, as he watches Sasha slip away into the bushes, camera in hand, heading for the water’s edge. Loyal can see the gears turning, can see the deputy wondering if this is the day taking cash from some two-bit reporter is going to come back and bite him.
“About this body, then, Deputy,” she says quickly. “Are we looking at a murder? That’s what people will want to know.”
Veazey hums, and then, with a glance toward the bystanders behind the police tape, he adds, “No… Sheriff says most likely it’s accidental, though I guess we’ll know more after the autopsy.”
“Nothing you can say for sure right now? There are probably going to be a lot of scared people jamming up the sheriff’s phone lines with questions. Best if we can give them some answers before it gets too crazy, right?”
Veazey takes another long swallow of water and shakes his head, though more at the general state of things, it seems, rather than at Loyal. “Well, she’s white,” he says, accompanied by a long exhalation. “Female, obviously. A couple of tourist fishermen found her caught in the lilies. She’s young, dressed like she was coming home from a concert or something.”
“How d’you mean?”
“Like, all that makeup. Course, it got wet, but she had a load of eyeliner on like she was Wednesday Addams, you know? Sheriff doesn’t think she’s been in the water all that long, reckons she floated here from someplace upriver.”
“Because it’s shallower here?”
Veazey nods. “Probably why she didn’t just keep on floating; current wasn’t strong enough to carry her along. Sheriff said it’d be hard to drown in water that shallow, unless you were having a stroke or something.”
“Or someone held you under.”
“Nah, Sheriff says—”
“Sheriff says what the hell you doing talking to reporters, Veazey?”
Don Broussard is still the same prime cut of meat he’d been in high school. A couple of years ahead of Loyal, she can remember watching him and the rest of the football team doing laps of the gym while the band tried to whip up some school spirit, girls waving handmade banners from the bleachers. Don was always at the head of the line, number fourteen jersey, movie star grin, tawny muscles. A boy like that put the fear of God in Loyal back then, and now here he is, striding out of the trees with the sheriff’s badge pinned to his chest.
“The devil works fast, but De Foret’s minions work faster,” he says. “Assuming you work for that rag? Not like y’all got a lot of papers in Jacknife. I know news is slow round here, but we ain’t even pulled the body out yet. Have some respect, eh?”
He looks at Loyal as if he thinks he ought to recognize her and the fact that he doesn’t is somehow Loyal’s fault. She wonders, had Sheriff Broussard been present when his deputy called her a lardass, would he have told Veazey to be respectful then too. Somehow she doubts it.
“I’m just doing my job, Sheriff,” she says.
“Well, you let me and my deputies get on and do ours, then. If there’s a story here, you’ll get an official statement from my department, same as any other paper.”
“Of course there’s a story—a woman is dead.”
“You know what I mean. I know how you people are, always trying to turn everything into a catastrophe. No need to make this into something it’s not until we know what’s going on here. Go on now, and take your… boy with you.”
Behind him, coming up the wooded bank that leads down toward the cutoff, a cauliflower-eared deputy is escorting Sasha. Loyal wonders what else Broussard had been going to call him.
“We should double back,” she hisses to Sasha as the two of them turn toward the Chrysler, Loyal sparing a quick glance at the little crowd of families and sullen teens behind the police cordon. “Speak to some of those guys, see if anyone saw or heard something. Hey, where’s your camera? Don’t tell me the deputy took it.”
Sasha scoffs. “I tossed it in the mud when I heard them coming. It was, like, a hundred years old anyway. Got the pictures on my phone. Guy like that wasn’t about to stick his hand in my back pocket to get it.”
“You saw the body, then? Did you recognize the woman?”
As they’re walking away, she hears the sheriff say to his deputies, “Someone get ahold of one of the brothers, will you? Need them to confirm the ID, but I’m pretty certain it’s her. Me and Marianne go way back.”
Loyal freezes.
Her feet are marching back toward Broussard before her brain is even fully aware of what’s happening.
“Did you say Marianne?”
“Listen”—the sheriff waves his hand like he’s wishing her away—“I already told you, lady, we’re not speaking to reporters.”
But Loyal feels as if someone has plunged a hand into her guts and is pulling everything out, one fistful after another.
“Cutter?” she says, and the name catches in her throat. “Cutter is your girl in the water?”
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Loyal is thinking of a painting she once saw in a book. It was from the 1950s by an artist named Sonia Gechtoff and showed a bloody red smear on a black-and-white background. It was called The Widow, and Loyal did not understand it at the time. Now she thinks it is the only painting she has ever really understood. It comes to mind as she sits in Sasha’s Chrysler, rendered mute and motionless by what she has just learned about the woman who was once her closest friend. That bloody smear on a canvas seemed to understand something about the futility of the anger that comes from such loss.
The two of them used to run through the woods looking for trees to carve their names into, just to prove they’d existed in this world, if only briefly. Loyal hated having her picture taken, so Cutter would always pull the worst faces, rolling her eyes back and stretching her cheeks, so that Loyal would laugh hard enough that she forgot to feel self-conscious. They pierced each other’s ears using ice cubes and boiled needles. They wrote each other long letters on their birthdays. They once had such a bad argument over a poster of Viggo Mortensen that they didn’t speak for a week, until Cutter broke the silence by offering Loyal a bite of her sandwich.
Loyal had always sort of figured it would be the same this time. That eventually one of them would come around with some symbolic offering, and they’d forget all about Loyal’s dumb article—and about what Cutter and her brothers had done to prompt it in the first place. But then one year dragged into five, then ten, and nobody spoke up because the hurt that comes after that much love is built on the same foundations. Obsession. Passion. Things that are hard to pave over. And now there is no more time. Now Cutter’s lungs are full of water, and breathing feels so hard that Loyal thinks she must have swallowed some of that same river too.
She is silent as Sasha maneuvers the Chrysler down a leafy back route that spits them out at the other end of Blair Road, where Loyal had suggested they ask around to see if anyone had seen anything. She doesn’t know what to say and is glad Sasha is letting her have this moment of quiet. It makes her think of something her mother used to say, whenever she caught Loyal staring off into space as a child—“Are you there, inside yourself?” On that short drive around the cutoff, Loyal doesn’t feel like she’s there at all.

In her teens, she would have said she knew every person in Jacknife. This really meant she knew about half of them, and some only to look at: the one-eyed man who propped up the wall of the drugstore on weekdays, for instance; the Guatemalan farmhands with their noble profiles and chaw-stained teeth; or the mousy-haired fisherman’s sons who didn’t go to Loyal’s high school over in Napoleonville but instead attended weekly meetings with other homeschooled kids in a rec center somewhere south of the lake. Word got around that those meetings largely consisted of discussing which celebrities were demons in disguise and which movies had been made by the devil, and after that, whenever they saw the fisherman’s sons tramping along the road in their gumboots and basketball shorts, Loyal and Cutter would lean out of the school bus and wail like ghosts.
The families out on Blair Road are likewise mostly strangers to Loyal. People from the more populous Basin towns flock to spend their summer vacations in camp houses on the water and very few actually live here. It doesn’t do much for Jacknife’s dwindling economy, since these seasonal visitors rarely have much money themselves, and, like trains shunting back and forth on the same old tracks, they will drive the extra miles to get their groceries at a familiar store. No Walmart out here. Jacknife’s last general store has been reduced to bare shelves and a space for the plant workers and fishermen to avoid both the sun and their wives.
As Loyal and Sasha arrive, driving slowly under the spreading branches that form a sleepy green tunnel over the road, she catches sight of a woman lounging in her front yard, bottle-blond hair and a rose tattooed on her leathery sternum. She vaguely recognizes her as the wife of a man who used to clean gutters around the parish. Her son, slouched on a cracked plastic chair in his swim trunks, used to go to Loyal’s school, but he was a few years behind her, and they never spoke. If the woman with the rose tattoo remembers Loyal, she doesn’t say so. Only says no, they didn’t see anything last night. Didn’t hear anything either. She and the kids drove over to Pierre Part to shoot some pool, had dinner, and went straight to bed when they got back.
Loyal follows Sasha listlessly from door to door, but they run into similar dead ends all along the street. A few people wave them away, saying, “We ain’t interested in buying, thank you.” Others offer them lemonade and invite them to sit in the shade of their weedy gardens, full of questions about the woman pulled out of the water, but no answers.
“Doubt we’re going to get much here,” Sasha says, sliding back into the driver’s seat. “Probably no one saw anything because there was nothing to see. You mind if I smoke?”
He sounds nervy. Maybe it’s the result of his run-in with the cops, or seeing the body of someone he used to go to school with, but he’s already unearthing a crushed pack of Lucky Strikes from the glovebox when Loyal says, “What do you mean there was nothing to see? Don’t you care? Cutter’s dead!”
The world beyond the windows shimmers; the distant trees have turned transparent, and the roadkill baking on the asphalt glows like something holy. Sasha lets out a deep breath before he answers. “I mean that Cutter had kind of a dirtbag life. It’s not right that she’s dead, but maybe she’d just had enough, you know?”
“You think she did this to herself?”
That doesn’t make any sense. There are no bridges she could have jumped from, not unless she’d wanted to drive all the way upriver to one of the railroad bridges just for the privilege. Otherwise, she’d have had to use a boat to get out into deep enough water to drown, but if that’s the case, then where is it? If Sheriff Broussard is right and the current carried Cutter’s body downstream, her empty boat would have washed up someplace nearby. This all seems like a hell of a lot of effort for a suicide, especially when Loyal knows how many guns the Labasques keep on their property. Cutter could have just blown her brains out if that’s what she’d wanted.
“I think,” Sasha says, one hand on the wheel while he props a cigarette at the corner of his mouth, “that family’s gotten weird. Maybe you don’t know because you’ve been away, but they’ve basically been living off-grid for the last few years. My mom says their old man was a prepper, taught them how to build bombs and stuff. They come in the diner sometimes, delivering meat, and they have that vibe. At least, Cutter and Beau come; no one’s seen Dewall in a while. My sister reckons maybe they ate him. I saw Cutter at the diner the day before yesterday, and she looked kind of—”
“What?” Loyal stares at him. “She… How was she? How did she look?”
“I dunno. Edgy. Like if you’d told me she was going to go off herself in the swamp, I wouldn’t have been surprised.”
Loyal digs her fingers into the meat of her thighs. She is trying very hard not to lose her temper with Sasha, because she gets it, she does—he’s a real small-town boy, dreams and aspirations ending at the town limit sign. In a place like Jacknife, this is probably the most exciting thing that’s happened to him in years. But it isn’t happening solely to him. This is Cutter, and she’s gone, and Loyal will never get the chance now to tell her she’s sorry. Will never get the chance to tell her that Cutter hurt her too.
“She wouldn’t have done that,” Loyal says, almost to herself. “The girl I knew wouldn’t have done that.”
Sasha takes a pull on his Lucky, filling the Chrysler with smoke that makes Loyal’s eyes sting, and in the silence she guesses he is thinking the same thing she is: that whatever Loyal thinks she knew about Cutter may have been true ten years ago, but a lot can change in so much time.
“So, what?” Sasha says at last. “You think it was some kind of accident? Like she fell out of her boat? Guess stranger things have happened.”
“It just feels off. She still lived with her brothers, right? She worked on an alligator farm; you have to get up early for that. There are people who were expecting to see her this morning, but apparently no one was concerned when she didn’t show. That doesn’t seem weird to you?”
“They all seem weird to me.”
“I want to speak to the brothers. Find out why no one reported Cutter missing.”
Sasha looks surprised, and Loyal doesn’t blame him. To go and see the Labasques right now feels intrusive, yet what else can she do with her grief? How else can she make sense of this—not just for the story, but for herself? She feels that old stain, that hardheaded instinct to follow the lead, but this time she’s going to make it worth something.
Sasha sucks on his cigarette thoughtfully, putting the car in drive. “We’ll have to borrow my uncle’s boat.”
“Why?”
“Come on.” He almost laughs, but there’s still something nervous about it, Loyal thinks. “You used to live here; you ought to remember. If you want to talk to the brothers, you’ll need the boat. They still haven’t gotten around to building a road out that far into the swamp.”

The last time she saw the Labasque alligator farm, Loyal was seventeen, looking out the back of Cutter’s sleek little red boat, yelling, “Go! Go!” while her hand hung in pieces, bleeding all over her jeans. She can still remember Dewall charging down the jetty behind them, no weapon but his bare fists fiery red in the glare of the setting sun. There was no way he’d catch up with them, and yet the sight of him coming at them, his face contorted in fury, had frightened Loyal more than her savaged hand. Bitten by an alligator—that was so nightmarish it didn’t seem real. Not like Dewall Labasque’s temper.
She is grateful there’s no sign of him when they moor Chuck De Foret’s flat-bottomed skiff at that same jetty. It was a slow journey through muggy waterways, silent save for the rumble of the outboard and the splash of startled turtles. Sasha had piloted the boat, and a good thing, too, since Loyal could barely focus on breathing in and out. She still can’t quite believe she’s doing this, coming all the way out here. She should have explained to Sasha about her car last night, GATOR FOOD scrawled across the back window—yet that feels insignificant now. Last night was last night. Today, Cutter is dead, and the not knowing unnerves Loyal. She wants death to be understood, wants it contained. Cutter is dead, and some part of Loyal wants to be here, where the traces of Cutter remain.
The Labasques’ property, on its wooded island, looks as though it should have been torn down years ago and is now doing the job itself. Entire walls have been patched over with corrugated metal that shines so bright it almost burns in the midday sun, and what brickwork remains is riddled with cracks, vines creeping through the upstairs windows. The asteroids of scrap rusting in the yard—ancient TVs and lawnmowers and refrigerators—makes the place feel condemned in every sense of the word.
The house is surrounded by a chain-link fence topped with glinting barbed wire, and beyond it they can see a squat concrete structure, which Loyal knows houses the young gators. Someone has painted an alligator on the wall in shades of green and brown—probably Beau, she thinks. Whatever else, he was always an artist, and Dewall let him know what he thought of that, loudly and often.
“Jesus,” Sasha mutters. “I would kill myself if I had to live here.”
Loyal ignores him. She’s got no proof of anything, but something in her balks hard at the thought of Cutter going down to the river and letting the water pull her under on purpose. She wouldn’t have left things unfinished like that. She wouldn’t have gone without saying goodbye.
Loyal feels Sasha tense at the same time she does. The door to the house swings inward, and Beau Labasque, stepping into the daylight, goes rigid too.
A man who’s been trained with punches instinctively turns his body sideways when faced with a threat, to make himself a smaller target, and from this angle, in his dirty wifebeater and camo pants, Beau looks like he’s been carved by a hurricane. He has an angular face, too severe to be considered good-looking, and the sides of his hair have been buzzed off, leaving him with a straggly mullet. But the tough-guy exterior vanishes as he squints and yells out, “Holy shit—Loyal? That you?”
He crosses the yard in a few quick strides and unlocks the gate, almost vibrating with energy—like a puppy, Loyal thinks. She has no idea what to say to him, after all this time, except, “How’ve you been, Beau?”
“Ah, you know. Same soup, just reheated.”
He’s got that rounded local accent, right up in the front of his mouth as if his tongue is twice its size. His skinny body seems so harshly drawn it’s as if he is missing his skin and the tattoos are scrawled right on to the bone. He pounds a well-inked fist on his chest, making Sasha jump, and he says, “Should have known you were coming, Loyal. My hand’s been itching all morning.”
“Excuse me?”
“You ain’t heard that one? If your hand’s itching, means you’re going to see an old friend. What’re you doing here, anyway? It’s been a million years.”
Loyal clears her throat. When she tries to speak, her voice catches and she has to start over. “I’m working at the paper now.” No need to say which one, though if it brings to mind her old article, Beau doesn’t say so, and she feels a great swell of affection for him for that.
Loyal was always fond of Beau, Cutter’s little brother by two and a half years. Loyal used to think that, in another life, Beau could have gone to art school, or worked as a conservationist, since he had such an affinity for animals. He was always gentle with the gator eggs when they went out collecting, explained how you had to mark the tops with a Sharpie so you knew which way up they went. There was a delicate band attaching shell to embryo, and if you turned the egg over it could damage the band and kill the young. For three years, Beau had hand-reared a gator that had hatched blind, and Loyal would see him in town with it draped around his shoulders as if it were a cat. Cutter said it even slept in Beau’s bed at night, which didn’t surprise Loyal, as Beau was known to sleep in a tent in the backyard half the time anyway. He was devoted to that baby gator, until he came home from school one day to discover that, having found it struggling in one of their steel traps, Dewall had put the creature out of its misery—and then cooked it.
Beau sort of drifted out of himself after that. Drifted away with nowhere to go, not when he had no money other than what his brother paid him, and no prospects except more of the same or clocking in at the plastics plant downriver. Perhaps it comes as no surprise that now, up close, Loyal can see he’s got the crusted mouth and slippery eyes of one who’s been sucking on the method man’s pipe.
He wouldn’t be the first around here to seek refuge in drugs. If the rumors are to be believed, some biker gang out of East Texas started running their supply route straight through the Basin a couple of years back. De Foret likes to keep his nose to the ground on that one, raising concerns whenever he can; Loyal has clocked several articles in the Leader asking “Why doesn’t the sheriff do more?” Though the biker types were always more Dewall’s crowd than Beau’s, a lot can change in a decade. Hopelessness makes men do unimaginable things; women too. Loyal thinks of Sasha saying, “I would kill myself if I had to live here,” and suppresses a shudder. It’s only just hitting her that Broussard’s men haven’t been here yet. That she is going to be the one to tell Beau his sister is dead.
“This your buddy from the Leader?” he asks, peering around her. “Petitpas, that you? I know your sister from the diner; you look just like her.”
Sasha looks faintly appalled. “You’ve met me a bunch of times.”
“I have? Damn, guess I was…” Beau shoots the both of them a queasy grin, twirling a finger next to his temple. “Sometimes I ain’t entirely myself, you feel?”
Definitely on something, Loyal thinks. Jesus, what a waste.
“Is Dewall here?” she asks.
“Nah, he’s out on the water. Alligator season started and he’s got about a hundred tags to fill before end of the month. Hunting brings in the real bucks—you know how it is.” A fang tattoo flexes on Beau’s bicep as he crosses his arms. “What y’all doing out here, anyway?”
“Beau…” No other way to say it but to say it. “Sheriff Broussard pulled Cutter out of the Blair Road cutoff this morning. I’m so sorry. She’s dead.”
There—just for a moment—Loyal thinks she sees something of the boy she used to know behind those glassy eyes. The same kid who was so sharp he could catch catfish with his bare hands. Then the dropsy, dopey look returns, and he blinks slowly at her.
“Well, shit.”
He takes a step back. Sways slightly. Part of Loyal wants to go and hold him steady, but something about this doesn’t feel right.
The Beau she knew adored his sister. This Beau only scratches his ear and says, “Damn, that’s messed-up,” shaking his head in a manner that seems contrived.
Loyal can tell, glancing at Sasha, that they are thinking the same thing.
He already knew.
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When was the last time you saw Cutter?” Loyal asks gently.
Beau tips his head back a little, nails raking over his throat, where someone has tattooed a serpent coiled around his windpipe. “Yesterday, I guess.”
“Was that here, at home?”
“Probably, yeah. You’ll have to excuse me, I’m a little…” His voice trails off into nothing and he sways on his feet.
Loyal is careful not to make this sound too much like an interrogation—whatever is going on with Beau, he does not seem stable, and if she’s going to reach the understanding about Cutter that she so desperately needs, she knows she will have to be patient. Still, she can’t help chafing at the way Beau is suddenly being so evasive about the one real friend both he and Loyal ever had. She is about to try to prompt a more definite answer from him, but Sasha cuts in.
“Sometimes knowing what really happened to someone can help you process it. I can’t even imagine what you’re going through, but we just want to help in any way we can. How did Cutter seem to you when you saw her yesterday?”
He’s good at this, Loyal thinks. The thing he does with his face, same as he did with Deputy Veazey—putting on a look of sympathy as easily as if he were putting on ChapStick. It makes her wonder at the kind of life he’s had, that he has taught himself how to appease men with sharp edges.
But Beau is spring-loaded, something inside him wound tight, and he sways again from one foot to the other, shoulders hunched, shooting a glance every now and then back at the house. The glass is dark against the daylight. It makes the windows look like dead eyes in a slack face.
“Cutter, she… she was fine.” Beau’s mouth twists in a way that seems almost against his will. “I dunno, she’s been keeping to herself a lot lately.”
“How so?” Loyal asks.
“Going off alone. Doesn’t tell none of us why or where, which is like… okay, whatever, we don’t need to live in each other’s pockets, but we do need to work, you know? Dewall wasn’t happy about that.”
There it is, Loyal thinks.
If someone really did hurt Cutter, and Beau knew about it, there’s not one thing on this earth would have stopped him from going round there and putting his thumbs through their eyes—unless it was his big brother.
Some people go through life like broken bones that haven’t been properly set, never really getting better, just slowly racking up damage for later down the line. This was Dewall, and he liked to make it everyone’s problem. Loyal has never known him as anything other than a grown man, though he must have still been in his early twenties when she first befriended Cutter in elementary school. She remembers one day when class was getting out, hearing his chop-shop engine, feeling the beat of his thrash metal coming up through the concrete into her legs, and seeing this enormous arm reaching out of the truck window with a baseball bat, smashing the windshield of some parent’s car as he drove by.
“Heard you been talking shit, motherfucker, say it to my face next time!”
Dewall would pick a fight with anyone over so much as the color of their hair, and his siblings were no exception. Loyal feels tight in her stomach, as though someone has wrung her guts like a wet rag. She looks at Beau swaying there, eyes darting back and forth, and wonders how big it is: this thing he’s not saying.
“Dewall was mad at her?” She can hear the tremor in her voice as she tries not to think of Cutter—the physical being of Cutter, all gristle and knuckles and wild laughter—and all the ways that Dewall Labasque knows how to put the hurt on a person.
“Well, see, they run the gator lines together, Cutter and Dewall. But lately, he’s had to take the boat out on his own a few times, since she ain’t been around, and that’s no small thing. It’s dangerous catching gators alone. Those creatures are built for war—you know what I’m saying? Pisses Dewall off, hunting by himself.”
“So he was mad at her for skipping work, or did she skip work because he was mad at her?”
Beau’s teeth rake his lower lip. “Dunno.”
“And you’re sure you don’t know where she’d been going by herself?”
“No, I—”
“What about her boat? Her little red one?” Loyal persists. “I didn’t see it by the jetty. Do you know where it is?”
“Stop!” He puts his hands over his eyes. “You’re getting me all… Jesus, what’re you talking to me like this for, huh? Like y’all are cops, which you ain’t. I don’t have to tell you shit.”
“We just want to find out what happened to your sister,” Sasha says, his voice still calm, though Loyal feels anything but.
“Beau, please—”
“Oh, but I know what you want. You ain’t hardly changed, Loyal. You just want a story, right? That’s all that’s ever mattered to you,” he scoffs. “I think y’all better leave, before my brother gets back.”
He says this as though Dewall is still absent, and yet, as they pick their way back down to the boat, Loyal gets that same feeling she’d had last night outside the church. Some pulse in the landscape. A shiver across the back of her neck. Sensing that, somewhere, not so far away, there are eyes watching her.

Loyal is used to being looked at. At school, she used to wear dread like a clammy second skin, afraid of the cruel, bored eyes of the football team watching while she failed to do a sit-up, or the Morgan brothers who would flail around as she passed them in the halls, clutching the lockers and crying out, “Whoa, did you guys feel that earthquake?”
The way boys hated was easier to understand, somehow, than the way girls did it. Boys’ hatred was a clean, vicious thing, like a sword swinging through the air. Boys got to the point. Boys said things like, “Does being so fat make your boobs sweat?” and Loyal would pretend she hadn’t heard them, because what else was there to do? To answer in any way, even telling them to leave her alone, would have been somehow to admit something. The questions themselves highlighted the simple fact that she was a girl with a body, and this, especially at that age, was unforgivable.
The way girls hated was more complicated. It was resentful. It was survival of the fittest, distancing themselves from weaker specimens. Such was the case with Jessie Cartwright and her little coterie of girls with magical frizz-proof hair and tiny waists. Loyal remembers the time they had surrounded her cubicle in the bathroom, singing, “Lone-leeee, I am so lone-leeee, I have no-bod-eeee…” and Loyal had begged God, or anyone who would listen, to make her invisible, just this once, so that she could walk out of there without those girls seeing her.
It was Cutter who had answered. Rogue avenging angel, shouldering her way into the bathroom and saying, “Why are y’all creeping on her when she’s trying to take a piss? You queer or something?”
Hunched inside her cubicle, Loyal heard Jessie saying, “Is that what your brother does to you? Watch you in the bathroom? All alone, out there on your spooky little island. I heard you let him put his finger—Oh Jesus, don’t touch me! Ew!”
“Gross, Jessie! She tried to bite you!”
“Fucking didn’t,” Cutter snapped, and Loyal heard something clatter to the floor, just as Jessie and her friends broke into a stampede to get out, Jessie yelling back, “She’s psycho!”
A moment later, there was a tentative knock on the cubicle door. Cutter cleared her throat. “You can come out now, girlie.”
It was a hip flask. That’s what Cutter had thrown at the other girls. Loyal picked it up and saw what looked like a fresh dent over the engraved words: Marianne Theresa Labasque, followed by Cutter’s birth date.
Cutter snorted. “Commemorative merchandise. Mama had it made when I was born, so I figure it’s mine now.”
“Anything in here?”
“Just Dewall’s rocket fuel. You want some?”
Loyal glanced at the bathroom door, half expecting it to burst open, rammed by an enraged Jessie and whatever entourage of staff she could muster. Her pulse was still going like a jackhammer, her skin no doubt shiny with nervous sweat. A drink sounded good.
The moonshine burned her throat and made her want to sneeze. “Sorry about Jessie.”
“The hell you sorry for? She was the one being a bitch.”
“I just mean…” Loyal swallowed. “You know you can talk to me, right? If something was…” She didn’t know how to say it. How to address Jessie’s rumors. It was like turning over a rotten log and not knowing what might come scurrying out.
“You’d tell me if something bad was happening to you,” Loyal managed at last. “If Dewall was… Wouldn’t you?”
Cutter shook her dark hair back from her eyes as she laughed. Her hand was shaking, too, as she held up the hip flask to take a sip, and Loyal still thinks about those two kinds of shaking now. How, even when Cutter was laughing, her head was ever so slightly shaking itself in a silent little no.

Back at the Bayou Leader, there is no sign of Chuck De Foret or his truck. “Lunch break,” Sasha informs her, waggling his eyebrows.
Growing up, Loyal hadn’t known the man all that well, except in that separated, uncurious way a teenager might know someone they think of as being certifiably old. The truth is, De Foret is not that much older than her mother, but even back when Loyal was writing occasional articles for him, he was already wrinkled and graying. Her mother seemed to know him well enough to say hello whenever they ran into each other, but Loyal was not under the impression they were close friends. Then, this morning, before she left for her first day on the job, Rosa May had said, “Chuck drinks. Same as folks who walk with a crutch all their lives get used to it holding them up. Doesn’t do them any good to take it away.”
Loyal didn’t really know what to make of that, except that she thought her employer was lucky to have people who didn’t take him solely as the sum of his flaws. She couldn’t say she’d been granted the same reprieve. Nor had Cutter.
De Foret might be absent, but there is a dust-lashed car parked outside the squat office building, and as they’re climbing out of Sasha’s Chrysler, boat in tow, a woman gets out of the car and waves her arm above her head.
“I been waiting fifteen minutes!”
Deb Stelly is as small and narrow as a fifth grader, despite being somewhere in her early fifties, her voice like coarse-ground peanut butter. Loyal remembers her from church, although the Stellys live far outside the bounds of Jacknife, in an unincorporated community on the edge of Sweetheart Bayou where it drains into Lake Verret. Come to think of it, Our Lady of the Divine Water is about the only place Loyal’s ever seen the Stellys, so she can’t think what Deb is doing here now in the middle of a weekday.
“Well, here y’all are at last,” Deb says, almost panting, fanning herself with her hands. “I tried going to Napoleonville to speak to the sheriff. I wanted Don Broussard, but all I got was that snarky girl on the front desk, and I told her, I said, ‘Broussard would help me if he were here,’ and you know what she said? ‘Well, he ain’t.’ The nerve of some girls these days! She doesn’t deserve to be working for him. So I thought, okay, if she won’t take me seriously, I’ll go to the press. See how she likes that!”
“Go to the press about what, ma’am?” Loyal asks. She can feel her blouse sticking to her back whenever she moves, and she can see Sasha gazing longingly at the cool shade indoors, but Loyal knows, even wound up by grief, that she can’t afford to ignore a potential story on her first day of work.
Deb sighs, her face like that of some tragic Renaissance martyr as she declares, “We’re being robbed. We keep our freezer separate from the house so we can put the crawfish in it without them stinking up the place, but someone’s been getting in there, taking everything from waffles to corn.”
Sasha makes a face. “Who’d want to steal frozen corn?”
“You tell me, son. But I’ll tell you this, I’ve seen some creeps round there, out by the lake.”
“Creeps?” Something tickles the skin at the base of Loyal’s spine.
“I never get a good look at them.” Deb shakes her head. “It’s always dark by the time they come out. But I’ve seen them moving through the trees. Folks with strange faces.”
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You and me and the devil makes three.”
That’s what Cutter used to say. She’d find Beau sitting in their little pirogue, bobbing quietly in the water, still moored to the wooden jetty behind the house, and she’d press her cold hands to his fresh bruises from the combat lessons Dewall dished out, and she’d say, “You and me and the devil makes three.” Meaning: It’s us and him. Meaning: That’s all we’ve got.
By evening, when Beau checks his phone, there is a short article on the Bayou Leader’s website that explains how Cutter was found. Sunk in that sucking wet darkness. Caught in the lilies.
An “anonymous source” at the sheriff’s department said accidental drowning. Said she floated downriver from someplace else. More information as the situation develops. The way it’s written gives the impression that the author—either Loyal or that boy she had with her; Gaybait Petitpas, Cutter called him—isn’t totally convinced by the cops’ verdict, but then neither is Beau. Cutter knew these waterways like Beau knows every mark on his body, and he knows in his bones that his sister is the last person round here who would get herself “accidentally drowned.”
She had opened the back of his hand with her hunting knife once. A mistake or an argument, he can’t even remember, but it strikes him that the white ridge of knotted skin between his knuckles is all that remains of her now.
He goes out to the gator house to feed his kids. That’s what he calls them. Little gators no longer than his forearm, twisting and turning in their temperature-controlled pool, crawling all over one another and cheeping like baby birds that know their mama’s coming. He feeds them fresh fish and defrosted chunks of nutria. Some will go back into the wild, some will go to the kitchen; most will end up as handbags and boots, but either way, Beau has to make them big. Big for eating and big for living. Blue herons, gar, even black bears—there’s plenty out there in the swamp that’ll chow down on a baby gator before it’s grown.
“Simmer down, y’all. Plenty for everyone.”
He tries not to get too attached. Dewall taught him that—taught him a valuable lesson, is what he did, all those years ago with that little blind gator—but the problem was, Beau didn’t have much to be attached to at all after that. Might as well have been a whirligig beetle skimming down the river, letting the current take him where it pleased.
He tries not to get attached, but he can’t help thinking what a betrayal it must seem to these tiny gators. Him raising them up, just to knock them off. Never used to think about that when he was younger—farming is what it is, though it isn’t worth as much as it used to be—but when he’s got the crank burning napalm fire behind his eyelids, he lets his mind wander, lets it fly up and down the bayou like an osprey seeking the flash of fish scales under the duckweed, and he feels like man ought to make more of this great green world than just life and death.
He’d tried telling Cutter this once, but she’d snorted, “A gator’s brain is smaller than his own eyeball, baby. He doesn’t worry about a thing, except where his next meal’s coming from.”
His sister was a lot like an alligator in that respect, Beau figures. And, like his little ones, it seems she too was born to die.
Dusk is coming in thick as he stomps back across the yard to the main house. He has lived here all his life, but he still feels as though he gets around the property on narrow tracks, moving from one familiar spot to another—gator enclosure to bedroom and back again. The evening is a wall of sound, insects and amphibians competing in the surrounding swampland for the loudest chorus. A man can travel these canals under cover of night and never be seen or known by anyone, save for the bullfrogs and water moccasins, the glowing red eyes of alligators watching him pass. Beau wonders if they saw Cutter drifting by last night. If they witnessed what happened to her.
He was here, right here in the yard, clinging to the ground because he was so high it felt like the world was trying to shake him off. Dirk Greenacre and his Texas boys, all diesel and steel with their fucking “88” Heil Hitler ink, were sitting around in rusted deck chairs, laughing and throwing scrap on the bonfire. Beau walks past the blackened circle of it now and shudders. He’s been on a bad comedown ever since—his jaw still aches from grinding his teeth most of the morning—but for all that Greenacre gives him the creeps, Beau had been glad when the Ragnarok Boys came around last night with the good crystal on offer. He had wanted to get fucked up. He had wanted to forget about Dewall and Cutter and their recent quarrels, and when Greenacre had slung a tattooed arm around him and said, “Where’s your sister tonight, Baby Beau?” Beau had only shrugged and reached for the pipe.
The fact is, when Loyal and the Petitpas kid showed up to tell him about Cutter, Beau had not been surprised. In some twisted way, the news had almost come as a relief. Now he didn’t have to keep wondering anymore. Now he knew for sure that she was dead.
He knocks mud off his boots on the concrete slab of the front porch and wonders what the hell is wrong with him.
Cutter’s dead. She’s fucking gone, and here he is still worrying about himself.
You and me and the devil.
Now it’s Beau alone with the devil; he will have to tread carefully.

He knows Dewall is home before he’s even opened the door. Beau can feel him, the same way you can feel when you’re close to water, even in the dark.
He finds his brother at the kitchen table, arms folded, smoke uncoiling from the tip of his Marlboro. Beau learned long ago that it’s not the chair that makes the throne so much as the man who sits in it, and Dewall Labasque is that kind of man. Six foot five, broad-shouldered and wide like a linebacker put out to pasture. In the rare photos of the family that exist from before their parents’ death, he gives the impression of having been a sturdy, good-looking kid, but he has since run those good looks into the ground. A streak runs through his hair like a vein of quartz through volcanic rock, and he has that dopey Stallone kind of face, with a tattoo along the underside of his jowls of a boar’s jawbone, two sharp tusks rising up either side of his mouth. Beau knows he earned them. Bit a man’s ear off in a parking lot fistfight when he was sixteen. Like brother, like sister, or so folks said, back when Cutter clamped her teeth down around the sheriff’s son’s finger all those years ago. Both of them had sharp teeth and the kind of hunger that was never satisfied. You can get like that, Beau knows, living in a place like this.
“You seen it?” Dewall nods to his phone, lying on the table by his elbow.
Beau swallows, fumbling over his words. “What’re we going to do?”
“Not talking to the reporter would have been a start.”
“What?”
“Don’t tell me you ain’t even read it all the way through. ‘A source close to the family says Marianne Labasque was last seen at home with her brothers the day before she blah blah blah…’ ” Dewall’s glittering black eyes flash back to Beau. “ ‘A source close to the family’? Now, I wonder who that could be?”
“I just wanted to talk to Loyal. You remember Loyal? She was here, she told me about Cutter. I just wanted to talk to her again.”
“Course you did—that’s my fucking luck. Why’d you say you saw Cutter yesterday, huh? Me and you both know that’s a sack of shit.”
“What was I supposed to tell them?”
“Nothing, goddamn. Now the sheriff’s going to read this, he’s going to think your sister was here before she went in the water, and he’s going to get it in his head that there’s something on this island for him to find.”
“But the sheriff thinks it was an accident. That’s what the article says.”
“You think Greenacre’s going to care about that? Last thing he needs, last thing any of us need, is a bunch of cops sniffing around, not after what…” Dewall breathes in sharply through his nose, then stubs the Marlboro out on the bare wood of the table. “Now, you listen. I got gator tags to fill, but I’ve been out all day in the swamp trying to clean up loose ends, and meanwhile you’ve been fucking us in the ass. If brains were leather, you couldn’t saddle a goddamn rat, but I guess this is what I get for trusting a junkie to keep his mouth shut.”
Beau stands there and lets his brother’s insults crash over him. It reminds him of when he was a kid, one spring when a bad storm hustled up the rivers from the Gulf of Mexico, capsizing the pirogue in which he and Cutter had been playing. He remembers how the chill of the water slapped the air out of him. He remembers the taste of it, dark and vegetal, as he struggled to stay afloat, struggled to keep sight of his sister paddling and choking beside him, while all around them the rain hit the surface like machine-gun fire and the cypresses whipped back and forth overhead.
“Kid,” his brother says now, snapping his fingers at him. “Hey, kid, are you fucking high?”
“No.”
“Don’t piss on my leg and tell me it’s raining. Look at me.”
Beau forces himself to tear his gaze from the dirty linoleum.
“Look me in the eye and tell me you won’t go talking to any more reporters—Nah, scratch that, you tell me you won’t go talking to anybody, period.”
Quietly, Beau says, “Don’t you care that she’s dead?”
Dewall gets up from the table so fast then that Beau almost falls backward trying to get out of his way. But Dewall doesn’t lunge at him; they just stand there, staring at each other, Beau’s heavy-lidded gaze meeting his brother’s milky eye—the result of a lesson their daddy tried to teach him, with fists and a fireplace poker, long before Beau was even born. He waits for Dewall to start yelling again, waits for the feinting lunge to throw Beau off his balance, for the sneering critique that Beau has never learned how to fight properly. But his brother just lets out a deep, gravelly sigh, turns around, and heads out the back door into the night.
Beau can feel the gooseflesh on his arms. He breathes out shakily as he leans against the table, sniffing old powder crust out of his nostrils. He doesn’t know what to think. Everything seems so uncertain now. Afraid of what’s going to happen next, he calls up the memory that has been an odd comfort to him at times, because it was one of the few moments he ever really felt safe. That memory of the storm, of the river, his brother pulling him and Cutter out and howling at them, his voice louder than the wind, “Don’t you do that again! Don’t you ever fucking leave me like that, you little shits!” His big arms around them both, holding them while the wind screamed. Holding them together, through the worst of it.
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The nights here are fiery hot. Loyal, lying on her mattress with a wet T-shirt over her face, listens to the insects hurling themselves against the windows, to the ceiling fan clicking overhead. Her mother is silent in the next room. Loyal resists the urge to go and check if she really is in there.
Her mother had been kind when Loyal told her about Cutter. She’d said, “Oh, sweetie, that must be so hard for you.” She’d stuck to talking about how Loyal must be feeling, rather than making any particular comment about Cutter’s death, which only made Loyal feel worse. Sasha had been the same—people in Jacknife seemed unsurprised that such a thing had happened to Cutter, almost as if they’d been expecting it.
Jacknife. This place. Being back gives Loyal the same feeling as thinking you’ve got another step on the staircase, only to find your foot falling into empty air.
“You move away from towns like that,” one of Loyal’s colleagues at the Houston Chronicle, who had come to help pack up her furniture for storage before the move, had said. “Folks in those backwaters are so desperate to get out, they’re running off to join the army.”
Loyal found she could not explain why she had to go, couldn’t explain the confused calls she’d had from her mother, these lapses in memory, this digging in the yard at night. Loyal didn’t want to tell her colleague that early-onset dementia ran in the family, because it seemed like admitting to a kind of expiration date for herself. Even now that she has moved, she refuses to think: One day it’ll be me. One day I’ll be the one wandering around like a ghost in my nightgown.
Loyal’s mother was known to be quirky. Once, when Loyal was still living at home, her mother had donned a pair of rabbit ears for the Easter potluck but had forgotten to take them off and had been seen pumping gas at the Exxon with these enormous fluffy ears still pinned to her headband. Loyal had been mortified, both for herself and for her mother. Then there had been an incident a few years ago when she’d heard that her mother had worn a bright-red wig all around town, even when buying groceries, and while Loyal had not understood it, she’d felt this must clearly have been a joke, one with an audience in mind, even if she couldn’t determine who. It is possible that scrabbling around in the yard at night with the tulips could have been a joke too. Her mother trying to scare the neighbors, who she has always said are stuffy and dull. But Loyal thinks not. If this latest episode were a joke, her mother would have said. Bragged about it. Something about the way she evades discussing it now suggests that her audience has shrunk and faded.
“Your mom was in Katrina, right?” Riley, the Houston colleague, had asked this while they taped up crockery in bubble wrap.
“I was in Katrina too. Everyone down there was.”
“No, but you were a kid,” Riley said. “How do you remember it?”
“I remember being scared. I remember my mom carried me on her back to get… I don’t know where we were trying to get to. Higher ground, I guess. She carried me, but my feet still trailed in the water.”
“Well, I bet she remembers it. Something like that can really mess a person up.”
Loyal groans now, peeling the damp T-shirt off her face as she recalls the conversation. People like to blame things on the big storms—the water is still poisoned, the roads are still broken, people are still missing, not our fault, Katrina slowed us down. She doesn’t want to think of her mother as another thing the government has failed to fix.
August has been a hell of grasshoppers and dried-up creeks, concrete so hot you can feel it melting the rubber on the soles of your shoes. Nothing to do but pray and drink, and after the day she’s had, Loyal figures she could do with the latter. Her mother is now snoring quietly in the solitude of her room, so Loyal scrapes herself off the mattress and heads out.
She cranks up the AC and drives. Forest slips past her windows, hickories and willows, punctuated by a Dollar Tree sign, a peeling billboard advertising divorce lawyers, and, every now and then, glimpses of residential lights glinting off dark water. One thing Loyal is having to learn all over again: Out here, you are never far from the water. This is raw country that still seems newly wrenched from nature, though according to local archives, there has been a town here for nearly three centuries. A town that dwindled as people crawled from the wilder swamp settlements toward the big cities in search of work, then boomed again temporarily with the coming of the highway, only to have that highway diverted north by a handful of miles, Jacknife vanishing into the folds of the map once more.
A glitching neon sign heralds a drive-through daiquiri shack coming up on the right, and Loyal figures that’s as good a place as any. Soon she’s parked at the edge of the road, sipping mango-and-rum-flavored ice slush and listening to something pleasantly bluesy from the drive-through speakers, when a rust-scabbed Chevy pulls up alongside. Loyal goes tense. This is baseball-cap-and-truck country. This is peeling-Confederate-flag-sticker-on-your-windshield country. The kind of place where, if certain men don’t like the look of you, recent years have emboldened them to do something about it without fear of consequence. It’s only when the window rolls down and Loyal sees Randy Ribbeck sitting in the driver’s seat that she allows herself to exhale and nod a hello.
“Is that little Loyal May? I heard you were back.”
“How’ve you been keeping, Mr. Ribbeck?”
“Like casserole after a funeral. How’s your mama?”
Sun-blasted so badly he could be anywhere between forty and sixty, Randy Ribbeck is Jacknife’s main buyer for alligators during the September hunting season. When Loyal was fifteen, Cutter took her to his little warehouse a few blocks from here to show her where he processed the gator meat and hides before shipping them out all over the country, certain skins even making it overseas to become belts and jackets for some of Europe’s biggest fashion houses. One gator-leather jacket could sell for about $40k, while the hunter who bagged the animal in the first place only got around $200 from Randy. Go figure. Gator hunting is big business round here, but, like all big business in Louisiana, little of the real money makes its way back to the local people.
Loyal had learned all this in her teens when she’d written a short piece for the Leader about an accident at Randy’s warehouse. To kill a gator, you have a spot about the size of a quarter on the back of its head where the scales are thin enough that you can hit the brain, but it turned out that one hunter had missed the mark. The gator he’d brought to sell to Randy was only stunned; slinging it off the back of his truck had woken it up, and the startled animal then proceeded to make hamburger meat out of Randy’s shoulder.
“Would have been the end of me.” Randy laughs now, recalling the incident, the pink scars still visible through his open collar like so many tributaries. “Except folks read your article and wanted to come do business with the guy who got chewed up and lived to tell the tale. I had more hides than I knew what to do with!”
Loyal shoots him a tired smile. “Well, I submitted that story as part of my college application. Guess it did me a favor too.”
“Then I’m glad to hear it. Hey, you heard about the floater Sheriff Broussard pulled out of the river? The Labasque girl, right? I remember you two were thick as thieves back in the day.”
“Yeah.” Loyal breathes out slowly. “Don’t suppose you’d seen her lately?”
“Nah, mostly I do business with Dewall. He sells his gators to me.”
“I heard they’d had a falling-out. He mention anything about that?”
“Dewall’s not exactly the type to air his dirty laundry in public.” Randy snorts. “They always seemed pretty tight to me. Cutter helped him with hunting season—not afraid to get her hands dirty, that girl. They’d go out scouting the bayous at night, just the two of them, looking for Dewall’s white whale.”
“His what?”
“Albino gator. Supposed to be a big one living deep out there. Ate Frank Dupey’s dog, or so they say, but you know how it is with hunters—they like chasing local legends as much as wild animals. Makes them feel like what they do matters on a… an otherworldly scale, I guess. Either way, you want someone you trust with you for that kind of work. I reckon Dewall can see in the dark with that one white eye of his, but there’s things worse than gators out there.”
Loyal remembers the enormous reptiles piled up in Randy’s warehouse—real dinosaurs, mostly jaw—and she can’t imagine anything lurking on the bayous that could be worse than all those teeth, all that hunger. She rubs the scarred edge of her hand and asks, “Any chance Dewall and Cutter were scouting last night?”
“Sure, it’s possible. Dewall’s got to catch a hundred more if he wants to fill his tags this season. It’ll be harder now Cutter’s out of the picture. Gator hunting ain’t really a one-man job.”
Loyal doesn’t know exactly what line of inquiry she’s chasing yet—all she knows is there is something about Cutter’s brothers that doesn’t sit right with her. Beau had been way too eager to get rid of her and Sasha earlier, and the fact remains that neither brother had seemed concerned enough about their sister’s whereabouts to report her missing or try looking for her themselves.
Loyal sighs, setting her daiquiri aside. “You got any theories?”
“About Cutter? Ain’t really my business.”
“Ah, come on, this is Jacknife. Everyone’s business is everyone’s business.”
“Well…” Randy makes a face like he’s chewing the inside of his cheek. “Cutter was no greenhorn. For what it’s worth, I can’t see her falling overboard or nothing like that. Doubt this was any accident, no matter what Broussard says.” He gives Loyal a pointed look. “You know, the Labasques been having money troubles since the age of Adam. That kind of thing can grind a person down.”
“You think it was a suicide, too, then?”
Loyal can still hear Sasha saying, “Cutter had kind of a dirtbag life,” and it makes her want to tear the stuffing out of the car’s upholstery, in no small part because she knows she said it too. All those years ago, in that childish article, didn’t she accuse Cutter and her brothers of being trash? Of having nothing? I’ve seen them eat roadkill, she’d written. At least, I found myself hoping it was roadkill. There’s something very Texas Chainsaw Massacre about their house. One of the Labasques’ alligators had bitten her hand, and Loyal had smeared her teenage anger all over the back page of the local paper. Now she can’t help thinking, Did I do this? Did I contribute to it? Like firing a gun and waiting years for the bullet to find its mark, had she somehow made Cutter’s life more unlivable?
She takes a sip of her melted daiquiri, if only to give her hands something to do. This is ridiculous, she thinks, this is pure melodrama—Cutter is not dead because of her, and deep down Loyal knows this. But such things do happen. Some people founder, if they are not helped in time, if they are not helped at all. Some people are pitched into darkness.
“I think,” Randy says, “that violent lives got a way of ending violently.”
He does not say this unkindly, but it makes Loyal want to ask, “Does that make it okay, then? Is it okay that she’s dead?” As if Randy can really answer that, grant her some kind of absolution.
“Cutter was a Catholic,” Loyal says instead. “She’d never have killed herself.”
“When’s the last time that stopped anybody? Labasques got about as much faith as a log, anyhow—you know that. Their folks took them to church, got them baptized, all the rest of it, but you know it was no different to baptizing a bunch of raccoons. That Cutter, she was always off somewhere else in her head.”
Are you there, inside yourself?
Loyal thinks of her mother crouched in the yard in her nightgown, with dirt on her hands, and she wonders if a person could kill themselves without realizing they were doing it. She could do with a better picture of Cutter’s recent mental state. It’s possible that could account for Beau’s evasiveness—after all, if Loyal’s mother had wandered into the river and drowned herself, it’s not as if Loyal would have known how to put that into words, especially for a flock of eager reporters.
“Mr. Ribbeck? One last thing, and then I promise I’ll stop with the third degree.”
Randy shrugs. “Don’t mind talking to you. You did me a good turn.”
Loyal lifts her hair off the back of her neck where it’s damp with sweat, leaning toward the car’s AC in a vain attempt to cool down. “The Labasques’ money troubles—is that public knowledge?”
“Ah well, you know, lot of folks round here got money troubles. You’ve only got to look at the Labasques to see they ain’t millionaires.”
It seems to Loyal that if Cutter’s rope had truly run out of give, people gossiping about her poverty might have pushed her over the edge.
“Now that you mention it, though,” Randy says, “there was something else. Something Dewall said. Just last week he came in to pick up some new hooks, and he was pitching a fit about money, reckoned someone was skimming from him. I figured, you know, it’s probably the brother. It’s no secret Beau’s got a habit. But then, Beau’s done that before, and Dewall always just took it as one of those shitty things that can’t be helped. This was a whole different kind of mad. Here, are you going to put all this in your article?”
“I don’t know yet. Maybe it’s not important.”
Randy rubs the back of his neck. “Yeah, well, like I said, I’m happy talking to you, but if you do print something, I’d appreciate you leaving my name out of it. It’s just… Dewall, you know? I don’t need a guy like that on my back.”
After Randy has driven away, Loyal stays sitting in her car, chewing her thumbnail while the last of her daiquiri devolves into a sickly syrup. As far as she’s aware, there’s nobody else working for the Labasques besides themselves, so if Beau wasn’t the one skimming, that leaves Cutter. But why? Why steal from her own brothers’ money that she’d helped them earn?
The unanswered questions and the sugar saturating her brain have made Loyal too wired for sleep, so she decides to keep driving, following the backroads where they take her, through endless black miles of swamp and forest. She lets the radio play for a little while—preachers and zydeco and news that, somewhere, something else in the country is falling apart—until it gets cut with too much static, and the sound of the engine takes over. Blessed white noise, blocking out everything else.
Her headlights catch a sign up ahead—the first one she’s seen in some twenty minutes. Directions to the boat-landing spot for Sweetheart Bayou. Same place Deb Stelly said she’d seen the folks with strange faces.
The single-lane road is utterly dark as Loyal pulls in, and it’s late enough to feel outside of time. That loud kind of quiet when nobody’s around to disturb it.
She rolls down her window. She can’t see the water, but she feels the hot, green-tasting air coming off it. A bird calls, somewhere out in the swamp. Mosquitoes buzz around the edge of the window, but Loyal doesn’t dare move. The skin prickles on the back of her sweat-damp shoulders.
Out there, in the darkness, she hears somebody whistling.
Then, faintly, someone else whistling back.
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The diner hums, the white noise of fritzing strip lighting and AC making Sasha feel sleepy before the arrival of the breakfast rush. He cracks his neck while his sister pours him a cup of coffee and whines when she slaps his hand away as he reaches for the sugar.
“Mom won’t pay your dental bills again if you mess up your teeth, dummy.”
“You are so horrible to me all the time. I don’t know how Tyrone stands you.”
Kaylee sticks her tongue out at him. “Shouldn’t you be at work? Those shitty photos won’t take themselves.”
“Hey, my photos aren’t shitty.”
“Then how come Uncle Chuck didn’t use any for that story about Cutter?”
“Because it was fucked up,” Sasha says, looking down at his coffee. “That’s what Uncle Chuck said. It was too fucked up.”
He has seen a lot of dead things. Snakes and deer baked to a crisp on the blacktop after being mown down by a passing truck. One of the cows from the Jones farm beheaded by an alligator and left to rot on the levee Sasha drives by every day on his way home. When he was a kid, he watched Jered and Elliot Morgan throw stones at a raccoon until they killed it, but that’s just how it is around here—all that death, it’s just life. In the Petitpas family, the wakes are always open casket, but someone laid out neat and clean for burying is one thing—what he saw yesterday was something else entirely. Cutter Labasque’s narrow body lying in muddy water, skin the color of a bad sky, the sheriff’s deputies prodding her with sticks.
“We can’t post that,” his great-uncle had said yesterday evening, squinting at the images on Sasha’s phone. “Is this what you got, photos of a corpse? You couldn’t get more of a… a general crime scene shot?”
“You’re not serious?”
By that point Loyal had gone home, still with the same listless look in her eye she’d had since she learned it was Cutter who’d drowned.
“You can’t not post these pictures,” Sasha had replied. “What, are you worried her brothers are going to come and complain or something? Come on, this is exactly the kind of thing that will bring in views. Maybe then we can start getting ads on the site, turning an actual profit—”
“Profit?” His great-uncle had stared at him, and Sasha hated how bad it made him feel. The Bayou Leader was Uncle Chuck’s baby, had been since before Sasha was even born, but the old man didn’t know how to keep pace with the times. Nobody felt the need to buy a physical paper to get news they’d already heard from their neighbor. The Leader needed this website to work out if it was going to survive, and it bugged Sasha that he was the one having to push for this when he didn’t even particularly want to be a journalist. It was just a way to make a little money—“little” being the operative word—while he tried to save up enough to move out of his mother’s house, maybe find somewhere closer to New Orleans. Meanwhile, the Leader was falling into obscurity, and Sasha’s uncle would rather drink cocktails-in-a-can in his back office and feel sorry for himself because the world was changing too fast, rather than try to meet the world head-on.
“It’s not decent,” his uncle had said. “Posting pictures of a dead girl we all knew. I won’t do it.”
“What’s indecent is Broussard’s men poking her like a piece of roadkill! How is that not a story worth telling?”
“Now, Sasha, I understand you’re upset—you want your pictures in the article, I get it—but there’s no need to lose your temper—”
Sasha had thrown his hands up—“I’m not losing my temper!”—and flung his phone on the floor, which was when his great-uncle told him he ought to delete the photographs. Better for him if no one ever found out he’d had them in the first place, especially Cutter’s brothers.
Kaylee narrows her eyes as Sasha tells her about it, taking a sip of her coffee. “So the deputies were poking her? Like, trying to get her untangled from the lilies, or…?”
Sasha shakes his head. That’s not how it had looked to him. More like the Morgan brothers throwing rocks at that raccoon.
“I’d keep that to yourself, if I were you,” his sister says, glancing over his shoulder at the parking lot. “Speak of the devil.”
A moment later, the bell over the diner door chimes, and in walks Don Broussard and two of his deputies. They’ve got that cop swagger, that my-gun-is-my-dick kind of walk, aviators and cowboy boots like something out of a TV show. Broussard takes his hat off and fans his neck with it, nodding at Kaylee. “Three black coffees, darlin’.”
“Yes, sir.” She gives him the customer service smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “How y’all doing this morning?”
“Sweating like a faggot in church.”
Sasha turns back to his twin and mimes shooting himself in the mouth.
Broussard is only in his thirties—young to be sheriff. Everyone says this, though they do so with a kind of quiet admiration, because he’s a homegrown boy who shows up to Our Lady every Sunday like he’s clocking in to work, and even does a bit of lay preaching when he’s not too busy rescuing kittens from trees and helping little girls with pigtails cross the road. In his teens, he got a football scholarship to Nicholls State, only for his rising star to plummet straight back to earth when Cutter bit his finger down to the bone. Couldn’t catch for shit after that.
Such a blow might have taken another man out. There are plenty of stories of athletes put out to pasture before their time who ended up hooked on pain meds, or who couldn’t bear the futility of it all and lined up a shotgun barrel with the roof of their mouth. But Don wasn’t just another man—actual quote from his campaign for sheriff’s office three years ago, in which all thirteen of his cousins got up to speak in support. Motivated by his passion for his community and keen to follow in the footsteps of his father, who had also served a term as sheriff, Don Broussard fixed himself up and launched into local politics with good ol’-fashioned Southern stick-to-itiveness, et cetera, et cetera. Sasha voted for the other guy, since he thought he was cute in an old man kind of way. Point is, Broussard could take a dump on someone’s lawn, and most people in this parish would thank him for it.
Most. Not all.
Cutter, for one, couldn’t stand the guy. Sasha would see him come in, on the days when she was here delivering gator meat, and Broussard would clutch his hat to his chest, crying, “Marianne, you look absolutely breathtaking today!”
All his deputies would laugh, and Cutter would say, “How’s the finger, Don?”
Sasha had been just a kid back then, but he remembers hearing about the incident, his mother chattering on the phone in the car when she thought he and Kaylee had their headphones in. The Labasque family’s claim that this nice young man—the sheriff’s own son!—had put his hand down Cutter’s top was utterly inflammatory. Genie Petitpas had even used the word “slut.”
She’s lucky that poor boy didn’t press charges, people said, and, even now, Sasha is kind of surprised Broussard’s family didn’t. The old Sheriff Broussard certainly liked to make an example of lawbreakers. But they were also pretty holier-than-thou, and maybe they saw it as an act of charity, letting Cutter off the hook. By that point, her parents were dead, and she was barely scraping by at school, headed for a whole lot of nothing.
“Take these over, would you?” Kaylee asks now, pushing the tray of coffee mugs across the counter toward Sasha.
“Take them yourself, girl. I don’t work here.”
“Please?”
Her eyes flicker to where the sheriff and his deputies—a large Latino guy with cauliflower ears and a white man like a length of gnarled rope—are sitting in a booth, shooting the shit.
“And he actually got a suspension for that?” Broussard is saying. “Docked pay, all because some girl complained? Jesus. Listen, I’m all for equal rights, but fact is, men don’t have equal rights these days. You’re a second-class citizen if you can lose your job off some random girl’s word.”
His deputies nod gravely. The skinny white one says, “Schools are to blame. You see the shit they give kids to read now? Getting them all mixed-up. My nephew comes home from school and he’s ashamed of being a boy, and you know what they tell him? ‘You don’t have to be a boy if you don’t want to.’ ”
Kaylee shoots Sasha a pointed look. “They make me edgy.”
Sasha peels his thighs off the counter stool with a sigh, thinking about Cutter’s waterlogged body and Beau’s apparent disinterest in it. He knows he’s not going to win any awards for brother of the year, but he can do better for Kaylee than that, at least.
“Kid…” Sheriff Broussard rests his chin on his fist and looks up curiously as Sasha deposits the mugs on their table. “Have you got staples in your hair?”
“No.”
“Yes, you do. I’m looking right at them. What’d you do—cut it off and try and stick it back together?”
This is exactly what Sasha had tried to do. His weekly horoscope had told him he was due for a makeover, but since there aren’t any salons in Jacknife and it seemed wrong to go against the stars, he’d figured he’d do it himself. How hard could it be? Turns out very, especially when using the back of a spoon as a mirror.
“Well, son, that right there is a mess,” Broussard says. “Kind of like that article you and your colleague posted yesterday. ‘More details to follow’ or whatever it was you said. Hate to break it to you, but there are no more details. Marianne Labasque drowned, most likely while she was out laying lines for her gators. A tragic accident, but an accident all the same.”
Sasha pokes the inside of his cheek with his tongue. “Then what’re y’all doing back in Jacknife?”
The Assumption Parish sheriff’s department is headquartered in Napoleonville, on the east side of Lake Verret, some thirty miles’ drive away on slow country roads.
“Kind of out of your way,” Sasha says. “Just for an accident.”
Broussard shrugs. “Need to speak to Marianne’s brothers.”
“Shouldn’t you have done that yesterday? Like, when you found her?”
“You got a mouth on you, boy.” The sheriff scoffs, reclining with his elbows on the back of the seat and giving Sasha a better view of his sidearm. “How I handle my cases is my business.”
Sasha would be the first to admit the Lord might have skipped over him when he was handing out college smarts, but he’s savvy, the way a prey animal has to be. He shrugs one narrow shoulder and retreats, though he can hear them behind him, the sheriff’s deputies, saying, “You’d think a boy like that would watch who he talks back to.”
“Boy, girl, who knows these days, right? Kind of like that Marianne, with her head shaved. You think she was a dyke?”
“That’s enough.” The firmness of Broussard’s voice comes as a surprise. “Show some respect for the dead.”
Sasha thinks of Cutter’s body and the deputies knee-deep in the murky water, prodding at her, and he wonders how well the sheriff knows his own men.

The drive to work isn’t a long one. Jacknife is so small a community it barely counts as a town, little more than its Main Street with a few branching roads that lead away to farms or cul-de-sacs, bordered by moss-strewn woods where the bayous and canals slip silently between the trees, and spirits good and bad walk on their hands.
Sunlight spills into the car as Sasha drives, and he thinks of his grandmother. She’s long buried now—worked as a secretary at the plastics plant most of her life, breathed too much bad air—but Sasha still remembers her teaching him and Kaylee how to drill a hole in a dime to wear round their neck to keep demons at bay. Plenty of people in the Basin are superstitious to some degree, but Shirley Petitpas’s folk customs seemed to have carried more weight, probably on account of her being Creole. People thought she had a little something-something to her. A little Hoodoo or Santería.
Sasha’s grandmother had stoked those rumors because she thought—and she had told him this herself—that people’s tentative fear of her gave her a kind of power over them. But if she was, in any part, a witch, it had little to do with her heritage and plenty to do with the sixties. She liked to call herself a hippie survivor. Until the day she died, she wore long skirts that she had tie-dyed herself, and arms full of big bangles that clinked whenever she moved. She didn’t care to read newspapers and kept up-to-date with goings-on in the world through her tarot cards and telephone gossip. She was all instinct. More than anything or anyone, Sasha had wanted to be her when he grew up.
When he and Kaylee heard moaning coming from the swamp at night, their grandmother had shown them how to line their windowsills with coal dust and told them, “Don’t be afraid when the dead come calling. People are mostly good, and the dead are just plain old people a little further down the road than us. What you should be worried about is the things that weren’t ever alive in the first place.”
Their mother, Genie, frowning at the dirt on her windows, had said, “It’s just the wildlife, Shirley. Don’t need you scaring the kids with your ghost stories.”
But at the time, Sasha didn’t see why his grandmother’s stories should be any less real than the ones they heard in church. Now he has no doubt what she would say about Cutter’s death, if she were around. His grandmother had told him plenty of times: “You go wandering alone at night, the rougarou will find you. Put his dark hand over your mouth. Hold you down in the dead leaves.”
An old Cajun legend. Some claim the rougarou is a wolf or a big dog; others think it’s something that has been living out there so long that it’s no longer human. Sasha’s grandmother used to say it was the manifestation of the swamp in all its wicked glory, standing up on its hind legs and following you home through the shadows. Sasha wouldn’t say he believes that exactly, but he has seen things sometimes. Lights he can’t explain, humanlike figures clambering through the branches, a two-headed snake. The Basin is still mostly uninhabited, and the thought of Cutter stumbling into some strange trouble out there still seems more likely to him than whatever theory Loyal’s got in her head—an accident, a conspiracy, murder. The swamp takes people all the time.
Sasha is about to make the turnoff on to the little side street that leads toward the Bayou Leader office when a flash in his rearview mirror catches his eye.
There is a truck behind him.
Light glances off the windshield so that he can’t make out who’s driving, but whoever it is, they’re not leaving him much space to make a U-turn. Now that he’s missed the turnoff, he’ll have to go all the way around the outskirts of town.
He leans on the gas, trying to put some distance between himself and the truck. It’s a big, battle-scarred machine, paint on the hood turned matte with age, engine snarling like a dog that wants off the leash.
“Jeez, just go around me,” Sasha mutters. It’s not like they don’t have enough room—the road is totally empty, just the two of them and the trees, and is he imagining it or is the truck suddenly closer now?
They pass an old pirogue rusting in the long grass, its flat bottom designed for skimming along the canals at speed. They pass a farmer way out on an ATV hauling what looks like half a cow behind him. Sasha rolls the window down, letting in a thick waft of heat and just about every mosquito in Louisiana. He sticks out his hand, motioning for the driver to pass him.
The truck engine roars. It’s right up on him now, riding his taillights.
Sasha’s got ten minutes, maybe less, before he can turn off this country road back toward his great-uncle’s office, and he’s trying to calculate his chances of outrunning this thing if he floors the gas. Probably not high. He can tell from the sound of that engine that it’s been toyed with; would bet it’s been recalibrated to accelerate much faster than his banged-up Chrysler. He pushes his stapled hair out of his face, feels himself sweating so bad he must be glued to the seat. The road curves into a patch of shade thrown by the skeletal cypresses, and, with the glare gone from the windshield, Sasha chances a look in his rearview mirror. He sees him plainly now. That milky eye. That boar tusk tattoo. Dewall Labasque riding him down.
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Loyal hears the engine at the same time her editor does, the two of them locking eyes as Chuck De Foret says, “What in the hell…?” They hurry to the door in time to see Sasha tearing across the tiny parking lot. The truck behind him screeches to a stop, throwing up a cloud of dust that turns the air hazy and yellow, like something’s burning close by, and through it storms Dewall Labasque, so heavy in his stride that Loyal swears she can feel each thud of his boots through the ground.
“Let me in, fucking Christ—” Sasha’s face is as pink as his hair. “That psycho’s been following me!”
Loyal watches De Foret roll up his sleeves, revealing a faded tattoo of a sailor with a whaling harpoon on one wiry forearm, and no sooner is Sasha through the door than De Foret is marching out to meet Dewall, jabbing a finger at him.
“The hell you think you doing, chasing my nephew around! You got a problem with something I publish, you come talk to me! You leave my family alone.”
“And what about my family?”
Dewall looks like he could knock a man down with just a flick of his wrist. His arms are thick from years of hauling prehistoric reptiles over the side of his boat, yet there is also something about him that feels held together by rope and nails. Loyal remembers how, even when they were younger, he’d be covered in scratches from tangling with barbed wire and boat parts, eyes black from bar fights. What face she can see beneath his shaggy hair and huge tattoo is scarred from a childhood beating, and even his clothes have seen better days, the rivets coming loose from his jeans, his daddy’s combat boots worn down to the sole. That is maybe what has always frightened Loyal most about Dewall. Beyond the sheer size of him, no animal is more dangerous than when it feels backed into a corner, and something about this world has had Dewall’s back to the wall since the day he was born.
He clocks Loyal standing in the doorway and slows, cocking his head to one side, as if he’s only just remembered he hasn’t seen her in years. “Well, now it makes sense,” he says. “You got her working for you, course you’re going to print any old bullshit.”
Loyal feels like he’s come up and spat on her, and she drops her gaze, staring hard at the back of Sasha’s ankles where his sneakers have rubbed his skin raw.
“This has got nothing to do with Loyal,” De Foret says firmly. “Like I said, you got a complaint about my paper, you come and lock horns with me, but you do not harass my family, or my employees.”
Dewall settles into his stance like a fighter getting ready for the swing. “They’re the ones who’ve been snooping around my property, questioning my brother in his time of grief. I’m supposed to be out hunting, I got tags to fill, but instead I’ve got to come round here and remind y’all to be fucking civil to a family in mourning. That ain’t right and you know it.”
De Foret folds his arms, hackles lowered for the moment. “We weren’t trying to cause offense, Dewall. But Loyal over here seems to think your sister might have been in some trouble. That’s worth looking into, no?”
“None of your goddamn business, is what it is.”
“You sure? Everything was all right with Cutter?”
Loyal watches De Foret holding up his hands like he’s asking for a truce. It occurs to her that this must be where Sasha gets it from, that forced calmness he affects around men twice as big and bad as he is. She wonders if De Foret picked that up in the navy, along with his dog tags and tattoos and a need to drown his sorrows in the middle of the day.
“Dewall,” he says, “you know me. First and foremost, I want to keep my community safe, but I can’t get the facts if I don’t let my people follow up leads. Now, Loyal happened to speak to someone last night who mentioned that there might have been some money gone missing, and that Cutter might have had something to do with it. Does that sound familiar?”
Dewall’s nostrils flare. “Who’s been saying that? That little God-bothering weasel? I knew I should have broken his legs.”
“Who’re you talking about?”
“Sumbitch boyfriend of Cutter’s. His mama’s a faith healer, some shit like that.”
Loyal feels as if a ball has just come out of nowhere and bounced right off her head. A boyfriend? They’d been friends since they were eight, and not in ten whole years of copied homework and itchy bras and stolen liquor had Cutter ever even mentioned a boy, besides either of her brothers, let alone wanting to date one.
“He’s got a biblical name,” Dewall says. “Isiah, Isaac, Enoch, I don’t know. Lives at the top of the lake. He’s the one y’all should be hassling, not me or Beau.”
“Why?” Loyal’s voice cracks in her throat. “You think he did something to Cutter?”
“Oh, he did something all right. Slick as owl shit, that one. Go on, ask him, and don’t waste any more of my goddamn time.” Dewall turns on his heel. “You go ask him what my little sister needed that money for.”
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I’ve never met a faith healer before.” Sasha sprawls in the back of his uncle’s truck with no seat belt on. “There was this Pentecostal girl used to sit next to me in math. Casey Bier. Me and Kaylee would go over to her place sometimes, and her mom would tell us how Catholicism was actually a cult. In hindsight, I think she was trying to convert us, but mostly we just thought she talked too loud while we were trying to watch TV.”
From the passenger seat, Loyal looks over her shoulder at him. “Wasn’t your grandma a traiteuse?”
“Ah, but that’s different,” De Foret says. “That’s old-school. Shirley would just pray on you some and you’d feel better, none of that jumping around and yelling at God stuff.”
Loyal is glad to be on the road at last, following up on Dewall’s accusations. She was keen not to let Cutter’s story sit for too long, but De Foret had impressed upon her that she was no longer one in a whole bullpen of journalists, and that the Leader news site needed regular updates across the board. Loyal had dashed out a piece about a DUI causing a local bridge closure, and then spent the better part of the morning helping Sasha transfer the paper’s job search directory online, which took longer than she’d expected since she had to learn a whole new HTML. By the time they were done, she was restless to get back to Cutter, but even then she had to wait for De Foret to finish a meandering phone call with a fisherman who wanted to place an ad for the sale of his boat. De Foret felt it was prudent that the three of them stick together, after Sasha’s run-in with Dewall.
Now they follow the edge of Lake Verret, heading north. The verdant roadsides are punctuated with peeling advertisements for food stands and insurance companies, reminders that Jesus loves them and that there’s 30 percent off at Bobby’s Bait Shack. American flags droop from the tiny porches of mobile homes. A plastic sign zip-tied to a telephone pole says Slow Down! Children Play Here, while the children in question are kicking a small brown animal skull through the grass. The water level has sunk three feet, exposing the dark skirts of the cypresses, and when the truck’s AC cuts out and they have to roll the windows down, they can feel the air like dog’s breath on their skin.
De Foret says, “What’s your read, Loyal? You think it’s really true?”
“About the faith healer? I mean, sure, it could be. Me and Cutter ran into this group once, when we were kids playing in the canal—all these people standing in the water getting baptized. Kind of creeped me out, but Cutter thought it was funny, wanted to stay and watch. Then when the preacher tried to baptize her, she bit him.”
There is a brief silence, in which Loyal panics and scrabbles to find a reason for saying that out loud. It was a private memory. Something of Cutter that belonged to her, and now that she has shared it with others, she has diluted it.
But De Foret says, “I meant about this boyfriend thing. Dewall’s usually a private guy—if you ask me, he gave up that info a little too readily.”
“You think he’s trying to play you, Uncle Chuck?” Sasha snorts. “This is Dewall, not Machiavelli.”
Loyal is with Sasha on this one. She thinks about what she learned in Houston, all those criminal stories she reported on. Nine times out of ten, it was the husband or boyfriend who’d slammed their girl’s head into a wall just a little too hard, or kicked her down the stairs, or come home from a night of heavy drinking and shot her in the doorway. No one hates a woman like a man who thinks he owns her. If Cutter really did have a boyfriend, he’s a serious person of interest as far as Loyal’s concerned.
But it’s the religious angle she can’t get her head around. The Labasques never did care much for church—it was hard to get excited with Father Osbey lulling you to sleep every Sunday—but while Cutter tolerated Our Lady, the way you learn to tolerate a stone in your shoe, that rogue Evangelist preacher in the river had had nothing to do with the local faith, and Loyal can still picture Cutter sinking her teeth into him like it was nothing.
“His fault for being dumb” is what she’d said afterward. “God doesn’t live in the water. If he did, he’d be in the belly of an alligator by now.”
Loyal feels grief break over her anew and clasps her fingers together, holding her own hand. Human beings weren’t made to carry this much absence inside them, she thinks. There is no way to reason it out, how so much nothing can be so heavy.
“I just think,” De Foret says, “Dewall could be trying to distract us. I mean, you know what he’s like—if he and Beau really thought this faith-healing guy had hurt their sister, they’d have gone and beaten him down themselves, no?”
“Labasques do love a good beatdown,” Sasha says. He is picking dirt out of his fingernails, and Loyal is starting to find this irritating, the click of his nails like someone tapping on the inside of her ear.
“You don’t really know them,” she says. “How would you? You don’t even talk to them.”
“All right, Loyal,” De Foret says gently.
But Sasha turns his head and looks at her like she has asked him how to tie shoes. “Duh, Loyal. Everyone knows them. We all read your article.”

“It’s no big deal, girlie, everybody’s got scars.” She can still picture Cutter lying in her little red boat, baseball cap pulled low over her face, and Loyal standing at the water’s edge, hiding her bandaged hand in her sleeve.
“Not scars like this. I’m going to look messed-up in my graduation photos.” Loyal wrapped her arms around herself, like she could somehow squeeze her body smaller. “Cutter? Hey, Cutter?”
“What?” Cutter tore off the hat and flung it in the bottom of the boat, which rocked wildly as she sat up. “What you want me to do—glue your hand back on?”
“You haven’t even said sorry.”
“And why would I do that? Was the gator that bit you, not me.”
“You’re the one said it’d be okay to feed them!”
“Oh man, I thought you were cool. Why are you being such a baby about this?”
For a moment, Loyal simply didn’t know what to say. Cutter had never spoken to her like that before. All their lives, Cutter had been heaping praise on her, which Loyal only had to look in the mirror to convince herself wasn’t true, but somehow the edges of the world felt a little less sharp with Cutter’s words in the way, like she’d built up some kind of padding around Loyal, and suddenly here she was, ripping it down.
“I thought you were cool.”
Loyal felt as if she was going to cry and she knew she couldn’t, because then Cutter would call her a baby again, but there was this hot, horrible thing rising in the back of her throat, and if she didn’t let it out, it was going to burn a hole right through her.
“It is a big deal, and you’d know that if your family wasn’t psycho!”
Cutter blinked. She looked as if Loyal had just kicked her in the face. “Take that back.”
Loyal swallowed, channeling her nervous, nauseous energy into not letting her hands tremble.
“Take it back. My family ain’t psycho.”
Loyal couldn’t believe Cutter was actually upset about this—people had called her worse. “Hey, come on, I didn’t mean—”
“Ain’t nothing wrong with me.” Cutter’s voice was low and hard as a fist to the gut. “You’re just weak.”
The words had followed Loyal like some heavier version of herself, trailing home behind her through the fields, past the waterlogged ditches, as the sun set and the swamp came alive with the chorus of bullfrogs and a thousand stinging things. That night, she felt like someone was lying on top of her and she could barely breathe. She could still taste that hot, horrible thing in her mouth, even when she puked up her lunch the next day, scrunched in a bathroom cubicle alone because Cutter had not come to school, which somehow only made Loyal angrier.
She felt that Cutter was punishing her, and for what? What did Cutter have to be mad about when she had it all? Loyal would have poked her own eyes out for a shred of Cutter’s self-confidence, for her strut, for her bad mouth. Cutter knew how to fix a boat motor when Loyal couldn’t even work an oar. Cutter could tell Jessie Cartwright to go fuck herself and not even care that Jessie and her friends laughed about her afterward, trading cruel stories about the things they thought Dewall did to his sister when no one was looking. Meanwhile, Loyal couldn’t even look another girl in the eye out of fear she’d do it wrong.
Cutter was a real person. Loyal felt like her huge, ungainly shadow, and now, thanks to the Labasques, she had a mangled hand, so what the hell did Cutter have to punish her for?
Her mother had not seen it the same way. She’d been mad about the alligator incident—so mad she’d actually talked about suing, though even Loyal knew they didn’t have the money to hire a lawyer, any more than the Labasques had the money to compensate them. But a week after Loyal and Cutter’s argument, Loyal’s mother had placed the copy of the Bayou Leader in front of her, saying quietly, “Why would you do this?”
When Loyal tried to explain, around a mouthful of breakfast cereal, that Cutter had everything she wanted, her mother cut in with a steadiness to her voice that Loyal wasn’t used to.
“I’ll tell you what that girl has, Loyal. She has the worst GPA in your class. She’s not going to graduate; she’s not going to go to college. She has no parents, an uncertain future, and a brother who scares the heck out of her. She has a great big load of nothing, and what you’ve done, Loyal, is hold that up like a billboard for the whole town to see.”
Loyal wiped her mouth, frowning. Her breakfast felt like lead in the bottom of her stomach. “If it’s such a bad article, how come Mr. De Foret published it?”
“Sweetheart, you’ve sent him so many articles these last couple of years, all of them nothing but excellent, I doubt he even read past the first few lines. And I agree, that’s on him, but… Oh, Loyal.” Her mother stared at the paper lying between them, the ink smudged in places where she had obviously been gripping it tight. “I’ve never in my life thought of you as a cruel girl. But this was a cruel thing to do.”
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I’d like to start by saying thank you to all our veterans with us today. People who have served our country, if you could just stand, we’d like to give you our thanks. Go ahead, everyone, give them a round of applause, praise God for all they’ve done. Praise the Lord with your hands now.”
Pastor Marjorie Black looks like a willow tree that has walked up from the water’s edge and climbed into a linen pantsuit. Tall and slender with her graying hair twisted into a long braid over her shoulder, there is a furtive kind of grace to her movements as she glides from one end of the little stage to the other, so slow that Loyal almost doesn’t realize it’s happening. There is something of the hypnotist about her. Or the serpent.
“You know, freedom isn’t free, is it?” Marjorie says. Some of the older people in the audience murmur, “Amen,” and rock themselves gently. “It costs a lot of men and women their lives. It costs them their health, in both mind and body. And it’s all I can do, in my own small way, to give back to the people who’ve fought so hard for my freedom, by coming here today to bring the power of the Holy Spirit to y’all. Now, I’m seeing some familiar faces today, I’m seeing some new, but I tell you what, folks, I’m seeing all good souls.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Loyal sees Sasha waggle his eyebrows at his great-uncle, as they stand at the back of the congregation. Chuck De Foret does not respond but stares pointedly at the fold-up plastic chair in front of him, and Loyal wonders if he’s here, or on some boat far away in a foreign sea.
“Now, I know,” Marjorie goes on, “that as followers of Christ, y’all have been taught to be wary of folks who claim to possess preternatural powers. My friends, I do not claim any such thing. My only claim—and it is a true claim, on my word as an ordained minister—is that, by some miracle, God has chosen me through whom to do his work, and I will prove that to you today. But first, let me tell you a story. A story about me and my son, Isiah, who rose from the dead.”
Isiah Black doesn’t look like he has risen from the dead. Sitting on a plastic chair below the stage, he doesn’t look like anything that remarkable has ever happened to him. Somewhere in his late twenties, he has a floppy boyish haircut that does not match his serious face or his stark black suit. He wears glasses without frames. He stares at the floor. His knee bounces while his mother stands above him and tells the congregation how, at five years old, he was hit by a car while playing in the street.
“Up in Lexington, Kentucky. That’s where we’re from. And my son was killed. Hand on my heart, he was killed, lying in a morgue, stripped naked with a toe tag on. And you know, I saw this for what it was. A sign from God that I had been neglectful in my mothering. Because if I had been watching my son, he would never have been run down. If I had not been doped up out of my head on methamphetamines—yes, sir, that was my choice of poison at the time—I would have been more present in the life of my child. But because I recognized the Lord’s hand in this, I got down on my knees and I prayed, I prayed for his intervention, and he saw fit to grant it to me. He saw fit to return my son, and from that day onward, I have never abused my body with drugs, so you might say that God saved two lives that day.
“Now, I don’t claim to have it all figured out. I don’t. But I have seen God do incredible things, and I know that it is God’s will for y’all to be well. Just as it says in James, chapter 5, verses 14 to 15, Is any sick among you? Let him call for the elders of the church; and let them pray over him… and the prayer of faith shall save the sick. Those verses ain’t talking about forgiving sins, they’re talking about healing the body! Jesus died for your sickness and your disease just as much as he died for your sins, and so, as a warrior of Christ, I fight sickness the same way I fight sin, and I urge you to do the same. I urge you, my friends, to put your trust in the Lord and come up here and be healed!”
A man gets up. He turns his whole body around and shows them a scar on the back of his neck. A motorcycle accident, he says, and he’s got a metal bar and eight screws in his spine. He can’t turn his head.
“Are you in pain, brother?”
“I am.”
“Are you taking any medication?”
“I was, but I worried about getting addicted, you know? I had to take it so often.”
Marjorie pats him firmly on the arm. “I know how that is. I know better than most, I bet, but you know what? God wouldn’t want you to be ashamed. You are fighting your sickness, and that’s a righteous thing to do. And now you’ve come here to be healed, and that’s a true and faithful thing, so, brother, I want you to stand still for me. I’m going to put my hands on you, and, God willing, the power of the Holy Spirit will flow through me. Now, tell me, do you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ as your savior?”
The man screws his eyes shut. “I do.”
“I can’t hear you, brother—I said do you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ?”
Marjorie grips him by the shoulders.
“I do!”
“Say it with your chest! Do you believe?”
“I do! I do!”
Marjorie grips him by the neck and he screams, as her eyes roll back and she cries out, “Take a breath of the Holy Spirit! Take a breath of the Spirit and say hallelujah! Can I hear y’all crying hallelujah?”
The word comes back to her with a gust of air that makes the sides of the tent billow and raises the hair on Loyal’s arms. People gasp. The man on the stage twitches like something in its death throes, while Marjorie Black holds him tight, skinny arms so much stronger than they look, and Loyal thinks then that she can see a gleam in this woman’s eye. The kind you see in people who’ve had an evil done to them and cannot wait to pass it on to someone else.
Isiah doesn’t look up. Not even when the man with the motorcycle injury collapses to the floor, and Marjorie stands over him, arms aloft, crying, “Get back, devil, get back! Hallelujah!” and the congregation howls it back to her, one woman even bursting into tears. Loyal can feel it. This is nothing like Father Osbey’s sermons—this is more like watching a wave build out at sea, gaining speed and height and power as it comes rushing at you, and in that moment she’s not just a grieving separate thing, sweating in a dress that’s too tight under the arms; she is part of the organism of the crowd, everyone holding their breath in anticipation of this wave crashing over them. It shakes Loyal to her core, thinking how easy it is to sweep up lonely people in this way, and maybe it isn’t so outlandish that Cutter might have found a place here; another lonely girl desperately wanting to be more than that.
Marjorie reaches down and offers her hand to the injured man, who sits up and takes it, and, as he does so, he turns his head toward the audience. The motion is smooth as water. Everyone erupts into shrieks of praise and glory—everyone but Loyal and her colleagues, standing at the back, and Isiah. The boy who rose from the dead doesn’t even blink.

As soon as the service is over, the congregants flock toward Marjorie from all sides, hands outstretched, as if the healing power of the Holy Spirit might still be lingering on her linen suit. Loyal watches Isiah slip out through the side of the tent, and she hurries after him. She is sure De Foret has his own questions, but Loyal is determined to get the first word in this time. Cutter was her friend, after all. And if Cutter felt alone and rejected enough to seek out a place like this, Loyal is old enough now that she won’t pretend some of that loneliness wasn’t her doing.
The tent has been pitched in a wide-open field of brittle grass, a whole holy host of RVs and trucks parked behind it, along with a big dusty white Cadillac that looks like the kind of thing the devil himself might drive. Yet it is Isiah whom Loyal finds leaning against the hood, holding his glasses in one hand while he rubs his face with the other.
He starts when Loyal says his name, fumbling to put his glasses back on. Up close, he is not unattractive—the sort of thing you might call “boy next door”—though he has an air of defeat, like someone who may once have drunk heavily, and Loyal still can’t for the life of her figure out what Cutter was doing with a guy like this. Cutter liked melting plastic and collecting knives and giving herself smudgy tattoos with pen ink and hot needles. Isiah looks like he’d keel over if you so much as pointed a safety pin at him.
“If you want to talk to my mother, she’s still inside,” he says. His voice is much deeper than Loyal was expecting, and she wonders if he sneaks the occasional cigarette when his preacher mama isn’t looking.
“Actually, it’s you I was hoping to speak to. My name’s Loyal May, I work at the Bayou Leader in Jacknife. I’m a friend of Marianne Labasque.”
She watches him shove his hands into his pockets.
“I’m just trying to clear some things up about her,” Loyal says. “Did you know Marianne?”
Isiah swallows. Loyal waits. He opens his mouth, but she can hear someone coming across the grass behind her, and she watches his body lean away slightly as his mother demands, “What’s going on here?”
Close up, Marjorie is not as tall as she’d first looked, though she still has the high bearing and hard stare of a priestess.
“Mrs. Black—”
“It’s Ms. Black, thank you.”
“My apologies, Ms. Black. I was just asking your son about someone he might have known. A friend of mine—Marianne Labasque. I don’t suppose the name means anything to you?”
Loyal spots De Foret and Sasha making their way toward them, the latter drawing more than a few curious gazes from the other members of the congregation. De Foret looks like every other gnarled vet here, but there is certainly nobody else in attendance with pink hair and rhinestones glued to their pockets. Loyal doesn’t miss the way Marjorie sweeps her eyes over Sasha, like she’s sizing him up, trying to decide if this outward variation to her flock poses a threat or an opportunity.
“I’m sorry—” The preacher shakes her head, turning to Loyal again. “Who did you say you were?”
“A friend of Marianne’s.”
“I’m afraid I don’t know anyone by that name.”
“Are you sure?” Loyal directs this at Isiah, who is staring at his mother’s shiny patent shoes. “It’s just that someone mentioned her in connection with your church, so I thought—”
“Yes, I understand. But if your friend attended any of our revivals, I’m sorry to say she didn’t make herself known to us.”
“Did something happen to her?” Isiah’s voice sounds like it’s being scraped out of him. He looks up at Loyal, and she can see now that his eyes are red around the rims, as if he’s been rubbing them hard. “You asked me if I knew her. In the past tense. Did something happen?”
Loyal breathes in deeply. In weather like this, it’s no better than breathing through a mouthful of wet wool, but it does steady her a little. Enough to say: “Marianne’s dead.”
Isiah’s knees buckle. He stumbles toward her, and Marjorie all but knocks Loyal out of the way to catch her son by the shoulder. Again, Loyal notes how strong she is for a woman with such stick-thin arms.
“It’s this heat,” Marjorie declares. “He suffered such bad heatstroke last year he’s got poor circulation now.”
She clutches Isiah’s forehead, though it looks like she’s restraining him as she opens the Cadillac’s passenger door and steers him inside.
“Ms. Black…” Loyal moves toward her. “Ms. Black, please, this is important.”
But Marjorie slams the car door and marches past Loyal to the driver’s side with a swish of her hand. “My son needs rest. His health is very delicate, as you can imagine, after what he went through.”
“Ms. Black, about Marianne—”
“I’ll keep your friend in my prayers, but I swear, young lady, hand on my heart, we had nothing to do with her.”
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Asense of disappointment hangs over the office, heavy as the weather. The staff of the Bayou Leader sit tapping at their computers—which De Foret had proudly informed Loyal he got for cheap when a tech company in New Orleans went bust—while the editor’s transistor radio plays Sounds of the Seventies, and the ceiling fan clicks lazily overhead. No one has mentioned Cutter in a couple of hours now.
“The news doesn’t stop for one story,” De Foret had said, on their return to Jacknife. “Have you heard about this missing kid over in St. Martin Parish? Some little girl ran away from home and no one’s seen her since. Apparently she’s been gone four days. Folks from St. Martin have been out searching all week. It was all anyone could talk about at the gas station when I went to get smokes—people have moved on already; we’ve got to keep up.”
And so Loyal finds herself typing up a bulletin about one Marcie Bordelon, who, according to a memo from the neighboring sheriff’s department in St. Martin, is thirteen, African American, and not afraid of talking to strangers. Somehow, Loyal does not get the impression the cops in St. Martin are getting a sweat on trying to find this girl. Anyone can tell you four days is a long time when it comes to a missing child.
She hopes they find Marcie Bordelon. She hopes they don’t end up pulling her out of the water too. De Foret wants Loyal to write a piece connecting the two cases, about how dangerous it still is for people in the untamed American wilds. But it isn’t just “people” turning up dead or missing around here, Loyal thinks, it’s girls and women, and, somehow, it’s their own fault every time. Marcie ran away. Cutter killed herself. Again, Loyal can’t help wondering if that’s the truth, or if the men charged with investigating these cases would just prefer an easy answer.
At the desk next to her, far from the world of missing kids and dead bodies, Sasha is composing a directory of “Five places to get a spookily accurate tarot reading.”
“Do you actually believe any of that?” Loyal whispers.
Sasha rests one foot on the edge of his desk, exposing a thin white scar on the back of his knee that she hadn’t noticed before. He grins at her. “Are you kidding? I used to give tarot readings, baby. Although I guess mostly I’d just tell girls their relationships weren’t working out, so that me and Kaylee could try and make out with their boyfriends.”
“How’d that go for you?”
He taps the scar on the back of his knee. “Yvie Bourque’s sister… what was her name? Reagan? Her boyfriend was Jacob Jones, anyhow—he played starting forward. Reagan threw a scalpel at me in biology after that.”
“After what?”
“Miss May.” Sasha raises his eyebrows in mock dismay. “I’m a gentleman! I don’t kiss and tell.”
Despite how exhausted she feels, Loyal smiles back at him. She’s actually starting to quite like Sasha—something about his swaggering confidence reminds her a little of Cutter. She feels sorry that she didn’t get to know him better at school, never mind that he was two years behind her. Maybe if she’d had other friends besides the Labasques, if she’d had someone else to turn to when she and Cutter fell out, things would have gone differently. Or maybe she’d just have dragged Sasha down with her. After all, she was a total outcast, while he’s got this easy kind of way about him and a good sense of humor that must have made him hard to dislike.
She’s not really sure what she was expecting, moving back to Louisiana. Loyal is a trained journalist; the prospect of working at her hometown paper for the rest of her life feels like a slide backward, and she’d imagined staying on here a month at most while she searched for another job, ideally in New Orleans or Baton Rouge. Close enough that she could still be around for her mother, but not so close that she’d have to spend every day walking in circles in Jacknife. But Cutter’s death has changed things. Loyal knows, without needing to examine it, that she won’t be going anywhere until she understands what really happened to the girl she used to know, who left deeper scars than the one on her hand.
“That’ll do for today, folks.” De Foret smothers a yawn with his sun-browned forearm. “Come on then, Prince Sasha, I’ll drive you back to your mom’s place. Don’t want you out on your own with Dewall following you around.”
Sasha swivels in his desk chair, picking at one of the rhinestones on his shorts. “It’s fine, I’m meeting Kaylee at the diner. We’ve got big plans.”
De Foret shoots Loyal a fake grimace. “Sounds ominous. What about you, Loyal—you need escorting anywhere? Guess I’m at something of a loose end tonight.”
Loyal shakes her head, already picking up her phone and packing a spiral-bound notepad into her graying tote bag. She told her mother she’d be straight home after work, and she doesn’t want to keep her waiting. Things have been so smooth between them these last couple of days, and Loyal is glad, but at the same time she can’t help feeling it could be the calm before the storm. You don’t just wander out into the yard and break your nails clawing at the dirt for no reason. Eventually, Loyal is certain, there is going to be another incident. The least she owes her mother is to be there this time. Hooking her bag over her shoulder, she follows Sasha out into the parking lot, the office door swinging shut behind her and muffling De Foret as he hums along to Bruce Springsteen warning of darkness on the edge of town.
Outside, the evening sky is the color of peach skin, and behind the black silhouettes of oaks and myrtles, a fingernail of moon scratches at the bellies of the clouds above. Bats heading out to hunt flicker at the edge of Loyal’s vision as she crosses the lot toward her car, but it’s her phone that catches her eye, a sudden beacon in the dying light as a message flashes on her screen.
For a moment, she hesitates, feeling the anxiety low in her gut. Ever since she arrived in Louisiana, she’s been avoiding the slew of messages from former colleagues wanting to know how she’s getting on. What can she say? She wouldn’t even know where to start explaining about Cutter. Her hands feel clammy, and she has every intention of just swiping the DM away and ignoring it.
Except it isn’t one of her colleagues.
The young man in the Twitter profile picture is Isiah Black.
Fittingly, it looks like the kind of photograph you might see at a funeral, positioned on top of a casket. He is smiling just enough that you could argue “he was always so full of life,” though something about his expression seems uncomfortable. Loyal wonders if his mother was taking the photo.
It’s hard to verify if this really is Isiah. He doesn’t have many followers, and besides the profile picture there are no other photographs of him, just a few shots of crowds in canvas tents that look similar to the one they visited today. But the account seems to have been made several years ago, so at least Loyal can rule out a fake created solely for the purpose of duping her. She’s trying to be careful—she has wasted plenty of time on dud leads in the past—but she wants this to be real. She wants to feel like she can still help Cutter. She wants to understand what her friend was doing with this Lazarus boy whose bio reads: Summer is past, the harvest is ended, and we are not saved.
“You okay?” Loyal looks up to see Sasha a couple of yards away, hand paused on the Chrysler’s door. “Look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Loyal holds up her phone. “Isiah Black wants to meet me. Like, now.”
“Did he say where?”
“You know that old rental place on the lakeshore?”
“Vesconte’s? That place is a dump; you shouldn’t be going out there alone.”
An owl glides overhead, pale belly making a specter of it as it swoops down to snatch something from the weeds at the edge of the parking lot. Sasha’s eyes dart from Loyal to the Chrysler and back again.
“No,” Loyal says, “no, you don’t have to do that. Anyway, I thought you had ‘big plans’ with your sister tonight.”
“Big plans? In Jacknife?” Sasha scoffs. “I just don’t like Uncle Chuck babying me. Come on, I can drive.”

Vesconte’s is a tiny marina on the edge of Lake Verret where tourists used to be able to rent boats and fishing gear. Loyal has a vague memory of sitting with her father on one of the sunbaked wooden jetties, one summer long ago, trying to catch silver carp. “Jumping carp,” Henry May had called them, on account of the fish leaping as high as ten feet out of the water. But Vesconte’s had closed down before Loyal even hit her teens and few came out this way who didn’t already have what they needed.
Now the place is a ruin. Little clapboard huts tipping into the water, sunken boats rusted and half submerged, windows smashed out. As Sasha pulls up on the dirt track that runs alongside the marina, Loyal can see that someone has painted gods country on the side of one wreck, and this unsettles her in a way she can’t quite explain. God’s country? Or country of other gods. Older gods, with long memories. Whatever the interpretation, as they climb out into the gathering dusk, Loyal gets the feeling they are stepping into someone else’s territory.
In one of the huts, still upright on its stilts, Sasha says he spotted a light.
“I didn’t see anything.” Loyal squints. The boards of the jetty creak underfoot. Little waves slap at the hems of cypresses exposed by the low tide. The darkness folds around them.
Loyal says, “I’ve heard stories of people seeing lights on the water. It happens out here.”
“I’m not talking about swamp gas.” Sasha frowns, motioning toward the hut. “This was like a phone flashlight. I think someone’s in there.”
Loyal can guess what Sasha’s thinking, because it’s the same thought that’s been at the front of her mind ever since they got out of the car: Nobody else knows where they are. On the drive over, Loyal had texted her mother that she might be home a little late, but she hadn’t given her any details, not wanting her to worry, and Loyal knows that if she checks her phone now, she’s unlikely to have signal. Who chooses a place like this for a meeting spot? To talk to a reporter? It doesn’t feel like they’ve been invited here. It feels like they’ve been lured.
What if this was what happened to Cutter?
Loyal barely has time to register the thought before an earsplitting crack makes the pair of them jump. A flock of dark birds scramble to take off from the cypress knees, as a scream rings out across the water.
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They catch Isiah in the beams from their phones, halfway through the floor of the hut where rotten timbers have given way, almost plunging him into the lake. He claws at the splintered wood like a trapped animal, and when Loyal grabs him under the arms, she can feel his pulse pounding. She rests her weight on her back leg and levers him up, grunting, “Careful where you step, Sasha; don’t know how many of these boards are unstable.”
Isiah clutches one of Loyal’s large arms like he’s trying to climb up her, and she almost drops him, except Sasha darts in and grabs his elbow, and together they haul him free.
“You all right?” Loyal turns her phone on him again as he sits panting on the floor, the light giving his skin an eerie pallor.
He frowns at Sasha. “What did you bring him for?”
“You got a problem with me being here?”
Loyal wipes the sweat from her forehead. “Sasha works with me. You can trust him.”
“But can we trust you is the question, dead boy. Why’d you bring us to this Scooby-Doo ass haunted lake house when we could have just met at the diner?”
“It had to be somewhere my mother doesn’t know about.” Isiah pushes himself to his feet, peering over their shoulders, as if he’s expecting Marjorie Black to suddenly leap from the shadows. “Besides, this is where I used to meet her. Marianne.”
That part tracks, at least. The younger Labasques used to love coming here, drinking their big brother’s moonshine, smoking the odd mossy joint, and carving their names into the timbers with their hunting knives. Kids going nowhere just wanting to leave some trace of themselves in the world. Cutter even brought Loyal here a handful of times, but then Dewall found out and smacked Cutter on the ear for it—said the place was a death trap—so they stuck to mooching around random stretches of woodland after that. Again, Loyal finds herself wondering what it is about Isiah that prompted Cutter to let him into her world like this.
The preacher’s son rubs his hands over his arms like he’s cold, even though the heat is thick enough you could lean against it. “Is Marianne really dead?” he asks, and he sounds very young then.
Loyal nods, and he lets out a deep, shaky sigh.
“I don’t know why, but earlier I thought… I kind of hoped you were making it up. Like, to get a rise out of my mother.”
“Why?” Sasha says. “What’s your mom got to do with it?”
“She didn’t like Marianne. Always said she was making fun of us, which I guess she was.”
Now that sounds more like the Cutter Loyal knew. “How did you meet her?”
“I was posting flyers for the revival and I blew a tire, middle of nowhere. I’d have cooked in the sun if she hadn’t come by. We got to talking. She thought I was a nut, but she said I made her laugh. She had a nice laugh. Fixed my flat for nothing and off she went. I know it sounds crazy, but there was kind of a… a shine in the air where she’d been, you know?” Isiah’s smile is slight, like he’s not really sure how to do it. “Next thing I know, she’s at one of my mother’s sermons, just sitting there right in the front, all tattoos and black makeup. Winked at me like we were in on some joke together, and somehow it felt like we were. My mother hated her on sight.”
“Enough to kill her?” Loyal asks, before she can stop herself.
“No! Oh God, no, she was just… She didn’t like me spending so much time with Marianne, is all.”
Isiah rubs his arms again, staring out of one of the shattered windows to the black waters of the lake. “My mother’s never really forgiven me for getting killed like I did. She wouldn’t say that, but I know that’s how it is. She’s grateful for what the Lord’s done for her—for both of us—but I know it’s tough for her, getting up there and telling people her little boy died because she wasn’t watching him. She doesn’t like being reminded that she hasn’t always been the world’s greatest mom. So it’s like I owe her, you know? I owe God for bringing me back, but I owe my mother for making her feel bad. I owe her my time, my company—that’s how she sees it. She didn’t like that I had someone else in my life all of a sudden.”
In the gloom, Loyal glances at Sasha, who says, “Dead boy, did Cutter—I mean Marianne—ever talk to you about money?”
Isiah just stares at him.
“Come on, it’s not a difficult question. Do you know if she was skimming money from her big brother?”
They can see Isiah’s fingers tighten around his arms. When he answers, his voice is so quiet it’s almost lost beneath the whisper of the water under the rotten boards.
“I was worried something like this might happen.”
“What do you mean?” Loyal says.
Isiah shakes his head. “She came to me for help, but I couldn’t…” He takes a deep breath, screwing his eyes shut for a moment, before blinking owlishly at them in the phone’s beam. “I really liked her, you know? She only came around the revivals because she knew it got a rise out of people, but I liked seeing her, and we’d talk sometimes. I don’t have many people I can talk to. Turns out, if you come back from the dead, most people think you’re kind of weird. But Marianne talked to me, she talked plenty, and then about two weeks ago she told me… God forgive me.” He claps a hand to his mouth, and they hear him breathe in sharply through his nose. “I did this to her. It’s my fault she’s dead.”
“Isiah, what did you do?”
The preacher’s son shakes his head. “I wouldn’t give her the money. For the abortion.” He says the word like he’s spitting something out from between his teeth. “She told me she was pregnant and she couldn’t get an abortion here, so she needed money to go out of state. She knew I had some put by—my mother and I got reimbursed big-time by the hospital that declared me dead; we’re still living off it—but I wouldn’t… I couldn’t give it to her.”
His fingers are twitching on his arms, nails biting into his shirtsleeves. Loyal feels a kind of revulsion just looking at him, knowing full well what he’s going to say.
“I told her one day she’d thank me for it—that I’d stopped her from murdering an innocent baby—but she said… well, she said I was frickin’ stupid, only she didn’t use ‘frickin’,’ and she said she would find the money herself. But you’re saying she tried to steal it from her brother? Oh God…”
“I take it you’ve met Dewall, then,” Sasha says, and Isiah nods.
“He’s a brute. And if I sent her to him, and he put her down, that’s as good as me killing her…”
“Not sure it works like that,” Loyal says, though she remembers Dewall’s parting words this morning and adds, “He seemed to think the baby might have been yours.”
“What? No, I never…” Isiah’s cheeks flush with color. “I’m preserving myself for my wife.”
“Yeah.” Sasha looks unimpressed. “Whole lot of church boys say that, but trust me, they find a loophole when they want one.”
“Well, I don’t have to convince you. The Lord knows what’s in my heart. He knows I never laid a hand on Marianne, but I can tell you this much: Whoever the father was, he frightened her. She wanted rid of that baby like you want to suck venom out of a snakebite.”
“And yet you were happy to sit back and let the venom take her?”
Isiah shoots Loyal a dirty look, but then he bows his head, muttering, “I don’t like to think what kind of a man that must be, to scare a woman like her.”

Daylight is little more than a red stitch along the edge of the lake as the three of them step back out on to the jetty. The sky is buckshot with stars and the hard white dot of Venus overhead.
“Isiah, why do you keep rubbing your arms like that?” Loyal asks. “You can’t be cold.”
“I’m always cold.” The preacher’s son picks at a loose thread on his shirtsleeve. “Been cold ever since I died.”
Loyal doesn’t know what to make of him. She and Sasha watch him walk back along the dirt track, Isiah glancing over his shoulder more than once, as if he’s worried they might be following. Loyal wants to think it’s them he’s checking on and not something else. But then she blinks, and he’s gone. Slipped off into the woodland around the edge of the lake. He must have a car stashed back there, she figures; no way he’s going walking around the swamp at night on his own. Even crazier than Cutter, if that’s the case. But then again, that might explain what her old friend saw in him.
Could Cutter really have been so desperate for someone to talk to that she started following some faith healer’s son around? It hollows Loyal out. She wants to reach back through time and shake Cutter by the shoulders. “You could have picked up the phone,” Loyal would tell her if she could. “I’d have come and got you! I’d have found you that money! I’d have kept you alive better than him.”
“You think he’s full of it?” Sasha asks.
Loyal’s voice comes out quiet against the shush of the water and the steady white noise of bullfrogs in the undergrowth. “It’s not unheard of to kill a woman rather than let her make her own decision whether to become a mother or not. But I don’t know. He seemed more afraid than angry.”
Sasha is still watching the spot where Isiah disappeared into the woods, though the light has all but gone now and they have nothing except the beams of their phones and the scant glow of the moon above. If Cutter left a shine behind her, Loyal thinks, Isiah has left only darkness.
“I don’t like him,” Sasha says. “But a skinny guy like that? Do you think he’d have it in him? You know Cutter—she could have pulled his head off if she’d wanted to.”
Loyal knows he’s right. She doesn’t especially trust Isiah, but it’s hard to imagine him overpowering Cutter. If Cutter was alive when she went into the water, as the sheriff’s department seems to think, then someone or something was strong enough to stop her getting back out.
“I think we never know what we’re capable of until we find ourselves doing it,” she says. “But I do know that boy is afraid of someone, and it’s not God or the devil or the father of Cutter’s baby. It’s his mother who scares the crap out of him.”
“Maybe it was both of them,” Sasha considers. “He said so himself: That preacher lady hated Cutter, and she’s stronger than she looks. Did you see the way she held that guy with the motorcycle injury? She’s got that crazy adrenaline strength, and she’s possessive of her son, that’s for sure.”
“His mom killed Cutter and he covered it up… It’s an angle. But why arrange this meeting? Why talk to us at all?”
“Guilty conscience?”
Loyal sighs. Mothers, she thinks—got a hold on you one way or another.
They turn back toward the car, lighting the way with their phones, and Loyal can feel the exhaustion coming from Sasha now like heat rolling off a bonfire. She’s about to ask if he’s all right, when suddenly he goes still.
Loyal takes another step, her shoe crunching loudly on the loose stones and twigs underfoot, and Sasha motions for her to be quiet, to lower her phone. Even in the dark, she can see the whites of his eyes.
“What?” she mouths.
“Don’t you hear it?”
“Hear what?” Loyal almost says, but then she doesn’t need to.
A whistle. Somebody out here is whistling.
Loyal feels it again—that pulse in the landscape—though she can see no light, can hear no boat motor or paddle slicing through the lake. Despite the heat, she shivers from neck to arch. The whistle is coming from the water. Then, something in the woods answers back.
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Shine that spotlight over here. Over here now, where the water’s deep. Goddamn, boy, did you forget everything I ever taught you?”
Beau feels his brother’s large, river-gnarled hand strike the back of his head, and he knows better than to flinch. Just holds on to the side of the skiff as it rocks, pitching his face close to the black water, then pulling him back, his insides coiling up with junkie cramps. He grits his rotten teeth until his whole face hurts and wishes he was home, curled up in the bathtub with the cold water running, instead of sweating out his latest high in the swamp. But Dewall doesn’t care about that, so Beau does as he’s told, casting the beam into the dark, before he jerks back abruptly, scrambling away from the skiff’s edge when his lamp catches a pair of glowing red eyes.
Dewall whistles low, clapping him on the shoulder. “Look at the size of that bull!”
“Is that the one? Is it the ghost?”
An albino alligator is a windfall in this business, Beau knows. Fashion buyers pay big money for skins that can be easily dyed, and it’s money that would go a long way for Dewall, for them both—Beau understands that, even if it seems like a waste of a rare and beautiful animal.
But his brother shakes his head. “Nah, but still, he’s a big boy. If there’s more like him out here, it’ll make this lease worth our while for sure.”
Rising water levels in the Labasques’ usual hunting area have played havoc with Dewall’s gator season so far. Beau’s brother baits his huge steel hooks with rancid chicken that draws the gators from over a quarter of a mile away; usually he’d set the bait dangling on a line from a willow branch, just above the surface, but when the tides swell the waterways, the spoiled meat is also fair game for catfish and gar and any number of freshwater predators. Determined not to lose out on what amounts to half his annual income, Dewall has bought the rights to fish a new stretch of bayou, full of old flooded levee pits and ponds that are less affected by the changing water levels. These deep honey holes are perfect for gators, but spending money to make money is always a gamble, and Dewall has been scouting the territory obsessively, trying to figure out where best to string his hooks. So Beau finds himself crouched in the stinking aluminum skiff, cruising slowly through the back channels in the dark, knowing they would both have preferred it to be Cutter sitting there instead of him.
Dewall and Cutter didn’t exactly enjoy each other’s company, but they got plenty of it. They worked the swamp every year in gator season, duck season, deer season, and year-round fishing, whether to bring in a little cash or just something to eat. Beau knows what his sister thought of Dewall—you and me and the devil—but it didn’t change the fact that Dewall had taught her everything she knew about living out here: from handling her .22 rifle to patching a boat hull, to recognizing the difference between a deadly cottonmouth and a harmless water snake. Then there were the more esoteric lessons passed down through generations, like spitting three times to ward off evil, or the way you’d find blood at the bottom of any hole dug on Good Friday. Cutter had nursed a grudging appreciation for Dewall’s backwoods wisdom, while he’d seemed to respect that she took what he taught her and held on to it, instead of discarding what little he had to offer.
“Don’t be slipping with that spotlight now,” Dewall grumbles from the tiller. He’s got a headlamp lashed around his head, but it’s more so that Beau can tell where he is, rather than helping him see in the dark. “We’ll just go a little farther upriver, get the lay of the land.”
Beau grimaces, pushing sweaty hair off his forehead. His jaw feels like it’s taken a beating and the pressure inside his head feels so bad he half expects his brains to start leaking out of his ears. He misses his sister, too, so much that his whole body feels as if it’s full of rocks instead of bones. He wants to yell at Dewall, “Are we just not going to talk about it? Are you just going to keep acting like nothing’s happened?”
But his brother snaps, “Kid, don’t lean so close to the water—if a gator comes out, he’ll take your face clean off. Why do I have to tell you everything ten times before you hear it?”
Beau turns and flips him off. Dewall laughs at that, and Beau is surprised at how good it makes him feel, to know he can still make his brother laugh. Despite everything that has passed between them, it is hard not to want to be liked by the only family he has left.
“Wish Dad could have taught me something about hunting,” he says. “I might be more use to you now.”
“You know Dad was in the army once?” Dewall leans on the tiller as he guides them carefully through the night. “He tried to teach me a few things. About shooting, mostly. But the main thing I learned was I didn’t ever want to go in the army. Had to teach myself the rest. Ain’t nothing given to you out here—nothing. Everything I got, I worked for.”
Beau doesn’t remember much about his father. He was very young when his parents had their accident, although he’s always thought “accident” was a funny word for it. You get that drunk and drive your car that fast, seems like part of you is fixing to die one way or another. He thinks about Cutter, and he wonders if the whole family has the stench of death on them; they just can’t smell it yet.
“Guess we’ll head back now,” Dewall says, and the boat begins to turn. “But hold that spotlight up, kid, and keep your eyes peeled. Good time to catch a few bullfrogs, a little supper for when we get home.”
Beau nods, smothering a yawn. His head feels heavy. It doesn’t seem right that life should just carry on when Cutter is so irreversibly gone. He wants to get so high he’ll forget her sly grin, and the way she’d kick her boots off and put her feet in his lap while they watched dumb alien conspiracy shows, or the grilled cheese she’d make for him when he was coming down hard and wanted nothing more than to roll up in his duvet and disappear. He wants to get so high he’ll forget everything, but then that’s always been the problem.
He tried this support group thing a few years back. After he’d flunked his senior year and found himself at a dead end, he’d started lifting OxyContin and codeine out of bathroom cabinets—it was amazing what painkillers you could find in the average person’s home—but when Cutter and Dewall discovered his stash, they dragged him to Our Lady, and by that point it’d been a long time since any of them had darkened a church doorstep, so that was how he knew they were really mad. Father Osbey was gentle with him, in his slow old man way. He persuaded Beau to come to this group that met every Thursday at the community center in town, and Beau managed two meetings before he realized all it did was make him feel like even more of a loser. The failure to go to the meetings compounded the failure to get clean, and the only way to numb the pain was to take more pills. Problem was, he’d alienated what few friends he had, so that ruled out raiding any more bathrooms, and the market price for Oxy was way above what Beau could afford.
That was a bad year for the Labasques. Storms whipped up a fish kill—thousands of dead carp floating in the lakes and canals—and all the alligators had to do to get a meal was swim around with their mouths open. What should have been half the Labasques’ annual income dwindled to a measly one thousand dollars, and the siblings were on their knees, living off what they could catch with their own two hands and getting by on candles and campfires, since they couldn’t afford the gas for the generator.
Winter in the swamp is never as harsh as farther north in the state, but Beau can still remember waking up stiff with cold, his clothes stuffed full of old magazines for insulation, watching his breath mist in the air of his own bedroom. By then he was feeding the addict’s hunger with chalky yellow meth that he cut with flour and laxatives to make it go further, though he took no pleasure in it, could feel it rotting him from the inside out, and what’s more, he hadn’t paid for it. Owed a debt to a crusty old mechanic in Napoleonville, who was fixing to extort a hand job if Beau didn’t cough up the money.
So it was like that when Dirk Greenacre and the Ragnarok Boys came around.
Ragnarok as in wolves and thunder. Ragnarok as in the End of Days, because that’s when they’d risen. Emerged during the pandemic, when Houston police following a tip-off found a tub full of drug mules marinating in acid, along with the Othala-inked torso of their informant. The Ragnarok Boys had buried the other half of the rat in concrete, then buried themselves deep in the East Texas backwoods where no cop could catch them. Disenfranchised shitkickers too proud for Bandidos’ regulations, too restless for the Aryan Brotherhood’s slow and sacred hierarchy; their machines were their own and so were their profits. They’d barely been riding three years, but already Texas peckerwoods watched their step when they saw eagle wings tattooed on a man’s shoulder blades. Not a callback to the blood eagle of Viking days, but to the one Greenacre had performed on a rival gang leader in Texarkana, found swinging from a hayloft, his ribs cracked open from behind. Lungs draped across his shoulders, still breathing.
The Ragnarok Boys had cash and crystal, and they were even willing to share. “We’re all righteous men,” Beau can remember Greenacre saying, the first time he came to the Labasque compound. “Even if y’all are a bunch of God-eaters. State of the world today demands we watch out for our own, and I hate to see a white brother of mine reduced to scrounging like an animal. No better than rats—that’s what this government’s made you. Reckon we could be of help to one another.”
Cutter hadn’t trusted him. “Nazi shit-heels fucking hate us,” she’d told Dewall. “Always have. You hear him call you a ‘God-eater’? He doesn’t respect you. Only trying to cut a deal because you’re in his way and he knows you’re a good shot. He’d rather have this territory with you in it than have one of your bullets between his eyes, but I mean it, Dewall, he’s going to fuck us over the first chance he gets.”
In their brother’s defense, Dewall hadn’t disagreed. But the moral high ground was a hard place to get to when your body hurt so bad from sleeping in the cold. “If you’ve got another way to pay our debts, I’m all ears,” Dewall told her.
What exactly he and Cutter had been doing for Greenacre, Beau still doesn’t entirely understand. That was another one of those things the two of them were in on together. Another one of the things they left Beau out of.
“This is a matter of trust. And I don’t trust you, kid. Simple as that.”
Well, it hadn’t mattered to Beau. Greenacre let him take what he wanted, whenever he wanted—called him a “valued client,” which made Beau feel sort of good and sick at the same time. If he was able to pass his life in a painless haze, who gave a damn what his siblings and these Texas bastards were up to?
Except now Cutter is dead, and Dewall won’t even talk about her, and Beau knows the only cure for these rocks in his head is to reach for the pipe or the powder, which he won’t be able to do if he fucks things up with Greenacre.
It’s a trap, he realizes. It was always a trap, and he’s been no better than a gator swallowing a hook. His sister is dead, and he can’t say a word, or he’ll risk losing it all.
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You don’t go poking around in the woods in the pitch-black. Loyal may have been gone awhile, but she hasn’t forgotten that much about Jacknife. No way are she and Sasha going scouting in the dead of night, but she feels vindicated knowing that somebody else has heard the whistling. After Sasha drops her off at the Leader office to collect her car, Loyal is determined to regroup the next morning. It could be nothing, but she wants to run it by De Foret anyway. A potential lurker at the lake sounds like a meatier article than a bait shack directory.
Loyal feels better when she works, when she has something to channel her energy into. As she skims along the road leading out of town, into a darkness pricked only by the occasional farmhouse, she tries to beat back the doubt gnawing at the edges of her confidence. Her old boss, back at the Chronicle—a hardheaded single mother who went through celery sticks and hummus the way a man in her role twenty years ago might have gone through cigarettes—had warned Loyal about losing sight of a story. There was a line, her boss had said, between investigative journalism and police work, and it was a line Loyal had to toe. A journalist can only do so much. If you think you’ve caught a killer, great, tell it to the cops, but you can’t slap the cuffs on anyone, so don’t martyr yourself trying.
“It’s not meant as a criticism, Loyal,” her boss had said. “You’re committed—I respect that. But when it comes to murder cases… These people are already dead; writing about them won’t save them. It’s important to learn when to take a step back.”
At the time, Loyal had been covering a story about a family annihilator. A father who’d shot both his daughters and then himself after his wife had left him. Loyal’s boss had called her into her office because someone had caught Loyal staring at crime scene photos on her phone during the office Christmas party, and while Loyal could appreciate where her colleagues were coming from, even now, she thinks it has never been about saving anybody.
She just wants to understand.
It’s not enough for her to be simply an observer, jotting things down and publishing them for consumption. She writes to make sense of things—of grief, of pain, of seemingly random acts of cruelty. It’s the same this time around. She needs to understand what happened to Cutter—someone so vivid can’t just be removed from the world without consequence—and now Isiah has given her something solid to follow. Winding through the night on the edge of Jacknife, Loyal can almost convince herself she feels… not good, but motivated. And there is something clean and satisfying about that.
Then, turning on to the street where she grew up, Loyal sees someone standing on the road.
A pale figure holds their hands up when the beam of Loyal’s headlights sweeps across their face, and Loyal slams on the brakes, feeling her whole body lurch forward violently. Her hands are sweating on the steering wheel and for a moment all she can hear is the blood pounding in her ears. Shaken, but not as shaken as she is by the realization that the person in the road is her mother.
She is appalled. Appalled at the sight of her mother’s slippered feet and how thin and fragile her ankles look, sticking out of the bottom of her pajama pants. Appalled that this is her first reaction, instead of sympathy or concern. Guilt drives her from the car to her mother’s side, while Rosa simply stands on the hot concrete, blinking in surprise.
“Are you all right?” her mother says. “I heard the tires screech.”
Loyal stares at her. “Mama, I almost hit you. What are you doing out here?”
“My dad…” Her mother peers over her shoulder, into the quiet emptiness of their street. “I was just thinking, when the storm hits, he ought to come with us.”
“What storm, Mama, what are you talking about?”
“I don’t want him going up to his attic. People drown like that, when the water rises. They get trapped. Happened to my great-aunt.”
Loyal doesn’t know what to say. Her grandfather has been dead nearly twenty years; swam out of his bathroom window into polluted floodwater to try to get up on his roof. Her mother read the eulogy at his funeral. Loyal was eight years old, with no idea then that one day she would be standing on a dark road, holding her mother’s hand, trying to explain a death that her mother had already grieved.
A light turns on next door, a little square of yellow holding out against the night. A head appears at the window, and Mrs. Amherst with her dyed red hair done up in rollers calls out, “What’s going on? Is everything all right?”
Loyal’s mother turns to Loyal in alarm. “What does she want?”
“Nothing, Mama. We’re fine, ma’am, thank you. We’re just going back inside.”
“What about Dad?” Her mother grips Loyal’s arm. “I can’t leave him, when the storm touches down—”
“Mama, it’s fine. There’s no storm—see?” The black sky is cloudless, teeming with stars. In the fields behind the houses, the night birds are talking to one another as though nothing is amiss.
Rosa looks around, her face glassy like she has come up from underwater. “Oh,” she says, and then she laughs. “Oh, what a fuss. I don’t know why I…”
The fingers digging into Loyal’s arm loosen, but only slightly. Loyal puts her hand over her mother’s. She will deal with the car in a minute, she thinks. She can see from here that their front door is wide open.
“Come on, Mama, let’s go inside. You’ll get bug bites if you stay out here.”
Walking her mother back along the street, Loyal is reminded of a burning house she saw one night when she was driving across plains country, on her way home from a friend’s birthday in Colorado. There was nothing but blackness all around her. She could have been at the bottom of a well for all she knew, and then suddenly, in that vast darkness, a flame the size of a dime shuddered into view. She couldn’t say how long she drove, watching it on the horizon. Eventually she felt like her eyes were burning, too, and she had to pull over. When at last she could stand to look up at the clear sky, it was shot with holes of light whenever she blinked. That’s how Loyal’s mother seems to her now—like a house on fire in the night that Loyal can only watch from a distance. No way of knowing how it started. No way of saving anyone either.

Miles across the bayou, as Loyal finally soothes her mother to sleep, Beau wakes suddenly to the sound of movement somewhere in the depths of the house. It must be coming up on three in the morning. It’s still dark outside, but the night has a settled quality to it; the animals have said what they needed to say and slunk away to hunt. That’s how he hears the noise so clearly, the heavy footsteps downstairs.
For a moment, he thinks it must be Greenacre, and his stomach lurches. He thinks the Ragnarok Boys have come to pull his lungs out because he talked to the reporters. He is considering crawling under the bed to hide, when he hears a splash of water and the familiar grunt of his brother swearing. Beau does not relax—he can no more relax around Dewall than he could around a copperhead—but his pulse slows, and fear turns to curiosity.
Like most gator hunters, Dewall keeps odd hours. Late to bed and early to rise, but rarely this early. This kind of hour normally finds him catching what little sleep he can, often with a lick of moonshine to ease the way. There is none of the usual stomping and clanking that accompanies a hunter prepping his boat and setting off with bullets and hooks. There is no scent of any food having been cooked for Dewall to take with him. No, Beau thinks, his brother isn’t leaving yet. He is moving around downstairs, and he is trying to be quiet about it.
Beau knows which floorboards to avoid as he pads out of his room, knows which of the stairs will give him away with a telltale creak. Dewall doesn’t hear him coming. Doesn’t know Beau is crouched there behind the banister, watching him through the kitchen door.
He hasn’t turned on any lights, and so Beau can only see him by the moonlight streaming through the window over the sink, and it reminds him of something Cutter used to say, how getting too much raw moonlight could make you crazy. She was part werewolf anyway, believed all sorts of things. But down on his knees on the kitchen floor, Dewall does look a little crazy, scrubbing at a patch on the ancient linoleum. Even from where he’s sitting, the reek of bleach makes Beau’s eyes water. Dewall’s voice shakes as he mutters, “Goddamn, goddamn,” over and over, like a strange little prayer.
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Day breaks over the swamp in streaks of blue, cypresses floating on little isles of light where the rising sun hits the water, a shock of white as an egret takes off in front of dark branches. Loyal is already up and driving, along country roads scattered with discarded microwaves and car parts like roadkill, toward the western horizon that’s still stained with night. Up ahead she spots a dark-skinned man in a Saints vest standing by a gatepost talking on the phone, and farther back in the trees Loyal gets a sense of other people picking through the foliage.
Slowing her car to a crawl, she pulls over and rolls down the window. “Everything okay here?”
The man in the Saints vest looks her over, no doubt taking in the bruising shadows around her eyes and her braid already coming loose as it falls prey to the climate.
“Looking for Marcie Bordelon. Went missing last week, not far from here.” He has a grave voice that alternates between two pitches every few words, no matter what he’s saying, like a door being blown open and shut in the wind.
Loyal can see the people back in the woods probing at the undergrowth with long sticks. A nervy dog whines nearby. There is a constrained, unspeakable tension about the whole scene, as if it is understood that they might find something terrible.
“Y’all from St. Martin Parish?” De Foret will be pleased if she can get some further material about the Bordelon case, and the more people talk about this missing girl, the more pressure there will be for the police to keep looking for her.
“No cops with you?” Loyal asks then, and the man in the Saints vest shakes his head.
“St. Martin deputies got no jurisdiction here. We tried talking to Assumption cops, but it seems they don’t want to go in the woods.”
“How do you mean?”
“They didn’t want to help.” From the hunched set of his shoulders and the raw look on his face, Loyal can tell the man’s been a stranger to sleep. “Can’t say I’m surprised,” he says. “But we’ll keep searching for my daughter. Got to look out for our own.”

The only other patrons at the diner are a trio of workers from the plastics plant, their boiler suits rolled down to their waists. One of them is telling a story about a city family who’re renting one of the camp houses on Blair Road; the father shot a skunk last night because he thought it was a dangerous forest animal. They laugh among themselves and nod genially to Loyal as she enters. The man who’d been telling the story even offers her his stool at the counter, which she declines, since the stools are small and don’t offer much support, but this and the image of Marcie Bordelon’s neighbors poking through the weeds makes her think how plenty of people out here would give you the shirt off their back, if they had one left. Her colleagues in Houston were harsh on this place. Maybe she was harsh too. There are good people here, which is what makes the recent events all the more unsettling.
“You’re up early.” Sasha grins at Loyal as he emerges from the kitchen, balancing the factory workers’ fried breakfasts on his forearms. The staples in his hair glint under the strip lights as he lays the plates out along the counter, and the men eye him with curiosity, perhaps even a little amusement, but it’s not unkind, Loyal thinks. It’s more like the way you might watch a colorful hummingbird flitting around a sugar feeder.
“You want coffee?” Sasha asks her. “Looks like you could do with it, no offense.”
Loyal doesn’t argue. She had spent the night curled up beside her mother on top of the bedcovers, unable to let her guard down enough to fully succumb to sleep, but at least there were no further wanderings. When they awoke, Loyal explained that she would call later this morning, but that if her mother needed anything in the meantime, she was to ask Mrs. Amherst next door. She watched her mother push her cereal around her bowl silently. Watched the muscles tensing in her face. Loyal was reluctant to leave her for the day, but she could not get that sound out of her head—the whistling in the dark. Instinct told her something was going on at the lake, and she knew she’d be restless until she was able to go back and take a proper look in the daylight.
“No rest for the wicked,” Sasha says, pouring a couple of mugs of coffee, before he follows Loyal over to a booth by the window and flops into the seat across from her. “I’m guessing you didn’t just drop by to hang out. What’s up?”
“You remember the other day when Deb Stelly came by the office?”
“Right. The dastardly case of the stolen waffles.”
“Besides that. You know she said she’d seen some weird stuff around Lake Verret? People in the trees? I’m wondering if there’s a connection to what we heard last night.”
“I don’t know… Deb Stelly’s over by Sweetheart Bayou; that’s a few miles south down the lake. Not that it didn’t creep me out, but it was probably just kids. There’s always people dicking about at Vesconte’s.”
“It didn’t feel like kids to me.”
Sasha looks thoughtful for a moment, blowing a piece of pink hair out of his face. “So what, you want to see if there’s a story in this? Works for me if you do. Folks creeping around in the woods at night—people will read that, and I’m the one who’s been saying we need regular content updates. Can’t just post about Cutter, especially when there’s nothing new to write. I’m down to shelve that for now if you are.”
Loyal grips her coffee cup like a lifeline. “I didn’t say we should shelve Cutter. First off, we should verify whether she was actually pregnant, and if so, it’s worth trying to find out who the father was. You heard what Isiah said: This guy put Cutter on edge.”
“And then what? Loyal, we can’t exactly arrest anyone.”
“That’s not the point. It’s our job to tell people what’s really going on; they rely on us for that. You literally just said we need more material. How about this—I might have an angle for another piece about this missing Marcie girl. Cops not doing their jobs, interparish screwup, that kind of thing. Your uncle wants more on that story, right? You can have it, it’s yours—just hear me out. What’s going on at Lake Verret might not be unrelated to Marcie’s disappearance, and I’m convinced there’s a connection to what happened with Cutter. I looked it up; if she was killed at the lake, tidal currents could have carried her south to the cutoff at Blair Road.”
“That’s a pretty big ‘if.’ ”
“Suddenly there are weirdos with messed-up faces sneaking around by the lake, a girl goes missing a handful of miles away, and a local woman turns up drowned downstream. These don’t sound like stories to you? You were right last night: Vesconte’s isn’t the kind of place someone should go on their own, so come with me. Please. Back me up here. I know I’m not the only one who thinks there’s something weird going on.”
Sasha rests his chin in his hands and smiles wearily. “You’re lucky you said ‘weird’ so many times. Now I kind of have to check it out. When do we leave?”
He makes it sound like a game; Loyal, on the other hand, feels an unexpected twinge of hope. Maybe what happened to Cutter has nothing to do with what’s going on in the fringes of wilderness around town, but then again, if there is a connection, if someone out there saw or heard or did something, it brings Loyal closer to some kind of comprehension. What is worse to imagine: that her childhood friend killed herself, or that someone else held her head under the water? Would it be a comfort, somehow, to know that Cutter’s life had ended on her own terms? Or perhaps, if Loyal pictures her fighting for her life instead, she can imagine some part of Cutter still fighting to get back to her as well.

The run-down marina feels even sadder in the daylight. As they park up in the same spot as the previous night, Loyal notices a peeling sign caught among the boscoyos—the knobbly cypress roots poking up from the water—that promises ice cream this way, though “this way” is nothing but weeds and gooey gumbo mud now. It tugs at something between her ribs. She’s reminded of hot afternoons drinking slurpies and riding the log flume at Jazzland with her mother, back before it became Six Flags. The whole theme park is derelict these days, post-Katrina, and there is a sense, all over Louisiana, of things having been abandoned, both places and people.
Loyal tries to swallow down any worry about her mother. A voicemail from Mrs. Amherst says that she is doing fine, showing Mr. Amherst how she makes elderberry wine. Loyal still can’t quite shake the shock of finding her mother in the road talking about a man long dead, but the truth is she has gotten used to sealing her mother away in a separate part of her brain when it comes to work. She has been doing it for years. Digging ditches and raising levees in her head to keep her own private storms at bay—though anyone who has grown up in flood country could tell you such measures can only hold out for so long.
The sense of ruin at Vesconte’s persists into the surrounding woods. Corrugated hunting blinds slowly rust on stilts between the trees, and the remains of beer bottles wink in the green light pushing through the branches. Mosquitoes congregate around the stagnant, murky puddles. The air feels stale and close, and there is a smell like cheap beer, like rainwater. Burnt grass, burnt plastic, and rotting leaves.
Sasha is right, of course: The whistling could just have been kids messing around. The “strange faces” that Deb Stelly claims to have seen could have been teens running about in old Halloween masks. Killers in the woods sounds too much like a horror movie, but as they press on, picking their way between moss-furred roots and mulchy ground where the lake has bled beyond its borders, Loyal can’t get past this sense that there is something else in here with them. Something up ahead, just out of sight. It really hadn’t felt like kids last night. Standing there in the dark, hearing that whistle rise out of the trees, it had felt more like an evocation.
She is getting that feeling again, the hairs coming up on the back of her neck. Cypress needles crunch under their shoes. Then, as they skirt around a blackened stump, they find the cause of the rancid smell.
Snakes.
Six of them, swaying by their tails from a branch. Raccoons have gotten at them, or possums perhaps, carving away the meat with their sharp teeth.
“Oh, baby, that’s rank.” Sasha stuffs his fingers under his nose. “Who the hell left these here?”
“Maybe whoever the land belongs to was having snake trouble.”
“People round here eat snakes.”
Or sell them, Loyal remembers. Now that she thinks of it, she’s pretty sure Dewall even tried selling a couple of pit vipers to a snake-handling church in Tennessee.
“You don’t just leave them to go bad. This is like… someone did it for the sake of it, you know?” Sasha shakes his head. “Man, these are just regular water snakes too. They don’t even have any venom to defend themselves with.”
Loyal stares at the delicate exposed rib bones, like fronds on a fern. What a waste of something so intricate.
“Hey, Sasha, look at this.” Beneath the snakes in the soft earth is the indentation of a boot, or several boots. There was no rain last night so the prints are still fairly visible, though too muddled by deer tracks for them to get a decent cast. “Maybe these belonged to whoever we heard whistling.”
“They’re too big to be Isiah’s, at any rate,” Sasha agrees, picking his way carefully through the mud.
“Though they could belong to hunters,” Loyal says. “Could have been hunters whistling for their dogs.”
“At night? In alligator territory? You’ve been away too long, Miss Houston, forgotten how we do things. Besides, deer season doesn’t start in this parish until October, same for most game birds, but—Oh Jesus, what the hell is—”
Seconds later he emerges from behind the mottled tree trunk carrying something pale and furry.
“Boy”—Loyal sighs—“don’t go picking up dead things. What even is that?”
“I think it’s a head.” Gripping it by its pointed ears, Sasha holds the thing up, as far away from himself as he can.
It’s a fox head. Or it was.
The skull and meat and muscle have all been scraped out, leaving only the pelt, and two black holes where the eyes should be. Admittedly Loyal doesn’t know much about foxes, but the ones she used to glimpse, eating out of trash cans in Houston, weren’t much bigger than a house cat. Something about the size of this thing looks wrong. Like it’s been stitched to something else, another pelt, to make it larger. To make it big enough to fit over a human head.






19 

We need to find out whose land that is,” Loyal says, once they’re back in her car, speeding along the edge of the lake. She won’t say so aloud, but she is glad to be out of those woods.
She doesn’t like to think of herself as squeamish. In Houston, for part of her studies, she’d shadowed a journalist reporting on a string of deaths among the homeless community; she’d seen more than one body that fortnight, discovered under bypasses and in the concrete lots behind liquor stores, in a state about as respectful as those snakes hanging in the trees. But maybe the difference is that she had expected those bodies, to some degree. She’d been shocked but not surprised that those who lived rough often died rough. Didn’t make it right, didn’t make it any less sad, but that was the way of things. A fox-head mask and a bunch of butchered snakes isn’t something she expected to encounter anywhere, even in the swamp. The thought makes her skin crawl. Makes her feel like she’s been the butt of some bizarre and macabre joke.
Still, they made sure Sasha got plenty of pictures. There is certainly a story here, as far as Loyal is concerned, whether or not it has anything to do with Cutter’s death, and she intends to do her due diligence the way she would for any other news piece.
“It’s parish land,” Sasha says, in answer to her query. “But right now, what with it being alligator season, it could be leased to anybody. You’d have to check with Wildlife and Fisheries. What?” He glances at her. “You’ve got that look. Like you’re far away. The way you were when we heard about Cutter.”
Loyal clenches the wheel, trying to steel herself. “It’s just… that land. When we were kids, Dewall used to hunt not far from there. Cutter liked to spy on him, see how long it would take for him to notice. She dragged me with her a couple of times, but I didn’t like it. I was always afraid of what he’d do if he caught us.”
Sasha frowns. “That back there felt like witchery, and Dewall’s no witch. I’m telling you, if he starts following me again, I’ll put some real voodoo on him.”
Loyal wouldn’t put it past Dewall to dress up in nasty old furs and run around the woods stringing up snakes, although for all her personal dislike of him, she has to agree with Sasha; he doesn’t exactly strike her as the witching type. Violence for the sake of violence, sure, but then what does that have to do with the animal mask? And the whistling—sound gets distorted out here among the trees, but Loyal would put money on having heard more than one person. A call and a reply.
“You should give your friend Veazey a call later,” she says, pulling the sun visor down as the road twists away from the lake and the morning light catches them full in the face, asphalt trembling in the burgeoning heat. “I want to know if the coroner’s finished the autopsy yet.”
Even just saying the word makes Loyal’s insides recoil, but she knows she’s going to have to toughen up if she plans to write about this again. Old friend or not, a woman is dead, circumstances unknown. An autopsy is standard procedure. And while the Bayou Leader might not be the Houston Chronicle, this job is the one stable thing she has right now; if and when Loyal eventually moves on to better things, she wants to be able to show her future editors that she gave it her all, even out here in the sticks.
“I guess we’ll get an answer about the pregnancy,” Sasha says. “Will the coroner be able to tell if Cutter killed herself? Or if someone else did that to her?”
“Hopefully.”
Loyal is still convinced she already knows the answer to that one. Too many odd concurrences for this to feel like a suicide. What she really wants to know is whether or not Cutter managed to get that abortion.
“I don’t like to think what kind of a man that must be,” Isiah had said, “to scare a woman like her.”
Loyal doesn’t totally believe the preacher’s son when he says he wasn’t the one who got Cutter pregnant, but either way, if there is still DNA to test, it’s possible the coroner might be able to give them some clue as to who did. Whether they’re Catholic, Baptist, or unaffiliated faith healers in tents in the middle of nowhere—in Loyal’s experience, if there’s one thing these people have in common, it’s that they all figure God wants them to do something about women’s bodies.
“Hey,” Sasha says, drumming his fingers on the dashboard. “Can you pull over? I need to take a leak.”
“You couldn’t have gone back in the woods?”
“With some nutso in an animal mask watching? No thanks. Just pull in here; I’ll go in the bushes.”
Loyal watches him all but leap out of the car, dirty sneakers skidding in the grass as he wades into the undergrowth, until the only part of him Loyal can make out is the back of his pink hair between the cottonwood branches. He begins to sing loudly, “Thank God I’m a Country Boy,” before he laughs and calls back, “Is this what you thought it’d be like when you moved back home?”
All the coffee and no sleep is starting to give Loyal a headache. She presses her hands against her eyes for a moment, focusing on the pressure of her cool fingertips against her eyeballs. “I don’t know what I thought.”
“You always wanted to be a journalist?”
“You always talk when you pee?”
“Sometimes. If there’s someone to talk to. Humor me, Loyal. I’m scared some viper’s going to come and bite my dick off.”
She snorts. After a moment she says, “I don’t think I always wanted to be a journalist, no. But I wanted to write. I wasn’t great at… expressing myself, I guess. Not when I was a kid. Easier to say what I meant when I wrote it down.”
She fiddles with the AC, trying to get it working again, but the air coming through is hot and stale, and something in the depths of the car rattles and stalls. Eventually she gives up and leans back heavily in the driver’s seat, staring out at the empty road, at the kudzu crawling up the road sign poles. “And you, is this what you pictured yourself doing after high school? You didn’t want to go to college?”
“Well, I spent high school reading Giovanni’s Room on my phone under my desk. And this one time, I skipped class to go all the way to New Orleans just because they were showing the remastered version of Dog Day Afternoon. See, no one at school was going to teach me any of that, so I had to teach myself. Only problem was, I didn’t bother to teach myself much else, so here I am.” There’s a rustling in the bushes, and then Sasha swears loudly.
“You okay? Taking your time back there.”
“Girl, there’s a centipede here as long as my arm, I swear to God.”
“Should have waited until the office.”
“Yeah, yeah. Hey, listen, what I said before—I didn’t mean that to sound like I’m not happy to be here. Not like I have a lot of options—hard to get work with a high school diploma and nothing else—but I am glad I got to meet you properly. Used to see you at school, and you always seemed like you had more going on inside than most people.”
Loyal touches her face because she can feel it getting warm. She is glad he can’t see her. “You know, Giovanni’s Room is a pretty short book. It took you four years to read that?”
His laughter echoes back through the leaves. “Ah, shut up.”
There had been an incident, back in their teens. Loyal remembers this now. Sasha couldn’t have been older than fourteen, but that has never mattered much round here; freshmen probably still borrow IDs off seniors, and that must have been where Sasha got his, so that he could slip into the dive bar out by the highway.
The Gar was known for its bruising clientele, who had slopped so much liquor onto the floor over the years that the whole place was probably a fire hazard. Sometimes Loyal and Cutter would drive by on their way home from the dinky strip mall outside Napoleonville, and they’d see the motorcycles outside, the hard types with their corded muscles and Dixie bandannas; even Cutter refrained from winding down the window to rile them up. They were the kind of men that could snap a boy like Sasha in half, so God only knows why he went there. But Loyal remembers hearing that, by the time the cops arrived, some big guy had thrown Sasha out the front door, and the poor boy didn’t look half as pretty as he does these days.
Rumor was he’d blown some trucker in the bar’s grimy bathroom. Rumor was he’d done it for money, which, as far as Loyal knows, was the only part of the story he ever denied. Everybody’s got a hunger out here, she thinks, one way or another. She knows it isn’t easy being the odd one out in a town like this, but Sasha offers himself up, not pretending to be like everyone else, as if somehow he senses that no performance could ever be truly acceptable. She admires him. And yet he makes her wary, the way any misfit who pushes at the boundaries of their acceptance makes her wary, because it is so unlike the survival instincts she learned as she cowered in the girls’ bathroom at school.
She has a feeling that the teenage beatdown at the dive bar was neither the first nor the last time Sasha has gotten on the wrong side of the wrong people.
Turning back to the tangle of moss and ferns bordering the roadside, Loyal realizes she can no longer see the flash of his pink hair.
“Sasha?”
Nothing moves except the heat shimmering on the asphalt, casting a watery mirage.
“Sasha, come on, we’ve got work to do.”
She is about to get out of the car when she hears the unmistakable squawk of a police siren and feels the hairs shoot up along her arms.
Peering over her shoulder, out of the rear window, she lets out a slow, measured breath. She has been alone with cops before, a handful of times for interviews in Houston, but it never fails to get her hackles up. She has always felt as if there were a thick pane of glass between them—as between an animal and onlookers at the zoo—both parties convinced they are the real human being while the other is some savage, untrustworthy thing. The problem, Loyal has often thought, is that, unlike the cops, she has neither the means nor the impunity to defend herself if they decide to maul her.
The police prowler, with Assumption Parish Sheriff’s Department emblazoned on the side, glides to a stop a few yards behind Loyal’s car, and a tall, skinny man gets out, white as bone dust. He pauses to fix his hat in the window’s reflection, before walking slowly toward her.
It is not Deputy Veazey. It’s not a man Loyal recognizes at all. In the wing mirror her eyes stray to the firearm holstered on the deputy’s hip. He could do it, she thinks, quick as lightning, and no one would hear it for miles.
“Good morning, ma’am.” The deputy puts one hand on the roof of the car. The embroidered tag on his breast pocket reads “Mancuso.”
“Is there a problem, Officer?” Loyal tries to keep her voice even. You’ve got to slow everything down for these guys, she thinks, as if you really were trying to calm some wild animal.
“Are you aware one of your taillights is smashed?”
“It is?”
“It’s illegal to drive with defective equipment.”
“I really had no idea it was broken. I had some car trouble the other day—someone vandalized my back window. Spray-painted it, actually. Maybe they damaged the light then too. I promise I wasn’t driving like this on purpose.”
Loyal can’t see the deputy’s eyes behind his sunglasses, only her own reflection, tiny and distorted. His tongue moves behind his closed mouth as he glances over her car. “Still. I’m going to have to give you a citation, and you’ll need to go straight to a mechanic. Can’t stay here.”
Loyal can tell he doesn’t think much of her vandalism explanation, but she knows how easily things can spiral out of control in situations like these. A woman alone in the middle of nowhere with an armed man. Better not to argue. Better to live to fight another day.
“All right,” she says with a stiff smile. “You got it, Deputy.”
But no sooner are the words out of her mouth than she hears the drawl of another siren, and, a moment later, a second car swings around the bend. The reflection of branches on the windshield obscures the driver until he pulls up alongside, window rolling down to reveal a burly deputy with a buzzed head and a lightning bolt tattooed along his forearm.
“What’ve you got here, Mancuso?”
“This young lady was driving with a broken taillight.”
“I wasn’t driving, I was parked right here when your colleague arrived,” Loyal says firmly, but the new arrival holds up a hand.
“You want to bring that tone way down, ma’am.”
“I’m not doing anything—”
“Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to stop raising your voice at me. It’s starting to feel a little aggressive.”
Loyal knows how it goes—she knows she’s not supposed to say anything, or they will find a way to turn it back on her and make her sorry for having said it, but the imbalance of the situation feels as though someone is holding her head underwater.
A voice cuts through the static on the second deputy’s radio, and he replies, “Lege here. Me and Mancuso are responding to a situation on Saint Pierre Road. Yeah, near Vesconte’s rental place. No, I think we can handle it.”
Mancuso pushes his sunglasses up onto the bridge of his crooked nose. Loyal had taken him for a middle-aged man, but the longer she looks at him, she thinks he must only be in his thirties—something about the ease with which he carries himself and the smoothness of those pale arms. And yet his body is haggard, torso like a beer can crushed in one fist, and the skin around his mouth is chapped and red. He’s been using, Loyal realizes. Maybe still is. And if it’s obvious to her, she can’t imagine that his colleagues have failed to notice, which begs the question: What does Broussard have to gain, keeping a meth head on the force?
“Keep both hands on the wheel, ma’am,” Deputy Lege says, leaning his big shoulder against his car window. The muscles in his forearm tense, making the lightning tattoo pulse. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”
“I think there’s been a mistake,” Loyal says. “I’m just a journalist, I’m not—”
“A journalist? You got any recording devices on you?”
A sharp bolt of alarm shoots up Loyal’s spine. “No, no, I don’t have anything like that,” she answers, still trying to keep her tone level, but Lege narrows his eyes.
“I’m going to need you to hand over your phone.”
She has heard of cops doing this. Converging on one random stop, hoping to uncover a crime, or to rile up a civilian enough to incite one—usually because they’re bored and they’ve got a quota of arrests to make each month. She has also heard, as just about everybody in the country must have heard by now, how easily these things can turn bloody.
Loyal can hear her breath shaking when she exhales. She reaches for her phone in her pants pocket, and Deputy Lege barks, “Slowly!”
Her pants are pasted to her thighs and her phone doesn’t want to come out.
Lege says, “Ma’am, are you refusing? Are you refusing to comply?”
She sees his hand move. She sees him going for something at his hip, and fear sweeps over her like a net.
“Hey, you! Boy! What’re you doing? Put that phone away right now!”
What the deputies see—what they all see—is Sasha standing at the edge of the trees, holding his phone out, clearly filming.
Mancuso advances from his car, Loyal’s phone seemingly forgotten, and waves his hands around as if he’s trying to catch a horse; Lege, too, gets out and marches across the dead grass at the side of the road. Sasha stuffs his phone down the front of his shorts, and Lege looks appalled.
“I already sent it to my uncle.” Sasha’s voice has a wild, anxious quality and he takes a couple of steps back. “You want him to put that online? Cops boxing in a civilian with no grounds for investigation… that’s intimidation. Broussard won’t like that, not in an election year.”
“I don’t give a damn who your uncle is or what he does,” Lege snaps, but Mancuso knocks him on the shoulder.
“I know him, man—I know his uncle. Charles De Foret’s a veteran, got friends at state police.”
“You think that matters?” Lege spreads his arms out, gesturing at the empty road. “Does this look like Baton Rouge to you?”
Loyal can see Sasha’s chest moving. She watches every quick, nervy breath, and she can barely breathe at all herself, as Lege looks from one to the other, his fingers still ghosting over his gun.
“Nah, come on, man, don’t…” Mancuso scratches the raw edge of his mouth, his eyes wide. “You know what he said—don’t draw attention.”

It’s not until the sheriff’s men have slunk back to their cars, and Loyal has put some trembling, hot miles between them, that Mancuso’s parting line strikes her. Presumably he was talking about Broussard. Election year, public image. Don’t draw attention. But something about it feels off. Something about this crank-cut deputy and the way he had looked at Lege with real fear in his face. There was more to that, she thinks, than a man worried about his boss.
Beside her, Sasha sits silent with his legs drawn up, staring at the road as they fly past the endless trees. Quietly, Loyal tells him, “Thank you.”
“It’s cool,” he says. “I got you.” But she can see his knees shaking.
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Lizabeth Gerhart’s house is perched on the bank, so covered in moss that it isn’t so much a home as some sheltered extension of the outdoors. Junk crowds the wraparound porch—the corroded grill of an ancient John Deere, a child’s plastic tricycle, stacks and stacks of old newspapers, all rotting together. As they approach, on a boot-worn track that weaves along by the creek, Loyal spots a copperhead twisting in the water, exposing its pale belly like a taunt, like a dare, like it wants her to think it harmless.
“How do you know Lizabeth again?” Loyal asks, swatting at a mosquito.
“Old friend of my grandma’s,” Sasha replies. “She’s lived on the bayou a long time, seen all sorts. If there’s anyone who’ll know about creepy witchcraft in the woods, it’s her.”
“As opposed to normal witchcraft. Naturally.”
Sasha grins at her. He seems to have recovered himself since the incident with the deputies, which in turn makes Loyal feel more relaxed, though the sight of the house conjures up a different kind of nervousness.
Lizabeth Gerhart has been a fixture in Jacknife ever since Loyal can remember. The sort of figure that kids made up horror stories about, daring each other to go knock on her door or steal something from her yard. But Loyal knows next to nothing about the woman herself—there are so many backroads and cutoffs and lonesome little islands around Jacknife, anyone living out in the depths of the swamp often takes on a kind of mythology that people enjoy too much to ever bother trying to unpack.
They stand on the porch, waiting, while Sasha rings the bell—some animal’s preserved foot dangling on a chain. All around them, the sounds of waterbirds rise from the swamp like solid things, while the Louisiana sun drinks their sweat. Then Lizabeth opens the door, and she is not what Loyal had been expecting at all.
What had she imagined? A woman hunched over like an old crone from a children’s storybook, pointy hat, rotten teeth. She can’t really have been thinking this, and yet she is startled by Lizabeth Gerhart all the same—this short, round Black woman with her gray hair trimmed in a neat bob, wearing sixties-style glasses with orange lenses and an apron dusted with flour. For a moment, she looks just as surprised as Loyal, then her face breaks into a smile, and she holds her arms out to Sasha.
“Sweet boy! Look at you—getting as tall as your daddy now.”
“How’re you doing, Miss Gerhart?”
“Better for seeing you.” She unties her apron and tosses it carelessly onto an old birdhouse by the door. “Been trying to get back into baking, thought I’d make something for those boys whose sister got drowned, but seems all I know how to do is make a mess. Y’all showing up gives me an excuse to stop.” She is wearing an enormous blue-and-white gingham dress, and she retrieves a pack of Camels from one voluminous pocket, nodding to Loyal as she does so. “You don’t mind if I smoke, do you? It’s the one bad habit I allow myself. Well, come on in, unless you want to get cooked out here. Fan’s working, even if nothing else is.”
Lizabeth’s living room has wooden siding that gives it a close, dark quality, though it is not unpleasant—it makes Loyal feel as if she is somehow taking shelter. The walls are crowded with illustrations of cowboys and bullfighters, and the dresser looming behind the TV is full of porcelain figurines—quaint shepherds and Bo Peeps, Elvis Presley, Jesus with a donkey, a Mexican sugar skull. The only books in the place seem to be medical textbooks and gardening guides, some stacked neat on varnished shelves, others teetering in piles beside the couch that almost swallows Loyal and Sasha whole when they sit down.
“Sorry,” Loyal says, trying to adjust herself into a more dignified position where her knees aren’t somehow above her chest. “But did you say you were baking something for the Labasques? I take it you know them, then?”
“Hardly at all.” Lizabeth leans against a sideboard next to the fan, which wafts the skirts of her gingham dress in lazy, almost hypnotic movements. “But my sister passed away a few… oh, twenty… twenty years ago. I could have done with some home cooking back then. I know enough about those boys to know they probably ain’t feeding themselves like they should be. By the looks of things, neither are you.” She looks Sasha up and down, shaking her head. “What’re you doing on this side of the swamp anyhow, sweet boy? Come for one of my love potions again? Told you before, you’ve got to feed him some of your hair. Or, you know, stir it into his mug with the sugar.”
Sasha’s cheeks flush, and Loyal wonders which poor man at the diner has been subjected to drinking a few pink hairs in his morning coffee.
“No, no, nothing like that,” Sasha says quickly. “Miss Gerhart, this is Loyal May—she works at the Leader with me. We’ve come about something strange we saw in the woods. Figured you’ve seen a lot, maybe you’d be able to help us understand?”
“Is that right?” The sideboard creaks as Lizabeth adjusts her wide hips, settling against the pockmarked wood that speaks of termites. “Strange comes in all kinds of flavors out here. You’ll have to be specific.”
“You ever seen snakes strung up and left for dead?” Loyal asks.
“Why would anyone want to string up a snake?” Lizabeth pulls a face. “Pollution researchers pay at least a hundred bucks for a good-size snake. That’s money in the bank right there. Wouldn’t go wasting that.”
“What about people wearing animal masks? Whistling at each other in the dark.”
“Animal masks?”
“We found this.” Sasha retrieves the bundled pelt from the iridescent banana bag he’s been wearing around his hips and hands it to Lizabeth. “Looks like a bunch of fox heads sewn together. You ever seen people wearing anything like that?”
Lizabeth unravels the mask, narrowing her eyes as she strokes her fingers over the fur. “People? No.”
“But you’ve seen something.”
Lizabeth gives a great, grand shrug. Loyal thinks she is almost queenly, standing above the two of them as they sink into her overripe couch. She carries her weight with magnificence, and yet Lizabeth is a far cry from the immaculately groomed career girls Loyal knew in Houston. She puts Loyal at ease—as if Lizabeth does not expect anything of her, as if she’s not going to chastise her for not having tried harder with her makeup, or recommend a clothing brand, a dietary supplement or weight loss program. In a way she can’t really articulate, Loyal feels as though she has permission to simply sit here and be. It’s an unexpected comfort in what has been such a painful few days, but then Lizabeth looks away from her, and outside the sun dips behind a cloud, drawing deep shadows out of the living room’s abundant clutter.
“I’ll tell you,” Lizabeth says, taking a ponderous drag on her Camel. “I’ll tell you what me and my sister saw. See, when I was about ten, we decided to go get a couple of rabbits at night. We had a light, but it was kind of weak. Elinor told me, she says, ‘Look, I thought I saw something over there.’ We thought we spotted a couple of yellow eyes staring back at us, and she shot at them. Elinor was a good shot, and she thought she’d made a good shot this time too. This thing disappeared, so we figured it had fallen down, but when I went to shine the light around us, we saw the animal again, same place we’d just fired at.
“Well, we got a little closer this time, and Elinor took another shot. Again it disappeared. Then we were looking and looking, and the next thing you know it was to our right, so we started getting kind of spooked. We eased up on it slow, and I held out the light while my sister aimed her rifle, only this time, those eyes seemed higher up to me. Like something standing on its back legs. My sister turned around and told me to run, and let me tell you, for every step she took, I was taking two.”
She inhales deeply then expels a cloud of smoke that shudders in the air as the fan swings around. Loyal glances at Sasha, and Lizabeth laughs. “I see the way you’re looking at him. But you asked me if I ever seen anything strange, so I told you.”
“Yes…” Loyal doesn’t want to be rude. “But I mean, that was a long time ago. Whoever you saw back then, it’s probably not the same person we’re looking for now.”
Lizabeth holds up her hands in mock surrender, bangles clinking on her arms. “Look, not everything in the swamp’s got an easy explanation. Specially not the stuff you see at night. But I think I know, same as you do, Sasha Petitpas, this wasn’t a person. Unless you’ve forgotten everything your grandma taught you.”
Sasha is picking at the rhinestones on his shorts again. Loyal thinks he almost looks a little guilty.
“What’s she talking about?”
“The rougarou.” Lizabeth raises her eyebrows. “You don’t know about him, the one who goes creeping in the swamp at night? Him who’s made of moss and teeth. Who’s always hungry.”
“Oh.” Loyal feels herself sag with disappointment. “No, I know about the rougarou.”
Much as she’s warmed to Lizabeth, they didn’t come here for ghost stories. Loyal may not know what happened to Cutter, but she is quietly confident it had nothing to do with any Cajun boogeyman, even if Cutter herself did occasionally go in for that flavor of folklore. The Labasques were big on stories of dark and wicked things lurking on the bayou, long before they became the dark and wicked things themselves.
“Okay,” Loyal says, pushing herself up from the couch. “Well, thank you, Miss Gerhart, but I guess we’d better get going.”
“Y’all come ask for my opinion and then you don’t want to hear it.”
“It’s not about what I want to hear, ma’am. We had a complaint from a local woman saying she saw people with masks around the lake, saying that her property was being trespassed on, things taken. I just don’t think that sounds like the work of werewolves and swamp creatures, so I don’t want to waste any more of your time.”
Sasha looks aghast, clearing his throat loudly, but Lizabeth holds up a hand to quiet him. “I’ve seen things. Whether or not you believe me doesn’t change that. An alligator like a streak of white lightning. A little girl curled up under a pile of chicken wire. I’ve seen blood in the water.”
“What little girl?” Loyal says. Suddenly she remembers the search parties. Marcie Bordelon has been gone five whole days now. What do they ever turn up of children who’ve been missing that long? Nothing any person in their right mind would want to see. “Where did you see this girl?”
“Behind my eyes,” Lizabeth says, like it’s the most natural thing in the world.
“Did you get anything else?” Sasha sounds so serious it would almost make Loyal laugh, if she didn’t feel so frustrated.
“You know it doesn’t work like that, sweet boy,” Lizabeth replies. “I only get what I’m given. But I’ll tell you this for free: There’s something out here.” Her gaze drifts to the window as she says this. Outside, the trees are barely moving, and a fly bumps against the windowsill. A distant egret gives its metal-throated cry.
“There’s something among us. Something unclean.” Lizabeth turns the fox mask over in her hands and passes it back to Sasha. “Don’t put this on.”
“I wasn’t going to.”
“It won’t hide you. They’ll only see you clearer.”
Enough, Loyal thinks. Cutter is dead—that alone is real.
“We appreciate your time, Miss Gerhart. Come on, Sasha.”
They are headed for the door when she spots an ashtray balanced on a stack of sepia-toned books. It is full of assorted knickknacks—buttons, coupons, an earring, a singular NyQuil still in its blister pack—and it’s funny, really, how they were just talking about ghosts, and then suddenly here is one sitting right in front of her.
“Loyal?” Sasha says, as she reaches toward the ashtray. “Hey, what is it?”
“Where did you get this?” Loyal turns back to Lizabeth, who cocks her head, as if she hasn’t quite heard her properly.
“Where did I get what? I’ve got a whole lot of junk in this house.”
Loyal can taste the ghost of moonshine, burning in the back of her throat. The liquor flask she fishes out of the ashtray is still dented along one edge where it had collided with the tiles in the school bathroom, all those years before.
“You told us you hardly knew the Labasques,” she says. “So why do you have Cutter’s flask?”






21 

Is that who it belonged to?” Lizabeth shoots Loyal a tight smile. “That poor dead girl? You’re welcome to take it if you want, give it back to her brothers.”
“But why do you have it?”
“Loyal,” Sasha warns.
“It’s all right,” Lizabeth shushes him. “Your colleague is upset, I can see that.”
Loyal grips the flask, the metal warm against her palm, the dent fitting itself to the scarring where Cutter’s alligator had taken a bite out of her. If she were to squeeze her eyes shut right now, she’d swear it would feel like she was clutching Cutter’s hand. Except of course she isn’t. Her friend is gone, and some stranger has her liquor flask moldering away with all the rest of the debris in her house.
“Where?” she says and doesn’t care if it comes out sounding like a plea. “Where did you get this?”
“I found it, on the road. Figured someone had dropped it from their car.”
“I don’t believe you.”
The electric fan rattles as though in its death throes. Loyal thinks of all the times she saw Cutter swigging from this cheap little flask, in the girls’ bathroom, or leaning out of her truck window, or curled up on the spare mattress on Loyal’s bedroom floor. She carried the flask with her everywhere. It was the only thing she had that had belonged to her mother. Cutter would have noticed if she’d dropped it. She would have come back.
“Marianne was a friend of yours?” Lizabeth says, her voice gentler now.
Loyal blinks hard, avoiding Lizabeth’s eyes. She doesn’t want sympathy. She wants all that lost time back, and no amount of “sorry for your loss” is going to dredge the water out of Cutter’s lungs or make the two of them seventeen again.
When Loyal doesn’t answer, Sasha says, “They used to be tight, yeah. But Loyal’s been away for a while.”
“Then I take it you didn’t know,” Lizabeth says. “About what she’d been dealing with recently. About her problem.”
Loyal is staring at the books on Lizabeth’s dresser—the medical texts, the gardening guides. Under her gaze, one in particular stands out now: Home Remedies from Your Own Backyard.
“Her problem,” Sasha says. “You mean the pregnancy?”
Loyal thinks of Dewall yelling about stolen money in the Leader parking lot. Of Isiah Black with his dead-cold skin and his story of a man who had frightened Cutter. “She wanted rid of that baby like you want to suck venom out of a snakebite.”
Lizabeth had asked Sasha, before, if he’d come here for another potion. Clearly that is something she offers. Herbal remedies.
Lizabeth sighs and stubs out her Camel on a heart-shaped coaster on the sideboard. “I think it’s barbaric,” she says. “I think this law is barbaric, stopping women from ending pregnancies they don’t want. Not like there aren’t enough unwanted children in this world without adding to them, and making criminals of decent girls in the process.”
Loyal has never heard anyone refer to Cutter Labasque as a “decent girl.” There was a certain amount of pity for her when she was a child, when her parents died, but by the time she reached her teens, that pity had festered into resentment. How dare Cutter make people feel sorry for her when she made no effort to be good? Did a girl who’d ruined a boy’s finger and given herself ugly tattoos really deserve anyone’s sympathy? Loyal wonders if Lizabeth’s helping Cutter was as simple as money changing hands, or if this backroad witch saw in her a kindred outcast.
Loyal nods. “So Marianne was here, then. She left her flask?”
“She kept drinking,” Lizabeth says gravely. “Had to take it off her just to have a conversation.”
“Did you give her something to get rid of the pregnancy?”
“Pennyroyal. Women been using it for centuries; it ain’t illegal. Ain’t even regulated. But I know how cops are round here—making crimes out of nothing—and everyone likes getting on their high horse about abortion these days, so I’d appreciate it if you kept this on the down-low. Don’t want some mob at my door.”
“We won’t tell the cops,” Sasha says, but Loyal nudges him. “What? You want to confide in the guys who almost pulled their guns on us earlier?”
It isn’t that simple, Loyal thinks. In Houston, she had covered a case involving a barista who’d tried to induce an abortion by adding drops of pennyroyal essential oil to her sweet tea every day. In Loyal’s research for the story, she’d learned how too much of the concentrated oil could cause gastrointestinal bleeding, as well as inhibiting clotting, so that once bleeding began, it was almost impossible to stop. The barista had been taking thirty drops every four hours. As it happened, she lived alone, so there was no one to call an ambulance when she began seizing uncontrollably. By the time a neighbor discovered her, she was so dehydrated from bleeding and vomiting that she had slipped into a coma. Loyal’s story was published the day after the neurosurgeon declared the girl brain-dead.
“How much did you give Marianne?”
“Enough,” Lizabeth says.
“How could you be sure she wouldn’t take too much?”
“I was very clear with her about the dosage. But I can’t help it if girls get impatient; they’re in a desperate situation.”
“Jesus…” Loyal stares at her. “She could have hemorrhaged.”
“She knew that,” Lizabeth says, but there’s a tightness to her voice that wasn’t there before. Her broad, soft face suddenly looks pinched and sad. “I make sure to tell these girls what they’re getting into, but I say it’s better for them to have that choice than none at all.”
But it’s not a choice, Loyal thinks. No doubt Lizabeth didn’t mean any harm, but it’s hardly a choice if one of the outcomes is a vegetative state on a hospital ward until your parents work up the courage to pull the plug.
Loyal feels nauseated, though it’s nothing to how she feels picturing Cutter racked by seizures. She would have been in so much pain. She would have been so frightened, especially if it had happened out there on the bayou, with no one to help her. Loyal has no proof, for now, that Cutter even took the pennyroyal, but it doesn’t stop her brain supplying her with images of her old friend doubled over in agony, losing her footing and tipping into the water, never to climb back out.
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Despite fragments of colonial architecture and the abandoned plantation rotting on the edge of town, Napoleonville has always felt to Don Broussard like a place newly torn from the wild. Neat rows of bungalows with their chain-link fences seem dwarfed by the empty sky, nothing to interrupt the landscape as it rolls away in shades of gray and green but enormous oaks and telephone wires, most swamped with kudzu vines. On his way to the station this morning, Don had seen a scrawny coyote feeding on something at the side of the road. He’d slowed as he drove past, peering out of the window, only to find that the red mess already cooking on the asphalt was the remains of somebody’s dog. Still had the collar on and everything. The coyote had looked up at him, a sticky string of blood connecting its muzzle to the carcass beneath, and something in its face had seemed to say, “So?” An attempt has been made to tame the land here, but Don thinks the jury’s still out on whether or not it’s been a success.
He can’t help but love that about the Basin, though. Makes him feel as though he’s living in the thick of it, the real world. Tourists come through here from time to time—folks exploring the countryside south of New Orleans, swamp tours, food tours, haunted-house enthusiasts looking to check out a crumbling mansion—and Don takes a real pride in answering their questions, letting them snap some photos with him, doing the occasional interview for their video channels. He’s a part of the landscape, an authentic fixture they’ve come to see, as much as the old buildings and endless swamp. One of the last frontiersmen.
Don keeps an eye on this frontier from between the blinds of his office window, as he leans back in his chair, saying, “Madsen, how’s it going?”
On the other end of the phone, Sheriff Clark Madsen of St. Martin Parish puffs air out of his mouth, the sound like a distant cousin of a laugh. “You know how it is.”
“Hear you got that inquiry going on—girl accusing one of your guys of feeling her up during a stop and search? How’s that handling?”
“It’ll blow over. Usually does. Everything squeaky clean for y’all over there, then? No trouble in paradise?”
“You know it.”
Don has never particularly warmed to Clark Madsen. The St. Martin sheriff must be doing something right, since he won his parish’s last election in a landslide, but Don reckons that had more to do with Madsen’s stance on protecting small businesses, rather than his commitment to family values or defense of religious freedom. Madsen is a self-professed atheist. That’s Don’s problem with the man. More than anything, he thinks that must be a very desolate way to live, believing in nothing at all. How chaotic the world must seem, how senselessly cruel.
When they’d first been introduced, at some police fundraiser a couple of years back, Don had even invited Madsen to come along to Mass at Our Lady—an offer that had made the other sheriff chuckle and look away. Certain people in this country seem to think that God is old-fashioned now. That faith is a dreary, out-of-date thing that ought to be swept away, at least in public. Even in Louisiana, which has, in Don’s mind, always been a spiritual place, men like Madsen see Don’s faith and lump him in with the crusty, balding politicians who can still remember Jim Crow. Don thinks this is unfair. There is nothing dreary about a life devoted to God; nothing happens to you that you can’t make use of. Every test is an opportunity to prove yourself a stronger man.
On the other end of the phone, Sheriff Madsen clears his throat. “Maybe your boys can give me a hand with something, then. You know we had that little girl go missing, Marcie Bordelon? Neighbors seem to think it’s not the first time she’s run off like this, but it’s been five days now and she ain’t come back. I put out an Amber Alert, volunteers have done a search, but her dad’s still kicking up a fuss, calling us all hours of the day.”
“Hope you find her, then, Madsen.”
“Was thinking you might have better luck. She disappeared just outside Belle River—that’s within spitting distance of your neck of the woods.”
Through the glass in his office door, Don can see the boyish Deputy Veazey at his desk gulping down a bottle of water. Don shoots him a grim smile. “So it is.”
“Good man. I’ll have all the relevant details sent over. I appreciate it, Broussard.”
Don raps his knuckles against the desk, eyeing his middle finger where it’s scarred across the knuckle. “What are neighbors for?”
“Oh, and I heard about that floater y’all had. Suicide, wasn’t it? I hate it when they turn up in the water like that. Almost easier when they tape up the garage and leave the engine running. At least it doesn’t force you to wade into gator territory to retrieve them.”
If Sheriff Madsen has more to say, Don doesn’t really hear it. He is still sitting there staring at his finger after Madsen has hung up, wondering if the torn and mended skin actually still hurts or if he’s just imagining it. Imagining the imprint of Marianne’s teeth.
She went to school here in Napoleonville, as most do in this parish—as Don himself did—and he remembers how kids used to call her Cutter because she was known to key cars in the parking lot.
Or maybe it was because she kept a razor blade in the front pocket of her backpack.
Or perhaps it stemmed from the delicate white scars Jessie Cartwright claimed to have spied at the top of Marianne’s thighs in the locker room.
Don didn’t really care where the name came from. For most of their lives, he just knew her as trouble.
Their families went to the same church, Our Lady of the Divine Water over in Jacknife, although he always got the feeling the Labasques came to pray the same way a bird flies south in the winter, without really examining why. They weren’t godly people. Vin Labasque and his woman weren’t even married, though that hadn’t stopped him getting three kids out of her. Don’s father said this explained a lot about the children—that they’d had no sense of right and wrong from birth. There was talk of worse, too, of babies gotten rid of. Of things born before their time and left out for the scavengers of the swamp.
Don’s old man had clashed with Vin Labasque plenty of times. Mostly DUIs, although there had been some business about unlicensed weaponry, and even when Vin and his woman had gone up in flames along with their pickup, their eldest son made sure Don’s father remained busy. Marianne was always there at her brother’s court hearings, snapping gum or doodling eyes and bats in pen on the back of her hand, while Dewall’s public defender agreed that a hundred hours of picking up Cheetos packets along the side of the highway was, in fact, a just punishment for smashing up a bar. Don thought Dewall must have told Marianne to come along so that he’d look more sympathetic to the judge. It’d be cruel, surely, to send a man to jail when he had dependents. But Don could also see they were close, Marianne and Dewall. Close like having a bear trap locked around your leg. There was talk about them as well, but Don never believed any of that.
Marianne had always said she couldn’t care less if he was the sheriff’s son, though her eyes said something different. You only had to look at her brother to see the kind of men she was used to hanging around with. Don had a feeling she liked them big and mean, and he was pretty built himself back then, all quarterback muscles and strong arms from boxing with his dad on Sunday nights. And he could be mean too.
Sometimes, when Broussard Sr. let him ride along with the deputies, Don would lean through the back of the prowler, hock up a good gob of spit, and launch it at whoever was sitting there, whatever drunk or stray his father’s men had rounded up. It excited him. He could admit that, as he often did to Father Osbey. Then he’d say a few Hail Marys about it, but the fact was, this was a junkie age. Everyone was fiending for something, be it from hard liquor or cheap dope or picking fights online. Marianne seemed to get her high out of pure savagery, and maybe that’s what that was, her bringing her teeth down around his finger that time. Don liked to think he’d made her feel something.

Over lunch, the coroner’s office calls.
“You sure about that?” Don stops picking at the fries that Samara on the front desk has brought him. She’s drawn a little heart on the packaging, which he officially pretended not to see. “Marianne looked drowned to me. You’re saying it wasn’t that?”
“A person can be drowned and murdered, Donald.”
Dr. Choate, the parish coroner, is an old duck-hunting friend of Don’s father. He’s a little man, shaped like a candle left out in the heat, and he usually starts any phone call to Don’s office recalling two or three familiar hunting mishaps, like a jukebox only capable of playing the same handful of songs no matter what you punch in. The fact that he’s forgone the ritual this time makes Don feel edgy. If Choate is about to reveal some key piece of evidence the sheriff’s department missed, he knows he’ll never hear the end of it from Madsen over in St. Martin, or any of his neighbors for that matter. He often gets the sense people are waiting for him to screw up, and that they’ll enjoy it when it happens. The higher you climb, the further you have to fall, as his father was always keen to remind him. Well, Don doesn’t have any intention of falling, not so close to election time.
“Miss Labasque had a wound on the left side of her head,” Dr. Choate says. “I didn’t see it at first either—the water had washed the blood away and her hair was tangled over it. But your girl sustained serious blunt-force trauma to the skull, which caused a bleed in her brain. If she fell into the water in that condition, she wouldn’t have had much hope of getting out alive.”
Don pushes his fries away. What little food he’s managed to eat now weighs cold and solid in his gut. “And you’re saying somebody did this to her? Couldn’t have been an accident?”
“Judging by the force of the blow, no. I believe she was struck, or perhaps thrown against something. Whether or not her assailant intended to kill her is a matter for a judge, but the outcome remains the same—dead girl in the water.”
Don rubs a hand over the bridge of his nose. Through the door, he can see burly Deputy Lege perched on the edge of Veazey’s desk, laughing as he holds up his hands to show the size of something and knocking over Veazey’s water bottle in the process. Romero, with his cauliflower ears, and skinny Mancuso start laughing, too, the latter digging his fingernails into his arm, scratching, scratching. Don thinks, not for the first time, that he needs to have a word with Mancuso. Something about him has seemed off for a while now. He claims he got the sore on his mouth from his ex-girlfriend, who tended bar at the kind of place Dewall Labasque used to tear apart when he’d had too much—or maybe not enough—to drink. Don bought the story at first, but now he’s not so sure.
It is still unreal to think of Marianne being dead. To think of her floating face down, pale limbs against black water. She was a perpetual motion machine—the kind of woman you thought would live forever, and, even now, it doesn’t make sense to him how all that can just vanish. Even when you blow out a candle, there is still the lingering plume of smoke. Marianne was not what you could call a good person; she had no respect for faith or family or any of the values that Don has been taught to hold dear, but still she fascinated him, perhaps because she, too, was a frontier he couldn’t quite manage to tame.
Don adjusts the phone in his grasp and breathes out slowly. His deputies are still laughing among themselves in the bullpen.
“Anything else I should know, Doc?”

Beau Labasque is one of those people who’s been living wrong for so long that the moment they see a cop, they assume they’re under arrest. Don is waiting on the outside of the chain-link fence when Beau comes staggering from his alligator enclosure, sucking hard on the stub of a greasy coffin nail. He is pale as a fish belly, his straggly mullet limp with sweat, and he’s got that metallic stink: meth toxins and motor oil. As soon as he clocks Don, he goes deathly still, squinting in the afternoon light that flashes off the sheriff’s star pinned to Don’s shirt.
“Dewall’s out on the water,” he says. “Catching gators.” He grinds his smoke out under a steel-toed boot and makes no move to open the gate. “You need directions to get back to civilization?”
The boy’s not wrong about the place, Don thinks. He knows people live all kinds of different ways across the Basin, and he respects a man who holds to tradition, but he finds it hard to think of this as living. One of the front rooms of the house is missing so much window that it’s basically missing a wall, the junk of indoors spilling into the junk of outdoors—rusted white goods and boat parts, vicious-looking hooks that you could crack open a skull with.
Beau comes and presses his forehead against the fence, and Don can see his eyes are darkened by puffs of blood under the skin. “You here to talk about my sister?” The syllables slide out of his mouth like it’s all one word. “Everybody wants to talk about her. Except Dewall. Won’t even say her name.”
“Why’s that?”
“Dunno. Who knows why my brother does anything.”
Any other day, Don would have taken Beau over to the station. The guy’s clearly gakked out of his head, and even putting aside an illegal substance charge, Don would be more likely to get something useful out of him once he’d let Beau sleep off the worst of his high in the drunk tank. But there is an urgency now. Now, this is officially a murder inquiry, and he needs to get ahead of it before the information leaks its way to Chuck De Foret and his tabloid rag.
That’s the reason why Don has come out here alone. He’s got his deputies out in the woods around Lake Verret, looking for that missing St. Martin girl, because he knows Veazey has a tendency to run his mouth off to his old school friends, and Mancuso’s got a spun look in his eyes that’s not so far from Beau Labasque’s. Don needs people he can trust to keep things to themselves. How is it going to look when the news breaks that there’s a murderer in Jacknife, and the cops have zero leads, zero suspects, zero clue where to go from here? His first term as sheriff is nearly up, and he’ll be damned if he loses the vote to some nobody, all because people think he mishandled this case. He was supposed to be a football star—a whole future ended in bone splinters and severed nerves that meant he could never catch properly again—but has he ever been bitter? He still shows up for Mass every Sunday, still keeps the wolves from the doors of his parishioners. He’s owed this much at least.
“Beau,” he says, “did you know your sister was pregnant?”
Beau stares as if Don’s just told him he has an arrow sticking out of his neck, which is not too far from how Don felt when Dr. Choate told him over the phone.
“Were you aware she’d tried to get some kind of DIY abortion? Would have been within a few days of her death.”
Marianne’s brother has a fresh sheen of sweat on him. His lip trembles.
“Whoever did it made a mess,” Don says. “Tore her up inside. You know anything about that?”
Beau is staring at Don, but Don reckons he isn’t seeing him—those glassy bloodshot eyes are someplace else—and if it weren’t for the chain-link fence between them, Don would grab him by the shoulders and shake him until the sloppy kid told him what exactly he was seeing.
Beau makes a sound like all the air is coming out of his body, his face pressed against the fence so hard it’ll leave scores across his forehead.
“What?” Don demands. “You know something, you better tell me. She tell you who the father was? Is that it?”
Whoever got Marianne knocked up is definitely top of his list of people to pay a visit to, but as soon as the words are out of his mouth, Beau goes bug-eyed, jerking back as Don moves toward him. Like one of his alligators, he can move fast when he wants to, twisting away on some unseen path between a broken-down washing machine and a half-rotten table. There’s a kind of adrenaline in the air, the kind that Don knows, from his years on the force, is often the precursor to violence. Beau slithers into the dark throat of the house and slams the door so hard Don can feel it through his boots.
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Sasha wakes early, unable to sleep. He opens the bedroom window and sits on the sill, behind the insect netting, watching dawn break over the swamp. He sees the egrets taking flight, the Spanish moss turned golden by the abundance of light, and the thin, eager air trembling with insects. He sees, too, waving on the line in the backyard: his funeral suit.
Genie Petitpas had unpacked everything last night, brushing the mothballs out of dark jackets and skirts, hanging them up to air during the cool night. Sasha’s suit, as he discovered yesterday evening, is now too short in the arms and legs, exposing his skinny wrists and ankles, which made Kaylee laugh until her mother said no, she could not wear the new black dress she’d ordered from Shein.
“It’s bad manners to buy something new for a funeral.”
“I think you mean bad luck,” Sasha said, and his mother rolled her eyes.
“Don’t start with that; you sound like your grandma. Buying a brand-new outfit for someone’s burial is not tasteful, that’s all. Got nothing to do with luck. And I don’t want to hear you talking like that at the funeral. I won’t have either of you embarrassing me, understood?”
Kaylee sighed, then flopped onto the couch and began scrolling absently through her phone. “Why do you care? It’s not like any of us even liked Cutter.”
“Don’t slouch, Kaylee, you’ll wreck your posture. And liking that girl’s got nothing to do with it—her death is quite the story, thanks to your uncle Chuck’s paper.” She clearly did not credit Sasha’s involvement here. “Whole town’s going to be there; we can’t not go. It would be noted.”
“Oh no,” Sasha cried, in a terrible British accent. “Mrs. Bennet, our absence shall be noted!”
“Oh, Mr. Bennet!” Kaylee reached across from the couch to clutch his arm. “Imagine the scandal!”
“This is exactly the kind of behavior I’m talking about.” Their mother was standing just outside the living room door, unpacking the box that contained her crepe dress, the one she’d worn to both her parents’ funerals three flood seasons ago.
Sasha and his sister carried on laughing, but he knew his mother was easily embarrassed. It had taken him a long time to realize that her mortification in her children stemmed mostly from her discomfort with herself. Her husband had run off with a girl from the gas station, leaving her to raise two kids alone, which put her on the same footing as lonely Rosa May.
Sasha leans against the window frame in his bedroom and thinks about Cutter sitting in the diner that morning, two days before they found her body. What a thing to happen in Jacknife. Little old Jacknife with its dirty houses and chemical-laden air. What a thing to happen to a woman he had known his whole life, even if she’d existed only on the periphery.
He had tried getting a comment out of Veazey yesterday, regarding the autopsy, but his former classmate was evasive, said that Sheriff Broussard had gone to follow up a lead.
“You don’t get leads on a suicide,” Loyal had pointed out. “Maybe Broussard’s got something.”
“You want to write a story based on a maybe?”
“I’ve worked with less. The maybe’s a story in and of itself.”
“There’s more going on around here than this one case,” Sasha had said. He’d spent the rest of the afternoon calling up Marcie Bordelon’s neighbors to find out how the search was going, as well as working on an article he’d been brewing for a while. Thanks to agricultural and industrial pollution, 90 percent of Louisiana’s waterways now fail to meet quality standards for either wildlife or recreation. No swimming this summer. He’d thought of Cutter floating in the cutoff again and figured maybe that was already a given round here.
Uncle Chuck had had better luck with the coroner. Dr. Choate had been a medic in Vietnam, and he and Sasha’s great-uncle had attended a few veterans’ meets together over the years. Choate said he understood the sheriff’s department was planning to release a statement, and that the Leader might be wise to hold off on printing anything sensational at present. Nobody wanted to cause a panic.
“So they do have something,” Loyal said, when Sasha’s uncle relayed the phone call.
“This is an ongoing investigation. You’ll get Choate in hot water if you print something he didn’t say.” Though Uncle Chuck did admit, later, when he and Sasha were alone, that the coroner had warned him to “take care of that little grandniece of yours. These are wicked times.”

Our Lady of the Divine Water has never seemed so full, people gathered like wax crayons melted together in a pack. Twenty different colognes already fail to mask the odor of sweat, and lilies, so many lilies, pure waxy white, stopping up every gap in the tumbledown church. Sasha cannot imagine who has ordered them. Surely not Dewall? Shafts of morning light fall through the broken roof timbers, lighting up the edge of Cutter’s casket, though Cutter herself is not on display, a fact of which Sasha is glad. He would not have been able to look at her, even cleaned and dried and laid out neat, without seeing the pale corpse in the cutoff, the sheriff’s men poking at her with sticks. He wonders if, in some miraculous way, Cutter’s brothers had known this, too, and had not wanted her exposed a second time.
The brothers themselves are sitting in the front pew, two ink stains against the backdrop of all those white lilies. Dewall’s suit looks to be in an even worse state than Sasha’s; he’s at risk of popping the buttons off his shirt every time he inhales, and the boar tusk tattoos on his jaw look bizarre, almost comical, next to this attempt at formality. Meanwhile, Beau isn’t even wearing a suit, just black jeans and a navy-blue shirt. It occurs to Sasha that the last time either of them dressed up for a funeral was probably the day they buried their parents, sixteen years ago. No wonder neither of them has anything fit to wear now.
And yet, Sasha, tugging irritably at the sleeves of his own ill-fitting button-down, notes that Dewall has done something with his hair. Blown it out and parted it in the middle, as if he’d gotten style advice from a nineties issue of Seventeen. He looks very tired, and Sasha doesn’t know what to do with either of these things, but he has noticed them.
“Loyal’s a no-show, then,” Kaylee says, leaning on his shoulder. Her body feels preposterously hot, but he doesn’t shake her off. Not today. He looks at the faceless casket up in the front of the nave, and he wants his sister near. “They were friends, even if she did kind of ruin Cutter’s life—you think she’d have at least come to say goodbye?”
“She said she had a personal thing.”
“What thing?”
“Dunno, that’s all she said.”
Kaylee hums like she finds this all very dubious, and that this in turn pleases her. She is, in some ways—though Sasha would never say this aloud—a little like their mother. Neither Christmas nor Easter is more revered by them than an evocation of Remember that time when… That girl who… Gossip as holy as joining hands around a table.
With Loyal absent, the duty falls on him to document the funeral. His mother has specifically forbidden him and Kaylee bringing their phones—“I won’t have you two sitting there scrolling in front of all our neighbors”—so he won’t be able to take any pictures, but she can’t stop him taking mental notes.
His mother was right—the whole of Jacknife does appear to have converged on Cutter’s funeral. They must be disappointed not to see the body. Pretty Yvie Bourque and her dowdy husband have approached Dewall, and Yvie is saying something Sasha cannot hear over the general murmuring of the crowd, but by the look on Dewall’s face, he doesn’t appear to have heard it either. He seems far away, staring at his sister’s casket. Then Yvie’s little daughter, Becca, tries to climb into Dewall’s lap, and Yvie snatches her away as if Dewall had tried to take a bite out of her.
It’s a short, sharp interaction, barely lasting a second, but in that second Sasha sees how Dewall’s face changes. He sees the raw grief that twists Dewall’s mouth ever so briefly.
Had Dewall, in that moment, been picturing his little sister, whom he must remember as a toddler; or was it just the audacity of this living child—the flagrant fact of her being alive when Cutter is dead—that made him so distraught?
Dewall Labasque is a hard man to feel sorry for, Sasha thinks. He is a hard man in most respects.
“He was deprived of oxygen when he was born,” Sasha’s mother once said, taking, as ever, a certain satisfaction in pathologizing the nature of people she disliked. “I remember hearing he had a… what do they call it? The amniotic sac was still on him, and he was deprived of air for a few minutes. That’s why he’s like that.”
Sasha does not really believe this. He does not believe in letting Dewall off that easily. He himself had almost been strangled in the womb by Kaylee’s umbilical cord, and this did not make him cook up a beloved pet alligator, or bite off a man’s ear, or smash people’s cars with a baseball bat. And yet—perhaps because Sasha is not like this—he thinks it must be a terrible thing to sit in a hot church at your sister’s funeral and know that not one person in the room really likes you, or feels sorry for you, or even seems to care that your sister has been killed.
Sasha looks at Dewall, with his hard face and his ugly tattoos, and he thinks he does feel something. Maybe the sort of pity you feel for an animal struggling in a snare.
The Petitpas family sit three pews behind the Labasques throughout the service. Sasha can tell his mother is thinking it wouldn’t do to sit too close, to seem too invested. The heat here in the middle of the church is appalling, the ends of Sasha’s pink hair pasted to the back of his neck. There seems to be no air at all and it feels like he’s breathing with a bag over his head. The lilies are already turning brown and wrinkled along the edges, and Sasha thinks if Father Osbey doesn’t speed things up, Cutter is going to cook in that box.
But it goes on. Down on his knees, get back up again, get back down again; the congregation barely able to contain themselves, muttering here and there, grunting and sighing, unified in their exhaustion. Sasha’s palms are shriveled with dehydration when he puts them together to pray. While his body bakes, his mind slips away to bathe in the shallows of the lake behind the diner, and he dreams of moving water, of cool moss, of mud between his toes. He wants to lie on his back and look up at the sky crosshatched with cypress branches. He wants to sink below the surface and have someone with strong arms fish him out, carrying him to the safety of the bank…
Quite abruptly, he becomes aware that something is wrong.
Father Osbey is still speaking, but he keeps pausing, clearing his throat, and lowering his eyes. People are craning their necks toward the front of the church, a few children looking wide-eyed, suddenly unsettled by this interruption. By Beau Labasque rocking back and forth in his pew, head in his hands, sobbing loudly.
Sasha hears Dewall hiss, “Stop it.”
Father Osbey keeps his head bowed, as if trying to pretend he doesn’t see what’s happening, but there is no way to ignore Beau’s wretched tears and the way he keeps pulling on his hair as if he’s trying to rip it out.
Dewall snaps, “Stop,” not bothering to lower his voice this time. “Stop it. Not today.”
“Do you want me to go on?” Father Osbey asks.
Sasha looks around the church and spots Sheriff Broussard standing by the door, watching the scene unfold. He is in full uniform. He seems almost satisfied, like he somehow expected this to happen.
Beau lets out a long, mournful wail, springing to his feet, and Sasha can see now that his eyes are totally inflamed, the veins in his neck and hands red and bulbous. He looks sort of taken aback, as if he has only just noticed all these people. It’s too much for him, clearly.
“You,” he cries, gripping his forehead, “why couldn’t you—”
His brother stands up and smacks him right across the jaw.
Sasha swears he can feel the reverberation of that blow in the air.
Dewall’s shoulders are heaving, and he glares at the congregation as if daring them to say something, but Sasha can’t imagine what anyone possibly could say. He has never seen someone get hit in church before. Beau just stands there, dumb, his arms hanging by his sides. In fact, his whole body seems to hang, like bait on the line. Both brothers are red in the face. Dewall eyes Beau until he sits back down, and then he nods at Father Osbey—a curt, abrupt gesture that startles the old priest so that he seems to forget his words for a moment. Then the droning sermon recommences and, to look at that room, it would seem the same as it was a couple of minutes ago—hot, weary people, a dead girl in a box, surrounded by waves and waves of white lilies—and yet nothing is the same. They have, both of them, both brothers, disgraced themselves. And not just in front of the town, for whom they never seem to have cared much anyway, but in front of each other.
That is no easy thing to reckon with, Sasha thinks. To be ashamed of the only person you have left in this world.

Beau does not stay, once the sermon has ended. Sasha doesn’t see him go—he is watching Dewall and the four men from Jack Fontenot’s funeral parlor as they assemble around the casket, ready to bear it out of the church.
Fontenot, a bristly man coming up on old age like a tree grows up around a barbed-wire fence, mutters something to Dewall, and Sasha sees that in Beau’s absence they are now a pallbearer short. There is a brutality to this fact, just as there has been a brutality to the whole ceremony. Perhaps it’s for the best that Loyal isn’t here. She would have been hurt, Sasha thinks, to see Cutter forgotten at her own funeral, buried not under the earth but under the weight of her brothers’ violence, because it is a violent act—Dewall left standing there by his sister’s coffin, alone in front of the whole town. An empty space across from him where his brother ought to be.
There is no organ in Our Lady of the Divine Water, but there is an old upright piano, and Ms. Sorrel, who usually plays the hymns, went and sat herself down as soon as she saw the men from Fontenot’s begin to stir. Now she is playing, her back to the nave, unaware of Dewall standing alone. She doesn’t play a hymn or a funeral dirge, but a grand, sweeping rendition of “Wayfaring Stranger,” and Sasha wonders why that song, which Father Osbey would not have picked, approving of neither folk nor gospel. Why that one, unless it had meant something to Cutter. Someone has chosen it, thinking she would have liked it, and he knows it wasn’t Beau, who can barely hold himself together. With a jolt, he understands that Dewall must have organized all this by himself.
I’m going home to see my mother, she said she’d meet me when I come…
Sasha will say, later, that he did it for Loyal, who would not have wanted her childhood friend to be shamed like this on her burial day. But when he squeezes out of his pew and hurries down the aisle to take hold of the foot of Cutter’s casket, his only thought, beyond his mother’s embarrassment, beyond the countless eyes watching him, is that no one should have to carry their sister with strangers.
He can feel Dewall staring at him, but neither of them says a word.
Jack Fontenot mutters, “All right, then,” and that is that.
Sasha has never carried a casket before, but it’s easier than he expected. In the arms of six people, Marianne Theresa Labasque weighs very little. Where has all that vigor gone, the strength in her fists, the might of her voice; what happened to all that energy? Sasha wonders if this is how ghosts are formed. In every creak of the timbers, every rustle of the vines trailing through the windows, the shuffling of the rooks nesting in the rafters, Sasha swears he hears Cutter moving through the church, keeping pace with her casket.
Beside him, Dewall breathes stiffly, like he’s trying to contain something. Sasha doesn’t believe this man has it in him to cry.
They step in time with the music as it soars over their heads. Walking down the aisle, Sasha sees Kaylee dabbing her eyes. He sees his mother turn her face away, and he knows he will have to reckon with her pride later, just as he will have to reckon with what Beau had been trying to say before his brother hit him.
Why couldn’t you?
For now, as he and Dewall bear Cutter out of the church, the world of the living can wait. They’re only going over Jordan, he thinks. Only going over home.
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Jacknife’s cemetery is on the north side of town, not far from the plastics plant, encircled by a drowsy creek thick with old leaves. Sometimes, when the Gulf hurls a storm their way, the rivers and canals rise high enough to pull bodies out of their tombs, and Loyal can remember being a little girl and seeing the heaps of sodden coffins stacked here after Katrina. Not even the dead were spared. That was the headline the Bayou Leader ran at the time. Now she watches from her car, parked at a distance, as the hearse departs, and those who have followed Cutter’s body from the church to her graveside slowly scatter with the sluggish winds. She thinks being dead won’t spare Cutter a thing. Just as Loyal ensured, back in their teens, her old friend is still a spectacle.
It’s why she couldn’t go to the funeral. The exhibition of it all. She could not bear to be stared at, to hear what people would say about her, about either of them. Loyal isn’t family, she doesn’t get to sit in the VIP area of grief, and no one would have shown her the respectful distance. In the end, she attended the funeral the only way she could stand to. As a joke. One that she hopes Cutter would have laughed at, even if bitterly.
“When I die, I want it to be fucking gaudy. Release a bunch of doves, you know? Hire a gospel choir.”
“A gospel choir? Oh yeah, Father Osbey would love that.”
“Fuck him, it’s my funeral. And I want fucking lilies everywhere.”
So Loyal had sent them. A thousand white lilies. And some thoughtful individual has taken the trouble of bringing a handful from the church and depositing them at the graveside. Enjoy them, dummy, Loyal thinks. Cost me enough.
Beneath the gunmetal sky, the cemetery is yellow with dust hanging in the air, churned up by the recent coming and going of cars. The earth over Cutter’s grave looks like the top of a loaf of bread, and Loyal can’t quite believe her friend is in there.
Even after she’d learned that it was Cutter whose body had been found at the Blair Road cutoff, there was still an underlying sense of it not being entirely real. Like maybe, at any moment, the coroner might call to say a mistake had been made. That this wasn’t really Cutter, or that she wasn’t really dead. Ridiculous, Loyal knows, but somehow easier to get her head around than the idea of this person she had once loved with her whole being now no longer able to walk or talk, or forgive.
It’s quiet, now that the cars have gone. Loyal can’t even hear the road from here, just the clink of a wind chime strung up in one of the oaks that cast their dappled shadows over the dead. She feels like she is waiting for something, but she can’t say what. She touches the scarred side of her hand and tries to remember what it felt like, when that alligator clamped its jaws down on her, but the pain is lost to time. Funny, she thinks, how the body can forget physical pain faster than the other kinds of hurt we inflict on ourselves, and one another. What she does recall is Cutter coaxing her to lean down over the rail in Beau’s alligator house, Cutter saying, “Come on, come on, it’ll be all right.” What Loyal wouldn’t give to hear that voice again now.
Even with the air-con running, Loyal feels gummy and soft all over. She’s hardly doing Cutter any favors sweating in her car. Sasha wasn’t wrong—there are other stories to follow up—but Loyal refuses to shelve this thing with Cutter just because Cutter’s in the ground now. She wants to talk to Beau again, see if he can think of any guys Cutter had been hanging around with lately, besides Isiah Black. There might be some clue there as to who got Cutter pregnant, and that still seems like the wisest avenue to pursue. In the meantime, Lizabeth Gerhart’s talk yesterday about the rougarou has given Loyal an idea.
Folklore, at its heart, is about warnings. Avoid this place, don’t trust these people, be good to your parents or the boogeyman will get you. In many ways, it’s about control.
Loyal’s mother never went in for that stuff. If Loyal misbehaved as a child, her mother might cut off her allowance, or forbid her from going out with Cutter and Beau, but Loyal knew some kids in Jacknife whose parents went hard with the pageantry. Fathers who dressed up in sacks and moth-eaten housecoats, lurching around outside their children’s bedroom windows to spook them into behaving. Dead leaves scattered on the threshold to convince them the ghosts of the woods had really come and gone in the night. It all seemed kind of funny to Loyal and she didn’t see how anyone could be scared, but Cutter believed the stories. Somewhere along the line, her father’s conspiracy theories had gotten mixed-up with local superstition, and Cutter could be talked into believing just about anything. When she was eleven, she even claimed a haint from the swamp had gotten into their house and made a nest under the stairs.
“It’s all black in there, full of spiders,” Cutter told her, one night when she was sleeping over at Loyal’s place. “And the smell is like… like when you’ve got food stuck in your back teeth and it’s going rotten. Daddy says if you look through the crack in the cupboard door, you’ll see him. This man crouching there, blood running down his face, because his scalp’s been torn off. And he’s just sitting there, waiting, on a pile of raw bones. Daddy says they belong to children who tell lies.”
“Your dad says all kinds of crazy stuff,” said Loyal, who had once heard Vin Labasque claim the country was run by lizards wearing human skins. He was nuts. She was more afraid of the idea that Cutter actually believed him. “ ‘The bones of children who tell lies…’ ” She snorted, trying to assert herself. “Does your dad think you tell lies?”
“He thinks Dewall does.” Cutter fiddled with the frayed hem of her pajama shorts. “He says if you want the truth from Dewall, you’ve got to beat it out of him.”
“He’s just trying to scare you,” Loyal said, but it occurs to her, now that she’s older, what she’d really meant was, “He’s trying to control you.” You make someone afraid, you make them easier to manipulate. Folks round here are about as superstitious as they come—if someone wanted to keep people out of the woods, a surefire way to do it would be playing on local legends. Whoever’s going around wearing animal faces, whistling at each other in the dark, it seems to Loyal like they’re trying to scare people away. And if Cutter was out in the woods the night she died, it could be she ran into them. It could be she saw something she wasn’t supposed to.
Loyal figures her best bet is to circle back to Vesconte’s while it’s still daylight, to conduct a more thorough search of the surrounding woodland, but it’s hard to tear herself away from Cutter’s grave. She’s there—she is right there, and yet she isn’t. An errant breeze stirs the lilies lying on the freshly turned soil, and Loyal feels wretched.
She is surprised her mother didn’t go. The funeral date was hardly a secret in town, and Loyal’s mother had known Cutter just as long as Loyal had—longer, really, considering the two of them had remained in Jacknife while Loyal tried to carve out a new life for herself hundreds of miles away. The combined guilt of abandoning them both leaves Loyal sitting there listlessly. But surely her mother, who had watched Cutter grow up, would have wanted to say goodbye? It troubles Loyal to think that her mother could have forgotten something so important as Cutter’s funeral, though this is nowhere near as troubling as the thought that her mother could be in the middle of another episode, her memory having spirited her away somewhere into the past for the time being.
Loyal grabs her phone. She watches the lilies, agitated in the wind, while the dial tone rings, and then her mother’s voice cuts in, “Sweetheart, I’m so glad you called. I’ve been worried about you all morning.”
“About me?”
“Well, when you said you weren’t going to the funeral, I pictured you disappearing off into the woods and making yourself miserable all day. Please tell me that’s not what you’ve been doing. I couldn’t think about much else during the service, which is saying something, considering—”
“So you did go?”
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”
“I just thought… I know you’ve not been doing great.”
“Loyal, what have I told you about fussing over me? I’m quite capable of driving myself to church, thank you. Oh, but, sweetheart, you should have been there, you’ll never guess what…”
Loyal finds it hard to think about Jacknife gossip when her mother is back to downplaying her condition. Are they just going to pretend Loyal didn’t find her wandering around in the road the other night? She doesn’t know how to deal with this, especially when her mother won’t allow her to deal with it, and the stress is starting to feel insurmountable.
She is about to suggest again that she take her mother to see a specialist, when a steady drone cuts through the silence of the cemetery, and a plume of dust in the wing mirror tells Loyal another vehicle is approaching.
“Mama, I’m sorry, I’ve got to go.”
She doesn’t want to be seen—she feels it is somehow shameful to be watching a grave and not going to it—but it turns out she needn’t worry. The man on the motorcycle drives straight past her without a second glance.
He isn’t wearing a helmet or leathers, only ragged Levi’s and a black wifebeater, cut-off sleeves exposing hard, ropy muscles on his arms and a huge tattoo of eagle wings across his shoulders. His motorcycle whines like a wasp trapped in a jar, and when he unties the bandanna around his head, Loyal sees that he is totally bald. He’s got some kind of lettering inked across his scalp, though it’s not a language Loyal can make out. The only visible hair at all is a pale beard and a mustache drooping down past the corners of his mouth, which itself seems cut into a permanent frown. Loyal has never seen this man in Jacknife before, and yet she cannot help feeling she recognizes him.
She watches him swing one long leg over his bike to dismount and then advance through the little cemetery to the freshly dug plot. He carries no flowers with him, no bottle of liquor to decant ceremoniously on Cutter’s grave, but he stands there for a little while, despite the beating sun, despite the lonesomeness of the place.
Loyal doesn’t dare leave. She gets the sense he is not the sort of man who will want to have been seen here. So she sits very still, taking shallow breaths, and she watches with a private kind of horror as this stranger brings two fingers to his lips and then touches the temporary plastic cross that marks the final resting place of her friend.
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Their parents died live on TV. Car chase. Burning rubber on the interstate until Vin Labasque and Gina Stokes were burning for real. Dewall still has the tape. Beau knows his brother used to stay up and watch it over and over when he and Cutter were busy playing raccoons under the table, Cutter humoring her younger brother, while the TV voiceover guy said, “Holy bleep, they’re bleeping gone!”
Regular Saturday night.
Beau knows what kind of a reputation got pinned to his family after his parents died, and he knows, too, that it doesn’t come from nowhere. They are flesh biters, hard drinkers, snake catchers. They get their dinner groping around in hollow logs on the riverbed in search of catfish, or heading out in the dark for frogs to fry, guided only by faith and deer lanterns, same as their ancestors. They haven’t eaten of Christ’s body or drunk of his blood in a long time, and people take this as an insult, but sometimes Beau thinks the men and women of Jacknife prefer the Labasques this way. That they feel reassured knowing there is someone else below them at the bottom of the pile. And he and his siblings have leaned into this role, playing up their country accents, pretending that all they know about the world can be narrowed down to the scope of a rifle, because it entertains them to do so, and it armors them. It’s harder for people to poke fun at you if you’re already doing it to yourself.
Beau picks his way through leafy country that shivers with heat, where low meadows conceal the remains of railroad tracks and blown tires. He thinks of the funeral, how obscene it was—all those people. Cutter would have laughed at them. She would have spat in their faces, and he’d have laughed right along with her.
They may not have had a lot of friends, but when did he and Cutter stop being close? Beau feels the way they grew up should have bound them together, huddled under the table like raccoons in their den, and he couldn’t say how it happened, but eventually he became aware that Cutter and Dewall had become a team. Somehow, he’d ended up on the outside of his own family.
That’s why, he thinks—that’s why Cutter didn’t tell him shit about what was going on with her.
He’d actually been kind of glad when Don Broussard came around yesterday, because Dewall had said this would happen. Beau hates when his brother is right—it makes him far too pleased with himself—but if Dewall is right, then he must know what he’s doing, and if Dewall knows what he’s doing, it means Beau doesn’t have to. But then the sheriff had started in with those questions.
Did Beau know Cutter had been pregnant?
Did he know she’d tried to get rid of it?
And Beau had clung to the chain-link fence as hard as he could so that Broussard wouldn’t see him shaking—not just speed jitters, but cold hard fear, because the questions meant that Broussard was getting close.
Beau moves deeper into the woods, seeking the familiarity of water. Midges swarm in the late-afternoon air. He can smell the runoff from the plastics plant and knows he must be near to the river that runs past it. The vegetation round here looks thin and colorless. The landscape is sick and still the oilmen and the factories and the waste disposal companies take and take—even the water that folks have to drink, even the air they breathe. Broussard will take from him, too, if he gets close enough. It won’t be you and me and the devil anymore, it’ll be Beau alone with the Nazi boys, and maybe not even them, either, because Dewall and Cutter were the ones Greenacre wanted, they’re the ones he made a deal with. Nobody trusts Beau, with his junkie mouth that he doesn’t know when to keep shut, and if he loses Greenacre then he loses the crank. Shit, he’ll probably lose more than the crank—he doesn’t want to get blood-eagled, doesn’t want to see his lungs hanging outside of his body. Suddenly it feels like his throat is too small and he can’t get enough air.
Dewall was right, smacking him at the funeral. Beau can still feel the pain, like he’s got a pebble lodged in his jawbone, and he thinks Dewall is a son of a bitch, but his brother was right about that. Today was supposed to be Cutter’s day, and now all anyone will be able to talk about is Beau bawling like a maniac next to the coffin. It makes him sick that Dewall, of all people, should appear so righteous about Cutter’s memory, after what he’s put her through—but no sicker than Beau feels about himself. Even now, the ache of missing her takes a back seat to the ache of wanting another fix. What hope is there for him if he can’t even prioritize his own sister’s death?
He can’t do right by her. Nor can he tell what he knows, because then they will take Dewall and Greenacre and the good highs from him. There is nothing left, no matter where he looks. Nothing awaiting him but annihilation, and this dirty river water.
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What is it you’re hoping to find out there?” Sasha sits in the passenger seat of Loyal’s car as they follow the road that twists down through the trees to Vesconte’s and the lakeside.
“I don’t know exactly,” Loyal admits. “But whatever these ‘folks with strange faces’ are up to, I can’t believe they’re such expert criminals that they haven’t left anything traceable behind.”
“I mean, they did leave something traceable. They left that ugly animal mask. If someone’s been wearing that thing, there’ll be DNA all over it.”
Loyal threads the steering wheel through her hands as she turns down a quiet, wooded road, and she can tell Sasha is looking at her when he adds, “If we really wanted to know, we’d have to hand it over to Broussard.”
She knows he’s right—the Leader, with the best will in the world, doesn’t have the ability to screen for trace evidence—but the thought of interacting with the sheriff’s men again makes Loyal’s skin crawl.
“I can’t really see Broussard caring about a handful of mangy fox heads stitched together, can you?” she says. “He’s going to say they can’t afford to waste parish resources on something like that when he has no proof it’s connected to Cutter’s death.”
“Well, he’d be right. We don’t have any proof, either, and I’ve got other stories I need to be working on, Loyal. So do you. I’ve put a lot of time into keeping this paper running; I’m not going to let it go slack just so you can keep playing detective on this one story.”
“All right.” Loyal drums her fingers on the wheel. “But you know, you got in this car with me because you know I’m on to something. There’s people hanging snakes in trees and running around wearing animal skins, and you know that’s not normal. Isn’t this a story worth following? I’m sure we’ve missed something in those woods. If we can just figure out what these guys were up to, maybe… I don’t know, but don’t you think there are a hell of a lot of coincidences in this case?”
“Like what?” Sasha says, managing to sound about as interested in her answer as he is in the dust on the dashboard. He doesn’t seem himself at all this afternoon.
“Well, for one, I checked with Wildlife and Fisheries, and Dewall is leasing that land. We know Cutter usually went hunting with him; that puts her right there, in the exact same spot as whoever butchered those snakes and left that mask. And we know the currents from the lake could have carried her down to the cutoff.”
“Oh, great.” Sasha picks at his thumbnail. “Dewall.”
He is still wearing his funeral suit, though he has rolled his shirtsleeves up to the elbows, and Loyal can’t help glancing every now and then at his bare arms, hard little muscles the color of pecan shells, and thinking: He carried her coffin with those.
By the time she pulled up at the diner to collect him, the story of Cutter’s funeral had spread like a forest fire through the ranks of the factory workers who had been on shift at the plastics plant when the Labasques were laying their sister to rest. Loyal had barely been in the diner five minutes before she’d heard several variations on the theme—Beau, according to some, had started popping pills in the middle of the eulogy; no, someone else said, there hadn’t been a eulogy, on account of Dewall being practically illiterate, but they agreed that Beau had been messed-up on something. Beau had attacked Father Osbey. Beau had dropped the casket. Dewall had beaten him to a bloody pulp. Out of the roiling chaos of these reports came one crystalline fact, on which everyone seemed to concur—that Sasha Petitpas had acted as pallbearer when Cutter’s own brother could not.
Loyal had found him in a corner booth, earphones in, jotting down notes from his phone about sewage pollution in Basin rivers. In between coffee orders, his sister had informed Loyal quietly that he’d been like this since they got back from the funeral.
“Not surprising, really,” Kaylee said. “The way Dewall was looking at him, I thought he was going to start beating on Sasha too.”
“Then why’d you do it?” Loyal directed this at Sasha, who took out one earphone and stared at her blankly.
“Because he’s a dumbass who likes being the center of attention, that’s why.” Kaylee elbowed him lightly, though when Loyal asked Sasha to get his stuff and join her in the car, she watched from the doorway as Kaylee pulled her twin into her arms and clung to him.
The raw end of the afternoon is coming on, the abandoned huts of Vesconte’s boat rental taking on a pinkish hue, the water turning dark and solid-looking. A flock of birds takes flight from an adjacent shore, a pack of cards tossed into the air against the scale of the lake and its sky. The trees here have a worn-out look to them, branches torn down by hurricane winds or teenage vandals, only the tops of the cypresses still crowned in solemn moss. It feels as though something huge has rolled through, leaving only damage in its wake.
Loyal and Sasha take off into the woods again, trying to follow the same route that had led them to the dead snakes. Dirty leaves turn to mulch under their shoes. The rapid-fire knocking of a woodpecker can be heard close by. The smell of rot persists in the close afternoon air, but when the woods spit them out into what Loyal is certain is the same clearing as yesterday, the snakes are nowhere to be seen.
Sasha folds his arms, tapping his foot against a tree root. The hems of his funeral pants are spattered with mud. “You sure you got the right place?”
“You’re the local expert. I’ve been in Texas too long, remember?”
He rolls his eyes, motioning with a flick of his wrist for them to keep going. “Let’s try farther in. But I’m telling you, the moment it starts getting dark out here, I’m hauling ass.”
Loyal picks her way through the clearing after him. “Afraid the rougarou’s going to get you?”
“You know the rougarou can’t count past twelve? I have thirteen beads on my keychain, just in case I need to confuse it, make a quick getaway.”
Loyal snorts. “I heard it was a wolf. Didn’t think it could count at all.”
“I’ve heard a lot of things. My dad said the French brought it with them, that it was some kind of werewolf. But my grandma thought it was more like a windigo, like the Algonquians have. She said it’s what could happen to a man who got cut off from his own kind. How you could get hungry for things you ain’t supposed to want. Then the next thing you know, you’re not a man at all.”
A spider the size of Loyal’s hand scuttles out from under the dead leaves, and she breathes in sharply. The branches rustle overhead.
“Then again,” Sasha says, “my grandma also said that if a rougarou looked you in the eye, you’d become one as well, so there’s got to be something a little human in there, no? Something left of the man in the beast. Like recognizing like.”
“Do you think people really believe that? Enough that it could actually keep them out of the woods?”
Loyal watches him shrug as she hurries to keep pace with his long stride.
“Doubt anyone would say they were actually scared of an old folktale,” Sasha says. “You slap a name on it and it becomes just another hokey legend, like the feu follet, or the Honey Island monster. No one really thinks there’s a Bigfoot roaming around the swamp, but pretty much everyone’s got a story like Lizabeth Gerhart’s. Spooky shit happens when the sun goes down. I guess people just get into a habit of avoiding these places, save themselves the trouble.”
It rubs Loyal the wrong way a little, how Sasha talks to her like she’s an outsider. She grew up here. She knows what happens when darkness falls, how the swamp comes alive with its otherworldly sounds. But then she figures the two of them have walked different roads, Loyal only dipping her toe into the wild waters of Jacknife when it pleased Cutter to let her join in, while Sasha grew up with a grandmother people took for a witch. Loyal has a lurching sense then of all the things she doesn’t know stretching out below her like a black chasm, and here she is, teetering on the brink.
“Hey,” Sasha says suddenly, “that’s weird.”
Loyal snaps her head up just as they stumble out of the trees onto an empty dirt road.
“Did you know this was back here?” he asks. “I didn’t see any turnoffs or signs when we were driving.”
“Me neither.”
Sasha takes his phone out, and she sees him trying to locate their position on a map, but she knows it’s useless out here—Vesconte’s is a dead zone. After a minute or two, he groans and puts his phone away. “Where do you think it goes?”
The track seems to come up from nowhere out of the woods. In the other direction, a sharp bend flanked with cypresses hides whatever lies ahead. Their shadows are getting long, their heads just pinpricks far away in front of them, and Loyal knows it would be a mistake to stay out here after dark, but instinct is telling her she needs to see what’s waiting around the corner.
The ground underfoot is littered with shining beetle carcasses. Gnats swarm in the heavy air like pinches of dust, cut with the occasional blue flash of a dragonfly. There is nothing to suggest human beings have come this way in a long time. Then, rounding the curve in the road, they come upon the timbers of what must once have been a little cabin, now storm-flattened and covered in moss.
“Looks like some old duck-hunter’s hideout,” Sasha says, keeping his voice low. “Guy must have cleared this road so he could get to it. Probably didn’t have planning permission, which is how come we didn’t see any signs.”
Loyal looks at him.
“What? Even I can indulge in a logical explanation every once in a while. Doesn’t mean this place doesn’t give me the creeps.”
“It looks like the kind of place people would come to share needles,” Loyal says, recalling a crack den she’d reported on back in Houston, which had held the same lonely feeling between its peeling walls.
Loyal peers through what must have once been a window, though the glass has long since been smashed and carried away by the wind. There is nobody inside. But in the tall brown grass surrounding the hut, she finds clear plastic packaging, and then a crumpled cardboard box that says it once contained generic-brand buttermilk waffles, suitable for home freezing.
“Hey, look.” She gestures to the trash at her feet. “Could be Deb Stelly’s thief?”
Sasha wades through the grass. Around the side of the hut, a kind of pen made from plywood and chicken wire is gradually being reclaimed by nature. Loyal guesses that’s where the old hunter must have kept his bird dogs. It looks empty from where she’s standing, but as Sasha gets closer, she sees him go still, clap a hand to his mouth.
“What?” she whispers, but this time Sasha doesn’t bother keeping his voice down.
“We need to get back to the car,” he says. “We need a phone signal. We have to call an ambulance right now.”
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The girl’s name is Marcie. She is thirteen years old. She has severe heatstroke and keeps drifting in and out of consciousness. The doctor has put an IV in her arm to try to restore her fluids, but she is also badly sunburned, and there is a cut on her ankle that has gotten infected. Probably from lying under that rusty heap of chicken wire. The doctor explains this while Sasha shifts from one foot to the other in the little waiting area that smells of bleach and old coffee. Sasha’s feet are sore from running down the dirt road and through the woods to try to get enough signal to call the emergency services, but he doesn’t want to sit down, a restless energy coursing through him.
Something is really happening now.
Something is happening, and he’s a part of it.
“It’s really her?” he says. “It’s definitely Marcie Bordelon?”
“That’s about as much as the EMT managed to get out of her,” the doctor replies, addressing her notes rather than Sasha. “We’ve called the police. They’ll be here soon; you can tell them what you know.” She is an older woman with a tight graying bun and nicotine stains between her fingers, which turns something in Sasha’s stomach. He doesn’t think doctors should be allowed to smoke, not if they’re going to touch you with those hands.
“Marcie…” he repeats, taking it in.
Finding the Bordelon girl is a scoop, the kind of story that could really bring in some traffic for the Leader. But while it answers the question of who’s been stealing the Stellys’ frozen food, it doesn’t explain how Marcie ended up at Lake Verret in the first place. And why, when her neighbors said this had happened before, didn’t she find her way home, the way she’d done in the past? What’s more, it doesn’t bring Sasha and Loyal any closer to understanding who’s been out there whistling in the dark, wearing animal faces. Sasha doubts Marcie was the one sneaking around killing snakes. They are no closer to an answer than they were when they walked into those woods.
The hospital is way over near Napoleonville, so Sasha knows it will be Assumption Parish police stopping by, not St. Martin’s, and the last thing he wants is another run-in with Broussard’s deputies, especially after last time. He has a feeling, like a trapped nerve in his brain, that after their last confrontation, Broussard’s men will take one look at him and decide to make this hurt. But he can’t just disappear.
Loyal had sped back to the Leader office from the hospital the moment the attending EMT managed to get Marcie to confirm her name. Sasha kind of wishes she had stayed with him, but he could tell Loyal was itching to post this story, and considering that she was the one who kept insisting they go back to Vesconte’s, Sasha figures she’s earned this one. All the same, he doesn’t much like the idea of meeting the police alone, and, sure enough, the moment a nurse informs him that a deputy is waiting to take his statement, Sasha feels cornered.
“And what were you and your reporter friend doing out by the lake in the first place?” The lightning bolt tattoo on Deputy Lege’s huge forearm twitches as he jots something down in his notepad. He reeks of cold, stale air from the AC that’s probably been blasting him on the drive over from the sheriff’s station, though beneath that Sasha catches the whiff of something metallic. Something he can’t quite put his finger on.
“I told you—we were following up a story. This woman, Deb Stelly, came to talk to us, said someone had been stealing from her freezer and that no one else would listen. We wanted to see for ourselves.”
“Yeah, I know the Stellys. Pete and Deb live on Sweetheart Bayou. That’s a couple of miles south of where y’all were, though.”
Lege’s voice drips with something like accusation, though he isn’t looking at Sasha. He keeps glancing at the door to Marcie’s ward, as if he’s expecting the poor girl to suddenly come strolling into the corridor. Sasha can see a drop of sweat forming at the deputy’s temple, but perhaps it’s just the muggy air of the hospital, the closeness of its smells, both chemical and organic.
“We got turned around in the woods,” Sasha says. “It was a total accident, us finding that girl.”
Lege rolls his broad shoulders, eyeing the door again. “You see anything else out there?”
“Like what?”
“I’m the one asking the questions, kid. A little girl’s been living in the woods for five days. You don’t think that’s messed-up? Why would she do that if someone wasn’t holding her? I’m asking if you saw anything that might give us an idea of who that was.”
Sasha can see the deputy’s point, but something—call it instinct; call it the voice of his grandma hissing down the generations, “Keep your mouth shut around cops or they’ll use your own words to bury you”—tells him the deputy is fishing for something else.
Sasha shakes his head. “I didn’t see anything.”
If there is more to Marcie’s story, he figures he’ll take his chances getting to the bottom of it with his own due diligence; he’s sure as hell not telling this asshole about the snakes or the mask. Not when this is one of the guys he saw poking at Cutter’s body in the cutoff.
Lege glances at the ward door again, and then at Sasha. He’s got small, beady black eyes that look like they’d sit better on one of Lizabeth Gerhart’s porcelain figures than on a man. And from the way that gaze sweeps over him now, Sasha gets the sense that, even in his lying, he has still managed to let something slip.

Loyal is driving back from Napoleonville when she sees it. A shirt discarded in the middle of the road. At first, in the fading light, her exhausted brain mistakes it for an animal, and she swerves over the median on the empty road, only to check her rearview and see her one working taillight casting red beams over a man’s shoe as well.
As a kid, she was used to seeing sneakers tossed over telephone wires, hanging by their laces. She and Cutter had even found a pair of ballet shoes in a bush once, which they had thought terribly exotic, since nobody they knew in Jacknife did ballet. For years, they had hung on to one shoe each, until Loyal’s father eventually threw hers away when he was helping her clear out her room for the move to Houston. She wonders if Cutter kept hers, and what will happen to it now that Cutter is gone. But the ballet shoes, like the dangling sneakers, had been in fairly terrible condition, even when they were first discovered—while this shoe, which Loyal bends down to pick up now, has been recently cleaned, the fresh polish smears still visible on the leather. It’s a plain, nondescript thing, but someone has obviously been taking care of it. To have lost it at the side of the road is either unlucky or downright bizarre, especially when she considers the navy-blue button-up shirt lying a few feet away on the asphalt.
Her engine clicks rapidly as it cools. It sounds agitated, and the part of Loyal that is still caught up in folklore thinks she ought to take that as a warning. Get back in her car and keep on driving to Jacknife, to the office, to her job. They have just broken a story, after all. Against all odds, they—rather than the police, or the neighborhood search—found Marcie Bordelon alive after five days of living in the swamp. Loyal should be writing up that article, and then she and Sasha and De Foret should be celebrating, because no way in hell did she expect anyone to find that girl alive. She doubts anyone did. People are overdue for some good news out here.
And yet, when she touches the shirt, it still feels warm. It could be the lingering heat of the day, but Loyal can’t shake the feeling that someone was here only moments ago. That something very wrong has happened.
At the edge of the trees she finds the other shoe. A little farther in, her phone flashlight held out in front of her, she finds a pair of black jeans. Under any other circumstances, she would go and call for help—maybe not the police, but De Foret, or someone else she trusts to have her back—but Loyal knows these jeans. They are the same pair that Beau Labasque was wearing the last time she saw him, and they still have his initials poorly stitched by Cutter into the label.
Loyal can hear the sound of water slipping by. She can smell the chemicals from the plastics plant, and she knows this is bad water. This isn’t the kind of place Beau would come to swim, not in his right mind, but then she thinks back to the stories she’d heard at the diner earlier, about Beau, about the funeral. That had not sounded like a man in his right mind at all.
Her voice is faint when she calls out to him, afraid that any serious cry might jolt him into sudden, irreversible action. But when she hears the splash, she runs, terror in her legs. Through the hickories, kicking up dead leaves, she ducks under reams of Spanish moss, until she’s skidding through the dirt to the sudden edge of the murky river, where the scum on the surface has been shattered into sludgy floating fractals.
“Beau—!”
Is this how Cutter had looked? This pale, unmoving thing, sinking into darkness, alone, always alone, because Loyal had pushed her out of her own community with that awful article. She doesn’t understand how she never thought of it before, but in taking that messy teenage revenge on Cutter, she would have pushed Beau out too.
She calls his name again. She doesn’t want to go in, her insides recoiling as she leans as far as she dares over the steep trench where the river and God only knows what toxins have taken great bites out of the earth. But either Beau doesn’t hear her, or he does not want to hear her, and Loyal knows what she has to do, even as she feels herself gag.
The water smells rotten and seems thicker than it should be. Loyal thinks of the little boy who used to bring her shards of blue eggshells or bird feathers he had found, who used to feed his pet alligator out of his hand, who was gentle even when the world was not gentle with him. There is no room to be gentle with someone when you are hauling them out of a river—it is the kind of love that has to be rough, or you will both be pulled back in—but Loyal is bigger than him, and he feels like little more than a sack full of bones, so it doesn’t take long to hoist him up on to the bank. Suddenly it is over, and she is shocked by this, as much as by what has happened. It feels as if something so momentous shouldn’t have ended so fast.
As the pair of them sprawl there, mud-streaked and gulping down air, Loyal puts her arms around Beau’s shoulders and holds on until his shivers turn into the trembling of someone refusing to cry. She must get him back to the car, she thinks. She will retrieve his clothes then take him somewhere quiet and warm, get him some coffee and let him sleep. This poor boy. Only two years younger than her, and yet she has always thought of him as a child, perhaps because he has always seemed so vulnerable, but she has no more been there for him these last ten years than she was for Cutter.
Loyal rubs Beau’s slippery back and bumps her head against his, the way Cutter used to do. “It’s all right,” she tells him. “It’s okay, I’ve got you.”
But Beau moans, struggling out of her grasp. “You don’t understand, you don’t… You should have let me drown.”
“Come on.” Loyal shushes him, looping an arm around his wasted body again, trying not to let her eyes linger on the way his skin clings tight to the bone. “Come on, let’s get you home.”
“I can’t go home.” Beau stares at her, wild-eyed. Despite the heat of the evening, his teeth rattle in his skull and every word seems to have to punch its way out. “I can’t go back to… any of it. I don’t deserve to be here… I couldn’t save her.”
“Hey, hey.” Loyal pushes the sodden hair out of his eyes. “What are you talking about?”
“I couldn’t…” Beau hugs himself, suppressing another shudder, shaking Loyal off when she tries to comfort him again. “Stop, I don’t deserve… I should have known it was going to happen, but I did nothing. Don’t you get it? I did jack shit. I let Cutter die.”
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Sasha is closing up the diner when they come for him.
In her rush to get back to the office, Loyal had left him at the hospital in Napoleonville with no car, so he’d wandered out to the big truck stop across the street where the air was the color of fire, even in the dark. He bought a soda at the vending machine between towering trucks with Lynyrd Skynyrd dialed up. He was exhausted. This had seemed like the longest day of his life. He wanted to call Kaylee or Uncle Chuck to get a ride home, but his phone was dead, and he’d left his portable battery in his bag at the diner, so he figured he’d have to go at this old-school style.
The fluorescent lights turned his pink hair blue as he leaned against the back of a dormant eighteen-wheeler, chewing on his bottom lip to make it swell up and blush. Ideally he wouldn’t be wearing a funeral suit for this. He guessed he looked like a Mormon.
This truck stop was noisier than the little gas station on the edge of Jacknife ever got. A couple of chicken-necked men in boiler suits were chatting about an early start at the nearby refinery, while corn-fed boys in football kits stumbled out of the store, their arms laden with snack food and bottles of Gatorade. The world seemed so normal here; Sasha almost couldn’t stand it. A world apart from missing kids and drowned women. A pickup pulled in across from where he stood, the chassis raised so that the driver looked down on him, and Sasha said, “Hey, can I get a ride?”
The driver was an older man, tomcat face, flannel shirt worn to shapelessness. “Where you headed, son?”
“Jacknife. But anywhere close is fine.”
The driver said he could take him all the way. He took him up the 308, past Magnolia, past the sinkhole on Bayou Corne and into verdant backcountry that was thick with shadows and bloodsuckers by then. Just before the town limit sign, Sasha figured he’d better get on with it. He’d learned younger than this that there were certain things expected of you if you hitched a ride this way, and the sooner it was done, the sooner it would be over. But when he put his hand on the driver’s thigh, the man started. For a moment, he seemed afraid, and then he looked at Sasha with something like sympathy.
“You got somewhere to go?” he said. “I mean like a home. Parents. Someone…”
Sasha didn’t know what to say. It had been an ungentle day, and he was not prepared for gentleness. Embarrassed, he murmured his thanks, then sprang out of the pickup and ran, the driver calling after him, “Hey, kid! Kid, are you okay?”
He wasn’t used to this—his mind thick with thoughts of river bodies and murder motives, the weight of Cutter’s coffin still fresh in his memory. Between that and the Marcie story, he’d gotten his head stuck someplace dark, so that a stranger’s kindness had caught him off guard, and now here he was cursing himself for ditching his ride too early. The road that seemed like no distance at all in a car extended beyond reason into the dark, and Sasha had to hike across the fields, stubs of scratchy crops snagging on his shoelaces, until he took off his good shoes and tossed them into the dirt. He walked barefoot all the way to the diner. Never wanted to go to another funeral anyhow.
Now he locks up the empty diner and replaces the spare key under the plastic statuette of the Holy Virgin that sits out front. Kaylee had wanted to go out with friends, and Sasha, in a mood to indulge her, had said he didn’t mind closing. He feels razor-honed from the coffee he brewed himself while inside, and the shush of the wind moving through the drooping moss and the grasshoppers seething in the weeds makes gooseflesh pop on the back of his neck.
Then the car pulls up and the doors swing open, and two men, two animal faces, come at him out of the dark.
Sasha doesn’t have time to run. The first fist lands like a slingstone in the pit of his eye and turns the world psychedelic. The next fist gets him in the gut, and Sasha pukes up air, bending double. One of his attackers is wearing a coyote mask. He straightens Sasha up, looking at him through the hollows where the animal’s eyes once were.
“Stay out of the woods.”
It’s the only explanation Sasha gets, before he hears the crunch of his nose, and pain shoots through the cartilage right to the center of his skull. He shuts his eyes as another blow knocks him onto his back. He can feel his pulse everywhere, his heartbeat like a boot to the chest, the rush of it pounding in his ears, then a heel to the head fills him with white noise. Steel toes to the ribs curl him into a ball. He spits red foam. He sees one of the men, the smaller one, raise his boot like he’s going to bring it down right in the middle of Sasha’s face, and in that moment he even tries to beg, but there’s too much blood in his mouth and his throbbing stomach tells him he can’t swallow any more.
He squeezes his eyes shut against the impending hurt. But it never comes.
He feels the footfall through the concrete, then suddenly there’s a body collapsing next to him, crumpling under a rain of heavy-booted blows. The tears in Sasha’s eyes split the world into prisms, but he knows those fists, those boar tusks drawn in black at the edges of a mouth twisted into a snarl, as Dewall stamps on the downed man’s knee. The resounding snap makes Sasha want to hurl again.
The man on the ground screams as Dewall looms over him, teeth bared, but the one with the coyote face lunges from behind and slams his fist into the side of Dewall’s head. Dewall whips around, slugs him in the kidneys, just as Sasha sees something flash in Coyote’s hand, and somewhere in the red, aching depths of him, a voice says, Gun.
Dewall swings toward Coyote. Coyote fumbles. The gun goes off.
When Sasha wipes his eyes, he sees Dewall lying in a heap on the ground, and Coyote dragging his whimpering partner across the parking lot. One of them is saying, “Oh shit oh shit.” Dewall doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t even move.
As tires screech into the night, Sasha heaves himself to his feet, gasping. His car is only a few yards away, parked here from this afternoon. He hauls himself toward it as fast as he can, afraid the men will come back to finish what they started, but everything hurts. He didn’t know a person could take this much hurt. He manages to pull himself into the driver’s seat, gets as far as hitting the ignition and putting the car in reverse, before he catches sight of Dewall’s body in the rearview.
Goddamn it.
He’s not going back for him. He won’t. Not for that asshole.
Sasha carried Dewall’s sister at her funeral, and all the thanks he got was a dirty look. He doesn’t owe him jack.
Sasha’s fingers tremble on the steering wheel. His foot hovers over the pedal. The pain is coming into focus and he can barely think around the edges of it, his mind squeezed full of the shape of fists, a ragged coyote face, a lightning bolt tattoo on a straining forearm.
Even if someone calls the cops, nobody will come, he thinks.
He thinks: The cops were already here.
In the rearview mirror, he sees the glint of blood sprayed over the ground, and Dewall’s hand twitching, twitching, still trying to swing into the dark.
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Dirty kitchen floor. Cutter pulling down her camo pants, right in front of Beau, stuffing an old towel between her legs, panting hard. Blood spots by her feet. Not like bullet wound bleeding, not like a gator bite—just those spots on the linoleum, and Cutter bent over howling with the hurt of it. “I’ll get you to a hospital,” he said. His own blood felt like shook-up soda in his veins. He stumbled across the kitchen toward the back door, but Cutter snapped, “No hospital! Those places kill you twice as fast. You take me to a hospital, he’s gonna find out, and I got enough problems without him on my back—fuck!”
Beau had wanted to ask, “Who, who’s he?” but he had to hold her then, his sister, spasming in his arms. He couldn’t stand to see her like that. Tried to give her something for the pain, a handful of chalky Oxy pills he’d stashed in his boot, but she spat them out—“I’m not like you.” It felt like she was hitting him right between the eyes.
And what then? Then what always happened.
“The hell’s going on here?”
Beau could see the black fillings in Dewall’s teeth when his brother yelled. Beau dragged Cutter across the kitchen floor and under the table, like they were kids playing raccoons again, but Dewall got down on all fours and tried to grab Cutter’s ankle.
“What’s wrong with her? Don’t you hide from me—did you do this, Beau? You give her something? Fucking junkie, give her to me right now!”
“I didn’t give her shit,” Beau said, and Cutter groaned loudly, clutching her abdomen.
“What did you do?” Dewall demanded. “Cutter, goddamn it, what did you do?”
“Had to get it out… Fucking tea wasn’t working, I had to get it out—I didn’t want it!”
Dewall sat back, stunned.
“What…?” Beau said, tightening his grip on his sister, because he did not like the way Dewall’s boar tusks were twitching. “What’s she saying?”
Dewall shook his head. “What’d you use, little girl? Coat hanger… alligator hook?”
He was still staring at Cutter, and even as she shuddered and winced, she never once looked away from him. “What does it matter?”
“You two,” he said, and there was something desolate to his voice that Beau had never heard before. “It’s like neither of you want to keep yourselves alive. After everything I’ve done for—”
“Oh, screw you,” Cutter said. “This ain’t about you.”
“You got that much right; it’s about all of us. How’re you going to stand up in the boat tomorrow when you can’t even stand in your own damn house? This one month we get to hunt gators, we get to make profit the likes of which we don’t see all year… Where’s the money going to come from now, Cutter? You gonna leave me out there on the water on my own again? You gonna leave me?”
Dewall doesn’t like being alone. Beau knows this has something to do with his milky white eye, and what their father had done to him with the fireplace poker. Beau knows Dewall never goes in the alligator house because that was where it happened. Dewall and their crazy daddy with his mean muscles and his meaner temper, and out there on their little island in the swamp, there was no one around. No one to hear a little boy screaming for help.
But right then in the kitchen, in the red-hot moment of their brother’s anger, Beau didn’t give a shit about any of that. He just curled himself up tight and thought as hard as he could: I hope my brother drops dead. He could feel Cutter’s arms around him, her knees digging into his side, and it almost felt good, like they were a team again, like Dewall was the one on the outside, hollering his throat raw because he was too big to get under the table. There was no knocking it over; their mother had bolted it to the floor years back. All three of them just had to wait one another out.
Beau has a hazy memory of Dewall sitting slumped by the kitchen cabinets, a bottle in one hand, staring at them sadly with that white eye. Then he remembers waking up, still jammed under the table, yellow light falling through the greasy windows, and he was totally alone.
His body hurt something rotten from being folded up all night. When he finally staggered outside, he discovered that the boat was gone, but Dewall’s steel hooks and tub of rancid bait were still in the utility room. Beau realized his brother and sister had not gone gator hunting, but he was none the wiser as to where in their great green wilderness they had slipped away to. He couldn’t understand it. After all that, Cutter had still chosen Dewall. She had followed him into the wild, and then the following day, she was dead.

Of course, Beau tells Loyal none of this, as she hands him his clothes and walks him back through the gloom from the river to her car. Even dripping dirty water, she seems so normal and proper, so removed from the world he comes from.
“Why did you say that, about letting Cutter die?” Loyal asks quietly. “I don’t believe you could have hurt her, Beau, so why did you say it?”
He tries to focus on doing up the buttons on his shirt, his fingers moving slower than his brain, like he’s playing a video game with a lousy lag. He’ll have to scrub himself down with bleach to get the pollution stink off him, the way Cutter used to after she’d been on the boat with a pile of dead gators all day.
“Beau, it’s okay,” Loyal presses. “I can see you’re scared, but I can’t help if you won’t talk to me.”
It was like this even when they were kids. Loyal used to look at him and Cutter with her big sad eyes, and say, “You know you can tell me if something’s wrong.” But that was crazy. Beau had this idea, when he was younger, that every family except his own lived in peace, that threats and miseries didn’t exist in other people’s homes. He didn’t see that it would have done any good to try to explain his own difficulties to someone else. It would have been like talking in another language.
“I got a fried-up candy bar for a brain,” he mutters. “You shouldn’t listen to half of what I say.”
“Beau, you wouldn’t have done what you did… you wouldn’t have jumped in the river like that for no reason. What’s going on?”
She sounds so sure of herself, but what would she know about backwoods deals, about filthy white-boy chalk pushers, and cravings that make you want to claw your guts out? If he starts telling Loyal what he knows, he’ll have to kiss goodbye the only thing that can settle those cravings. He wants to tell her it’s none of her goddamn business, but he can’t, because this is Loyal, who used to listen to him ramble about impossible futures when they were dead-end kids together, who praised the sketches in the back of his schoolbooks—who has just pulled him out of the water.
“Beau, I’ve known you a long time.”
“Been gone a long time, more like.”
“Hey,” Loyal says firmly, like she’s taking a dog by the collar. “I know you, and I know what you’re afraid of. Only thing you’ve ever really been afraid of. Now, you can tell me if I’m wrong, but I think something’s happened with your brother, and I think, deep down, you want to tell someone about it.”
Beau doesn’t know how to explain to someone as normal as Loyal that Dewall is a hard motherfucker who likes watching their parents burn to death on VHS every weekend, but that he’s also a scared little boy who won’t even lock the door on a bathroom stall because he hates being closed in someplace he can’t get out. Beau doesn’t know how to make it make sense, the loyalty that Cutter bore their brother, even as she feared him. It was as if she felt guilty for the things their parents had put him through, and somehow assumed, as second eldest, that the responsibility lay with her to make it right.
Loyal is still looking at him, but Beau isn’t really there. He’s sunk down into the gaps of his mind, where everything is a sepia blur and memories taste sweet and burning. He is thinking of the night before the cops found Cutter’s body—the night he lay out on the grass in his front yard, clinging to the skin of the world, while Greenacre and Dewall and the Ragnarok Boys laughed and drank and got one another bloody. He wonders if Cutter was already dead by then. He wonders if it would have made a difference if he’d been sober, if he could have gone out and got her and pulled her from the water. In some ways, Beau wishes he could tell Loyal this, despite the fear of what he’d lose if he did. He wants Loyal to tell him it will be okay again, that he hasn’t done anything wrong. This kind of unhappiness is a weight he was never built to carry. He wants it to be over. He wants to believe her when she says she could help.
But then Loyal breathes out heavily and says, “Beau,” and he knows from her tone that whatever comes next is going to be somehow awful.
“I remember,” she says, “when we were growing up, the things people used to say sometimes. About Cutter and Dewall. Look, I have to ask… was it him? Cutter’s baby, I mean. Was he the father?”
Beau takes a step back. Loyal reaches for him, but he bats her hand away, hard this time. “That’s what you think of us?”
“Beau, come on, you obviously think he’s done something—”
“I think Cutter and Dewall liked to push each other, sure. But this… ‘Things people used to say’… they’re still saying them, and you and your article only made it worse. Don’t pretend you ain’t one of them who thinks we’re trash. Inbred hick-country trash, is that it?”
He takes off into the darkness, his shirt, only partway buttoned, flapping like a half-formed wing. He hears Loyal calling his name, but she does not come after him. He runs until his funeral shoes split.
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Hydrogen peroxide, hand sanitizer, a whole lot of gauze and bandages. Sasha wrenches everything out of the first-aid kit Kaylee keeps under the sink. It’s not the first time one of the Petitpas twins has had to patch someone up at the diner. The men from the plastics plant are always getting themselves scraped up, and once Kaylee’s boyfriend, Tyrone, came in with a cut along his leg from jumping a barbed-wire fence to get away from the cops. But this has got to be the first bullet wound.
Dewall is on the floor, propped up against the counter, while Sasha pours hydrogen peroxide into the gnarled mess of flesh where the big man’s ear had been about fifteen minutes ago. Dewall had seemed pretty out of it when Sasha scraped him off the concrete, but as Sasha starts wiping blood from the edges of the injury, Dewall lets out a ragged groan that peters out into a wince.
“The hell you doing,” he mutters.
Sasha doesn’t know how to answer that. Might as well have brought a live alligator into the diner, the way Dewall keeps hissing at him, jerking away when Sasha tries to get near with the bandages.
“I’m not going to walk around with my head wrapped up like some kid’s Halloween costume.”
“Whatever. Get infected, then.” Sasha is too tired and too sore to argue. He goes to the sink and runs a dishcloth under the faucet. His face feels like it’s burning, even as he wipes himself down with cold water.
“They put the pain on you, huh,” Dewall says, milky eye fixed on him. “Better if you lean into it. Pain’s good. Part of our natural condition. You start thinking you don’t want to feel pain no more, that’s when you know you’re screwed.”
Sasha thinks of Beau at the funeral with his spun-out stare, and he shivers a little. “That’s a messed-up thing to say. Everything about this is messed-up.”
Dewall blinks at him, reptile slow. A thin trickle of blood is making its way down from his ear to his neck, and Sasha swallows, brandishing the gauze again.
“At least let me tape something over it. Seems dumb to sit there bleeding when you don’t have to. That’s not part of our ‘natural condition,’ is it?”
Dewall snorts. The way his mouth tightens says that even this small action is painful, but this time he doesn’t move away when Sasha approaches. His skin feels hot and unwell when Sasha touches the side of his face, but he sits still enough for Sasha to tape a thick square of gauze over the wound.
“Those were cops, weren’t they?” Sasha says. “I’ve seen that deputy’s tattoo before. The lightning bolt. I knew he was being sketchy about that Marcie kid at the hospital.”
Dewall makes a face as if to say he doesn’t understand a word Sasha’s saying, but Sasha isn’t buying it.
“Speaking of the kid, we found her on your land. Loyal told me you’re leasing the area by Vesconte’s for the hunting season. You know anything about what’s been going on out there? Marcie knows something, I reckon. I mean to talk to her soon as she wakes up. Don’t suppose you’ve noticed anything unusual? It is your neck of the woods.”
Dewall just grunts, and Sasha throws his hands up in resignation.
The slow clock above the counter measures out irregular seconds. Water drips from the faucet into the metal sink, keeping better time. When Sasha finally finishes cleaning the blood off them both, he lowers himself stiffly into a dining booth.
“Why’d you do it? Why’d you help me?” He feels he is owed an explanation at least, after the time he’s just spent taping Dewall back together. “What were you even doing round here?”
Dewall is pinching a cut on his knuckle, squeezing it open and closed. “Trying to find my brother.” He says this without looking at Sasha. “Need to talk to him, as you can imagine.”
“Yeah, but…” Sasha sighs, exhausted. “You don’t even like me.”
It comes out louder than he meant, like an accusation. Dewall seems to take it as one and clams up.

They don’t go home. Sasha doesn’t have the energy to see his mother, not with his face smashed up the way it is. Why Dewall stays slumped on the floor is another mystery altogether, and Sasha wouldn’t care, except he can’t sleep like this. Same way you wouldn’t sleep with a wild animal in the room. He doesn’t get another word out of Dewall until the first needles of daybreak poke through the blinds, and Dewall mumbles, “Got alligators to catch.”
Sasha sits up, groaning as what must be a hundred bruises suddenly make themselves known. “You’re kidding.”
But Dewall is already on his feet, swaying a little as he cracks his neck and stretches those tree-branch arms until his shoulder pops. “If I don’t tag out, Wildlife and Fisheries will cut my tags for next season. Put me out of a job.”
“Um, hello? You just got shot? You need to see a real doctor.”
Dewall shrugs, eyeing the kitchen door hungrily. “You patched me up good enough. You got any food back there?”
“Yeah, for paying customers.” Sasha drags himself out of the booth. He feels rank; the last thing he wants to do is fry up a breakfast for this basket case. “Don’t give me that stink eye. Do I look like your wife? Fix your own food and go see a doctor.”
Dewall raises his eyebrows. “You nag like a wife. You always been this mouthy?”
“Get out! Get out before my sister shows up.”
He realizes too late that he probably shouldn’t have mentioned his sister. Or anyone’s sister. Dewall’s face hardens and does something that makes his jaw pop, before he turns on his boot heel and strides toward the door. Good riddance, Sasha thinks. Kaylee will be here soon, along with the morning rush before the plant opens, and bloody towels and first-aid detritus are strewn across the floor.
He is gathering up what he can when he hears Dewall’s low-down dirty engine ignite in the parking lot. It tugs at a far-off memory, and he thinks, Fine, your funeral.
Jacob Jones, high school starting forward and the onetime boyfriend of Reagan Bourque—Sasha had persuaded her to dump him off the back of a phony tarot reading. He’d told Reagan that Jacob was in love with someone else, which may or may not have been true, though he definitely wasn’t in love with Sasha. He’d given Jacob a lazy hand job behind the Dollar Tree before state playoffs, and then watched as he got a concussion on the field. When Sasha tried to see him at the medical center, Jacob pretended he didn’t know who Sasha was. Just one of those things, an old scab Sasha hardly picks at anymore, but at the time he had taught himself a whole lot about head injuries, hoping maybe Jacob’s sudden coldness toward him could be explained by medical science. What he knows now is that concussion symptoms can take up to twenty-four hours to appear, and that you’re not even supposed to leave someone alone if they’ve been knocked out, let alone allow them to drive. And that was some knock Dewall had taken.
With a groan, Sasha stuffs the dirty towels in the trash and dashes out of the diner. He figures he must look ridiculous, running across the parking lot half beat-up and still wearing his funeral clothes, and Dewall doesn’t help, leaning out of his pickup window to drawl, “Well, well, if it ain’t my wife. You remembered something else you wanted to bitch at me for?”
“Asshole, I’m trying to help you.”
Dewall seems to consider this, milky eye rolling in its socket. He peers at the empty lot, at the vacant stretch of Main Street and the faceless storefronts. It seems to Sasha that he is looking for something, or perhaps someone, though as far as Sasha can see, they are alone in the still morning.
“You want to help me, get in the truck and keep your mouth shut.”
Dewall’s voice is a low, quiet thing, like he is handing Sasha something secret. Like he has passed him a knife in the dark.
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Loyal slumps in the driver’s seat, watching the sun come up over the field that backs on to her street. A distant wall of clouds crossing the horizon hints at storms that will likely blow themselves out long before they reach town. The heat pulls ghosts up out of the long grass, little mists of dew evaporating and turning everything hazy. No one has ever farmed this field, not that Loyal knows of. It has always been fallow, full of warnings of wild animals. It had frightened her as a child; the grass had seemed so much taller then. Coming home has revealed that certain places are just places and not the horror movie settings she had turned them into in her mind, and yet there is horror in Jacknife. There is something about this town.
She feels wrecked; as though she has washed up on the shore of someone else’s life and is stranded here, unsure how to get back to herself. Yesterday she found a dehydrated little girl in the woods. Last night she stopped her dead friend’s brother from killing himself.
Loyal did not feel that she could go home afterward. She wanted a shower, to get the filth of the river off her, but it didn’t feel like a good idea, to try to explain to her mother, whose father had drowned, that she had been busy fishing Beau Labasque out of the water. Her mother seemed especially sensitive at night. Poised on the brink of some deep, inevitable chaos. Loyal did not want to cause more confusion, so she spent the rest of the night sitting in her car, parked on the road at the far edge of the field, waiting for dawn. Watching the lights go off in the houses, and running over those final moments with Beau until they no longer made any sense.
What she did think about, at some late point in her exhaustion, her cheek pressed against the cool of the car window, was burning girls. She remembered once in Houston being told to go along to a feminist rally, to see if she could sniff out a story. The group were known to get militant sometimes. Once they had glued themselves to a road. But the “rally” turned out to be about twenty people meeting in a coffee shop in Montrose, and at no point did anybody attempt to glue themselves to any surface. To a soundtrack of slow, bluesy covers of bygone pop hits, they discussed “how to respond to misogynistic radicalization in an effective manner” while drinking matcha lattes. “You reduce the pain points that funnel men toward radicalized groups,” this woman with a long turquoise braid had said. Loyal thought she was sort of a spokeswoman, as she seemed to be leading the discussion. She said that there were a lot of reasons why men in this country felt defensive—poverty, familial instability, social isolation, blatant corruption of people in power. These men, she said, these frightened men are slipping between the cracks and being caught up by those who only want to exploit their fear. We must try to provide them with positive ways to help themselves. We must provide empathy to anyone who is willing to provide empathy back.
“But that reciprocation is important,” the spokeswoman said. She had countless little white scars on her forearms, which she displayed without shame, or without even seeming to be aware of them, and Loyal envied that. Admired it. Knew how much work it took to feel at home in your body when it did not look like everyone else’s.
The spokeswoman told them, “Don’t immolate yourself on the altar of someone who hates you.”
Loyal remembers this. She is starting to get the sense that Cutter had been burning up for a long time. But she also remembers Cutter yelling, “Take that back, my family ain’t psycho!” and she thinks of Beau fleeing into the trees when she asked him about Dewall, and how this town is so small that if you drive in circles for long enough you’ll eventually run into yourself, older but clearly not wiser.
She shakes her hair out of her face. She can tell she smells vile, and it isn’t entirely the river. She turns the engine over and drives the rest of the way home.
The sound of someone walking back and forth in the master bedroom tells her that her mother is already awake, and Loyal finds her moving from the closet to the bed, dumping an armful of clothes each time on top of the covers.
“What’re you doing, Mama?”
“I’ve got to find my dress.”
“Can I help? Which dress is it?”
“My black one, of course. My funeral dress.”
The doorway to her mother’s bedroom feels very small, and Loyal feels too large standing in it. “Mama, the funeral was yesterday. I called you, remember? You said you went to the service.”
“What? Whose service?”
“Cutter’s.”
“Oh. Yes… of course.” Her mother nods hesitantly, like she somehow doesn’t quite believe what Loyal is telling her, and Loyal hates that she is making her feel this way—wrong-footed and suspicious.
“Whose funeral did you think it was?” she asks, but her mother just keeps rooting through the closet, her back to Loyal.
“All this death. There’s been so much death in this town. I think that’s wicked, to write about a thing like that. To stoke some kind of thrill about it.”
“Mama, I’m not thrilled about any of this. I’m just doing my job. Where’s this coming from?” It pays your bills, she does not say, but the kernel of that resentment has already begun to grow, and it frightens her. She doesn’t want to end up feeling bitter toward this woman, who can no more help what is happening to her than a deer can help being struck by a semi.
“But why do you have to write about it?” her mother persists, as if Loyal has personally invited death into town.
“Look, Mama, is there anything I can do for you? I’ve got to go to work, but I can try and—”
“When will you be back?”
“I could come at lunchtime if you like.”
“But who’ll pick up the baby?”
“What baby, Mama?”
“Loyal.”
The word sinks through her, making her back bow under the weight of it. “Mama… I’m Loyal.”
“Oh…”
Rosa was not a young mother—she was already coming up on forty when Loyal was born—but even in her early seventies she doesn’t have an old woman’s voice or way of talking, which makes the whole situation feel even more unreal.
“Are you doing okay, Mama? Do you need me to stay with you today?”
“No, no, don’t fuss over me.” Rosa pulls another dress out of the closet and holds it up, wrinkling her nose before she tosses it onto the bed. “Fussing makes me feel ancient. Besides, you’re busy. You’ve got to write about that little girl.”
“The Bordelon girl? How did you know about that?” Loyal’s first thought, somewhat uncharitably, is that Sasha must have taken her scoop, although at this point she can hardly blame him. She had insisted on posting the story herself, even though she’d told Sasha he could have it, and then she’d gone and wasted the night sitting in her car, stunned by all the strange and unbearable things piling down on top of her.
“Did you read about Marcie Bordelon on the Leader site?” Loyal asks.
“What?” her mother says. “Oh, no. I have the radio as my alarm; got to get real news somewhere.”
“Gee, thanks, Mama.”
“Will you stop calling me that?”
“Mama, please don’t—”
“Stop it! Will you stop calling me that? My daughter is Loyal; she’s at the nursery, she’s waiting for me. I have to go pick her up and then I have to go to the funeral.”
“Mama,” Loyal says again, because she isn’t sure what else to say, though her voice comes out so much smaller than she intended.
Her mother’s lip trembles. She snatches one of the dresses off the bed, balls it up, and hurls it at Loyal, who staggers backward in surprise, and her mother takes the opportunity to slam the bedroom door.
Loyal stands there in the hall. She stares at the wood grain on the back of the door and doesn’t know what to do with herself. She’d had no idea how bad things had gotten for her mother. When the sheriff’s department called her initially, Loyal had thought it might just be a case of getting her to see the right doctor, building a bit of routine and company back into her mother’s life, but now Loyal gets the sense her mother has been declining a lot faster than either of them realized. It hurts to think that they are both so isolated in Jacknife that it took so long for anyone to tell Loyal there was something wrong. It’s no easier to admit that she has been so absorbed with Cutter’s death recently that she may have isolated her mother as well.
Through the open kitchen door, Loyal can see the Kit-Cat Klock ticking above the stove, can see a vase of goldenrod wilting on the windowsill, the water turned faintly green, a stain on the backsplash tiles from last night’s cooking. These things look the same as they did when she first walked into the house, which seems like something of an insult now. Her mother is losing her grip on the world, and yet the world is unaffected by this.
Loyal breathes in deeply. She doesn’t even realize she’s crying until she rubs her eyes and finds that they are wet. She wants someone to talk to, someone who can take some of the weight of this unhappiness, but the person she wants to talk to is her mother. What is she supposed to do now? For the time being, Loyal’s presence is clearly upsetting her mother, but she can’t exactly leave her like this. She has rarely lamented her parents’ divorce, but this is one of those moments that makes her wish her father didn’t live three hundred miles away.
She couldn’t say what makes her call De Foret. She doesn’t try to explain why to him when he answers, his voice a little groggy like she has woken him up, but to his credit, he doesn’t ask. Just tells her to sit tight and he’ll be over as soon as he can. Part of her simply wants someone else to be the grown-up.

“She’s settled now. Seems to be back to normal. She says she was thinking of going to the movies later, so I said I could drive her.”
“You don’t have to do that.” Loyal is sitting in the wicker chair out front, where her father once dismantled the porch and then never got around to replacing it.
Chuck De Foret puts a well-worn baseball cap over his thinning hair. “I don’t mind—I like Rosa. She’s been through it.”
Everyone calls her Rosa, Rosa May, but Loyal has only ever called her Mama. Sometimes when Loyal was away from her, she could not picture her mother’s face. Sitting in school in Napoleonville a few miles away, she would try to imagine her, and there were times when Loyal thought that if she couldn’t do it then it meant something terrible had happened. She wonders if her mother is frightened now because she cannot seem to picture Loyal.
“I’m sorry for bothering you,” she says. “I didn’t realize she was doing so badly.”
“Nothing to be sorry for. That’s how it’s supposed to be; we help each other out, or we’re meant to. I know people aren’t always as kind as they should be to your mom.” De Foret’s hand strays absently to his jeans pocket, where Loyal can see the outline of his hip flask. “People aren’t always as kind as they should be, period. But your mom’s still here, just needs a little extra help. You can call any time, that’s all right. Besides, I’m glad I got a chance to see you in person, to say congratulations—could easily have ended very different for that poor Bordelon girl, as I’m sure you know. Lucky you and Sasha found her when you did.”
“Sounds like we lost our scoop. My mom said she heard the story on the radio this morning.”
“What’s that matter? This isn’t Houston, Loyal. I run the Leader to keep people informed about what’s going on where they live; I like to get stories out fast so that folks know what’s happening, but it’s not a contest. I know Sasha will get on me—I’m not ‘trending’ or whatever it is he wants—but there’s nothing to stop you knocking out a few lines anyway, letting people know Marcie’s okay. Lot of people round here have been wondering about her, even been out looking for her. I reckon they’d rather hear she’s safe from one of their own than some radio host in Napoleonville.” De Foret’s watery blue eyes crease into familiar wrinkles. If he’s been drinking already this morning it doesn’t show, except perhaps in the way he looks a little sheepish, like he’s trying to apologize for something, without either of them really knowing what it is.
“What were y’all doing by Vesconte’s, anyway?” he asks. “You still writing about Cutter?”
“I had this idea that she was killed at the lake and maybe her body drifted down to the cutoff. I know she and Dewall have been hunting in those woods this season, so she was definitely there at some point. It’s dumb, but I had this vision of finding something—some missing piece that ties everything together.”
“I wouldn’t say it’s dumb, but it ain’t the only story we’ve got to cover either. I know it probably sounds small in the scheme of things, but the Joneses are bottling a new batch for the Bourbon Festival up in Baton Rouge next month, and Ed Moyano’s trying to get the council to let him host a ‘shrimp and poker run.’ ”
“What’s that?”
“I don’t know; you’re the one who’s supposed to find out. I’m not trying to get on you, Loyal—I know you’re dealing with a lot—but this thing with Cutter… By all means do a piece about the funeral, but what you’re talking about sounds like police work, and that’s not your job.”
Loyal looks at the weeds growing up through the concrete. She knows what De Foret’s trying to say—same thing her old boss told her in Houston. She has gotten fixated and let too much else fall by the wayside.
“It’s just,” Loyal says, “I’m not convinced the story’s wrapped up. The sheriff’s department called Cutter’s death an accident, right? But then Dr. Choate made it sound like there was more to it than that. He told you the police were going to release some kind of statement, but I’m not aware of Broussard coming forward with anything new. It feels like he’s sitting on it.”
De Foret appears to consider this. “Broussard’s got an election coming up. He wouldn’t want to release details about a murder case with no suspects; that’s not going to endear him to voters.”
“Exactly. The other day, Deputy Veazey told us Broussard was following a lead—that doesn’t sound like someone who thinks the case is closed. And there’s something else… After the funeral, I saw this man at the cemetery. I was thinking how I wanted to speak to Beau again, ask about any guys Cutter might have been seeing, and then suddenly this man showed up. He kissed the little cross at her grave.”
“Did he now. You get a good look at him, see who it was?”
Loyal retrieves her phone from her pocket and brings up the page for the Texas Department of Public Safety. De Foret eyes her curiously as he leans closer, and she says, “I don’t know, might be nothing, but…”
The site shows a rogues’ gallery of Texas’s Ten Most Wanted, all men, with words like “CAPTURED” or “FEATURED FUGITIVE” stamped over the photos the same way you’d see “REDUCED FOR QUICK SALE,” which Loyal supposes they are. The governor’s office is offering around $5k for information on any of them. Almost every white man on the list is wanted for some manner of sexual assault, while the Black guys and the Latinos are mostly charged with parole violations; but as she scrolls down, Loyal sees that one of these posts is not like the others.
Dirk Greenacre is a white male, 5’11”, 190 pounds. He is wanted for aggravated assault with a deadly weapon. For unlawful possession of a firearm. For possession of a controlled substance. For murder.
The Texas governor is offering $7,500 for information that will lead to his capture. Loyal can see why Greenacre would want to get over the state line. She knew she’d seen his face somewhere before—back at the Chronicle, she and her colleagues had often refreshed the Most Wanted page, trawling for a story—and when the man on the motorcycle had roared up to Cutter’s graveside, it had sent a little ping right through Loyal’s brain.
She explains this to De Foret, as Dirk Greenacre’s mug shot stares back at them, all glassy blue eyes and prison ink. He looks like the kind of guy who gets specially crafted by the prison system—some jaded white boy goes in, looking for anyone else to blame for his shortcomings, and a self-described revolutionary gets spat back out. Under “Gang Affiliations” the post lists the Ragnarok Boys. Loyal reckons that sounds about right.
“And he kissed Cutter’s grave marker?” De Foret’s lip curls. “You think she might have been mixed up with him?”
Loyal glances at the mug shot again. Greenacre’s got that look, like he wants to smash a bottle into the face of the world. “I think he knew Cutter, at any rate.”
Loyal knows she can’t afford to waste hours feeling sorry for herself this time. She needs to stay focused, steel sharpened. She needs to find this man, find out how he’s tangled up in all this, and she’s already one step ahead of Texas law—she knows Greenacre is in Louisiana.
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The Ragnarok Boys are there when Beau finally finds his way home. Greenacre and six of his Texas peckerwoods are lounging around the firepit, a few of them wearing their animal-skin masks. Fox, black bear, something that might once have been part of a jackrabbit, but even with the masks, Beau recognizes them by their tattoos. Big Shaun with Thor’s hammer on his throat and Viking runes all over his hands—Beau knows he started as a stickup artist back in Texas before he wound up in the prison system; same as Axel, whose jail-cell ink has smeared and faded to the point it looks like hieroglyphics, and Minch, who tattooed red demon eyes and a swastika over a portrait of his ex’s baby. Jackson, with his chest tattooed to look as if machine parts are erupting out from under the skin, lines up his .38 Special, taking potshots at a rat as it scurries in and out of the Labasques’ yard junk. Beau doesn’t know who let the Ragnarok Boys inside the fence, and it makes his skin prickle, to think that Greenacre and his creatures can come and go as they please.
Dewall is nowhere to be seen, or felt, as is more often the case. Beau can usually tell when his brother’s nearby, the way you can feel a storm whipping up off the Gulf, but this morning there is only a void, and he doesn’t know what it means. With Cutter gone, there’s no one henpecking their brother about his alliance with Greenacre, so is this to be a regular sight from now on, Beau wonders—Dewall off catching gators while the Ragnarok Boys make themselves at home?
“Well, if it isn’t our little Cajun prince.” Greenacre’s got an accent like banjo strings snapping on a hot night. “Pull up a pew, kid. Have a smoke. Laissez le bon temps rouler—ain’t that how you say it round here?”
He has a drooping mustache and a blond billy goat beard. The sunlight coming through the branches overhead makes shadows dance across his bare chest, and Beau can see the big iron cross tattooed over his heart, the lightning on his ribs, the tips of the blood eagle’s wings peeking up over his shoulders. The last thing Beau wants to do is sit and talk to this devil, but the hunger is on him, shaking all the way up his spine and rattling his brain in his skull. It’s been too long now since he felt the slow, wildfire burning in his veins. He’s got the kind of hunger in him that old snowbound pioneers must have gotten—the kind that made them eat each other—and he reckons Greenacre must know that too.
“Brother,” Greenacre says, slinging his arm over the back of the broken car seat that Beau flops into. “How’re you holding up?”
“I dunno. Fine, I guess.”
“I know you buried your sister yesterday. That kind of thing can weigh heavy on a man.” Greenacre holds up a hip flask, slipping into that ceremonial register he mostly uses to talk about race mixing and pipe bombs. “She was a fighter, your sister. One hell of a girl.”
Jackson, toting his handgun across the firepit, makes a leering kind of face, and Minch sniggers. “Oh yeah. Hell of a girl.”
“The fuck’s wrong with you animals?” Greenacre barks. “Show some respect. Cutter was one of us; she believed in what we’re trying to build here.”
Beau’s skin prickles. He went to church enough times as a kid to know the set of a man’s jaw when he’s trying to convince himself the words coming out of his mouth are true.
Beau knows this much about the Ragnarok front man—that he is young, not much older than Cutter, and that he grew up in Denton, Texas, which he refers to as “a cesspool of college libtards.” Greenacre himself is college educated, some kind of private Baptist institute, which he only ever mentions in terms of it having “elucidated him to the real troubles of the world.” Beau thinks he talks like someone who wants other people to think he’s smart. Beau would have laughed him right out of here a long time ago, except that somewhere between Denton and Jacknife, this wiry, spring-coiled bastard learned how to pull a man’s lungs out and keep him alive long enough so that the poor sucker would feel every second of hurt. You can’t really laugh at that. And there’s a certain kind of something wrong with people who are born with money and think that giving it up makes them special. A kind of deadly holiness, unpredictable and dangerous, like a suicide bomber or an Old Testament saint.
Beau hunches into himself as Greenacre leans closer, close enough for Beau to smell the liquor on his breath.
“You know what we do here is important, don’t you? Bet you’ve heard on the news, the hot shit these days that makes all the cops piss their pants is fentanyl, but that’s just a phase, baby. America is and always will be, in her dirty rotten heart, a meth-head nation. ‘Drugs take away the dream from every child’s heart’ my ass, Nancy Reagan—the only thing getting our children through their active-shooter drills and minimum-wage prospects is the knowledge they can turn their thoughts neon and taste a little of that barbed-wire heaven whenever they want. Brother, this sweet white powder’s as American as Big Macs. What we’re doing here is our patriotic duty, you feel? Making sure America doesn’t forget what winds her up and makes her go.”
Beau stares at the smoke wafting from the firepit, imagines he can feel the heat on his face. He’s in no mood for a sermon. The memory of his brother’s hand against his face during the funeral still stings, but he wants Dewall home all the same, doesn’t want to be stuck here alone with this psycho.
“The white man is fucked in this country,” Greenacre continues. “Government don’t care what happens to us—they want us to curl up and be ashamed of ourselves, which is a whole lot of thanks to the race who built this nation. Speaking factually, brother, the white man is fucked if he has to rely on the government to watch his back, so that’s what me and the boys are trying to do for you here.”
“Okay,” Beau says, dry-mouthed. The conversation feels like a walk across a rotten wooden bridge, and he hates that he doesn’t know what’s lurking underneath.
“So, here’s the thing.” Greenacre leans closer, the smoke-and-sweat stink of him making Beau’s eyes water. He sees one of those ropy tattooed arms motioning for something nearby, and a moment later someone hands him a phone with a web page pulled up, which he holds in front of Beau’s drooping eyes. “Can you see, kid? Not too fucked up to see that?”
Beau can see it. He doesn’t entirely know what it means, but he feels like the rotten bridge beneath him is starting to split.
“Missing Girl Found at Lake Verret” the headline reads, right under the Bayou Leader banner. The story was posted less than an hour ago.
“Me and my boys like to keep our ears to the ground, you know what I mean? In case we need to clear out quick. So imagine my surprise when Big Shaun over there says these rinky-dink local reporters found a little girl out by Vesconte’s rental place. You know what else is out at Vesconte’s rental place, Beau?”
Greenacre wields his name like a slap, and Beau tries to jerk away from him, but Axel comes up behind and grabs hold of his hair. He swallows hard. He can see the “88” tattooed on Axel’s fingers, can feel the latent rage in his grasp, and the prey animal inside Beau tells him not to struggle.
Greenacre gets right up in his face, tobacco-stained teeth within biting distance of the end of Beau’s nose. “I said: Do you know what else is out at Vesconte’s?”
Beau shakes his head, wincing as the gesture tugs painfully on his stringy mullet.
“That’s right.” Greenacre shoots him a savage grin. “Ain’t no one knows what’s out there. That’s how it’s supposed to be. But this article says that girlie’s been holed up in those woods five whole days. Now, we never saw her, but I don’t like to think what she might have seen.”
Beau frowns. What does he care about something that happened at Vesconte’s? That old boat rental is all the way across town, so he doesn’t understand why it would matter to Greenacre.
Another shudder uncoils down his back, and Greenacre claps him hard on the shoulder. “Crank jitters creeping up on you, huh, boy?” He strokes Beau’s hair out of his face. “I tell you what—I got a teenth of Mexi ice that’s all yours if you can do me a little favor.”
Beau thinks his eyes must look like big cartoon eyes popping out of his skull, teeny-tiny hearts for pupils. There’s that hunger again.
But the rotten bridge in his head wobbles. “What kind of favor?”
“A baby favor. Just real small, I promise.” Greenacre shows his teeth when he smiles. “I’ll help you get fucked up like never before. Help you forget all about your poor sister and all the bad shit that’s making you want to curl up and join her right now. Hm? Am I right? I’ll help you, if you’ll help me. All you got to do is go shut that little girlie’s mouth for good.”
Beau stares at him, and Greenacre breaks into a laugh that doesn’t really sound human either. “I mean, ain’t like you got much to lose, right, brother?”
Behind him, the Ragnarok Boys erupt into a chorus that sounds like half laughter, half war cry. Beau swallows, and the rotten bridge falls out from under him, plunging him into the void.
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Though not ignorant of the facts of geography, as a child Sasha sometimes believed that the Atchafalaya River marked the edge of the world. Thick with towering cypresses, drifting continents of lilies, walls of light and silence, the swampland seemed like some mesmerizing limbo, somewhere caught between the real world of the present and the unmapped wilds of the past.
“So many turns and loop-de-loops you’ve got to make just to get in here,” his father used to say, when Sasha and Kaylee were still small, playing with their little fishing nets in Thierry Petitpas’s flat-bottomed boat. “This swamp moves on its own. Channels disappear, the marsh floats on the currents. It can run you in circles like a big green labyrinth if you don’t know what you’re about.”
But Dewall was born and built on these waters. He must know every run, pit, and canal like a man knows the space between his legs, and he maneuvers his aluminum boat with the grace of a pike through the liminal channels.
Sasha, wearing Kaylee’s emergency spare T-shirt and shorts from the diner, sits in the prow, watching birds flow through the white sky as if they’ve been poured into the air currents. Below him, the surface of the water is busy with whirligig beetles and downy seeds. The only sounds are the boat’s motor and the splash as an osprey dives down for carp and misses, dazzled by the sun’s reflection. It startles him when Dewall raises his voice from the stern: “Don’t lean so far over the side, goddamn. Hurricanes bring the trees down and they get caught on the riverbed—we hit one of those, could flip you right out of the boat, and once you’re in the water, gators’ll get to you before I can.”
Sasha springs back from the edge, shielding his eyes against the light.
“Always there, even if you can’t see them.” Dewall’s baseball cap throws his face into shadow. “This has been their kingdom since before it was God’s.”
Despite the climate, Sasha feels a shiver across his shoulders. He scans the riverbanks, between the bulrushes and dripping grasses. It seems to him that every shadow beneath the drooping willows is substantial and alive, and he expects something to lunge at him at any moment.
His father had hunted alligators, in the far-off memories of Sasha’s childhood, before he left Sasha’s mother and Jacknife in one fell swoop. Sasha remembers him explaining how willow branches were the best for securing your gator lines because they’re limber; you need give, he’d said, or those dinosaurs will just straighten your hooks out. Sure enough, as they turn a bend in the river, Sasha spots a taut line from a willow bough leading straight into the water, jerking back and forth with the strength of whatever’s lurking on the other end.
At once Dewall cuts the motor and raises it out of the river. Sasha can see the flash of that milky eye under the brim of his baseball cap, keen as a blade.
“Motor makes a sizzle underwater,” he says. “Gators get a sense of that, they go ballistic. Hand me that paddle now; we’ll go in slow.”
Dewall takes them in so smoothly he barely breaks the surface. Creeping toward the prow of the boat, he takes hold of the line carefully—gentler than Sasha would have thought him capable of, looking at the grazes on his knuckles from last night.
Sasha tries not to dwell on that, to focus on what Dewall is telling him now—“I said get the rifle, boy. You want to fill in for Cutter, you’re going to have to shoot. Unless you’d rather be the one wrangling a six-hundred-pound monster? Come on, don’t just stand there! If he gets wind of us, he’s going to roll and pop off the line.”
Sasha can tell his eyes are bugging out.
“Don’t tell me you ain’t never used a gun before.”
“I have too. Used to shoot rats at my uncle’s place, but this is—”
“Christ have mercy.” Dewall leans around him and hefts the rifle, thrusting it into Sasha’s hands. “Get the stock up against your cheek. Don’t squeeze the trigger yet, just pull it in gentle, but soon as you see his head touch the top of the water, let him have it. Don’t hold back.”
In the seconds it takes for Dewall to drag up the line, Sasha panics, calms himself, panics again, the duckweed on the surface of the river churning and boiling like something hellish.
Then the jaws. The animal comes up teeth first.
Its head is the size of Sasha’s torso, mouth open to reveal a deep white throat, belching out the stench of countless dead things, and Sasha feels the bass of those growls down in the caveman part of his brain. He could be the First Man, standing at the dawn of history, staring down this prehistoric thing that hisses and thrashes with millennia’s worth of rage. The trigger is cold under his finger, slick in a way he can taste, and in this stretched-out time he is vaguely aware of Dewall beside him, arms bulging as he strains to hold the gator.
“He’s a hand burner! Shoot him, boy, put some hurt on him!”
The animal leaps clear of the water—a split second, but it seems to last an age. Sasha sees its colossal black body, its wicked tail, raw power twisting with the fearful frenzy of something fighting for its life, and Dewall yells, “Jesus Christ, shoot him!”
The sound rips the world in half, the rifle recoiling painfully against Sasha’s bruised chest. The water explodes in front of him, drenching him from the waist down, and then time corrects itself and Sasha is back in the swamp, with all its green light and animal choruses, aftermath waves slapping against the boat. He would have gone overboard if Dewall hadn’t caught him by the waist.
“Easy. Easy, boy.”
He can’t really tell if Dewall is talking to him or the creature. The thing lies still, an enormous shadow slipping slowly under the water.
“Help me get his head there,” Dewall says, already dropping to his haunches and taking hold of the alligator’s jaws. “We’ve got to get him in the boat before he sinks. Damn, he ain’t no baby.”
“Good catch?” Sasha bends down and puts his weight on the snout, trying to lever the head aboard, feeling the mass of this thing in every sore muscle of his back.
“Eleven-footer, by the looks of it.” Dewall grabs the front legs and pulls. “Something to stick your chest out about.”
It takes them another few minutes to get the animal loaded, the carcass slithering into the bottom of the boat in a puddle of swamp water and brown blood. Dewall tapes the mouth shut—“You don’t want to get cut on those teeth; don’t know where they’ve been”—and he carves a slit in the tip of the thick, serpentine tail so that he can tie on one of his plastic hunting tags. Then he sits back against the tiller and slaps his baseball cap on his thigh, barking a laugh of relief.
Sasha squats beside the dead alligator, running his fingers over the rugged hide, tracing the mossy patterns of green and black. “It’s cool you used to do this with your sister. You guys must have been really close.”
He hadn’t realized before, but it’s an intimate thing, this hunt. A partnership. You’re putting your trust in the other person not to leave you at the mercy of that primordial strength, those razor-blade teeth. Clearly Cutter and her brother had some measure of trust in each other, even if they didn’t really get along.
And what would Dewall gain by Cutter being dead? Sasha wonders.
He’s been uneasy about Dewall since the body first washed up in the Blair Road cutoff, but as far as he can see, Cutter’s brother doesn’t have much of a motive for getting rid of his own sharpshooter. Gator hunting is clearly a two-person job. May as well have shot a hole in the bottom of his boat.
When Sasha glances up at him, Dewall looks away quickly, wiping a hand under his nose and heaving himself to his feet. “Got plenty more tags to fill. Best get moving.”
So they do. They catch another three gators like this, with Dewall manning the line and Sasha’s finger on the trigger. The gun feels lighter now. He can’t tell if this is a good thing.
His body aches—partly from last night’s beating, partly from wrestling with reptiles twice his size—but it sends the adrenaline sparking through him every time those dark heads erupt from the water, and he finds himself eager for the next line.
At one point, he spots a wide patch of mud slicked down right into the river.
“Gator drag marks,” Dewall says. “You got keen eyes.”
The praise makes Sasha feel as if he’s holding something hot in the palm of his hand. “I heard there was a big albino swimming around out here,” he says. “A big valuable albino?”
“Your mama been gossiping about that, too, has she?”
“Please, my mom doesn’t care about alligators. You just hear talk at the diner sometimes—there’s always some hunter thinks he’s going to bag Moby Dick.”
“Be a waste of his time.” Dewall cuts the engine, lets the current carry the boat past the drag marks on the bank. “I saw her once, the albino. She ain’t that big—that’s how I reckon it’s a she. Seven-footer, eight, maybe? You can’t hunt nesting females, it’s against regulations.”
“Didn’t have you down as a regulations kind of guy. Randy Ribbeck says you’ve been looking for her too.”
Dewall wipes the sweat from his forehead with the back of his forearm. “This place,” he says, “ain’t as untamed as people think. We’re already breathing factory air, drinking factory water—they’ll build a factory on top of us one of these years, just you wait. We’re living in our last wild days, boy. And that ghost gator, she’s a relic—something left of the strange beauty of this backcountry. So maybe I am looking, but just to see her. I’m used to looking at things I can’t have.”
Sasha lowers his gaze. He thinks he doesn’t want to see if Dewall is looking at him. He thinks he wouldn’t know what to say if he were.
An immense cloud drifts overhead, and, in its shadowy reflection, Sasha spots a trail of white bubbles snaking across the surface of the water some twenty feet away. This time Dewall takes the rifle, coming to sit behind Sasha in the prow. Sasha goes tense as he feels the weight of the gun settle on his shoulder, but Dewall whispers, “Don’t move.” His breath stirs the hairs at the nape of Sasha’s neck.
Sasha sees the head come up, those dinosaur eyes flickering. He hears the rifle mechanism click, and then the roar of the gunshot. His ears are still ringing as Dewall lurches back, scrambling for the tiller and gunning the motor, yelling something that Sasha doesn’t hear. In the end, he has to shove Sasha out of the way to grab the gator before it sinks, and together they haul it on board, though everything seems blunt and distant until Dewall takes Sasha’s head in his hands. He turns him one way and then the other, like you might turn over a stone on the riverbed, with no small amount of curiosity.
“I shook you up good, huh.”
“I don’t mind.”
The words seem to come from far away. What startles Sasha is that he finds he means them. Dewall’s hands smell like gunpowder, and they are warm against Sasha’s face. He can’t remember the last time a man touched him without turning it into something violent. Even the men who want him usually have to make a point, like it’s no longer queer if they smash his nose in afterward. But Dewall hadn’t hit him. Dewall had taken a bullet through the ear for him.
He has Sasha by the jaw, breathing like a man about to pull the trigger. He’s close enough that Sasha can see there’s still the ghost of a pupil in that milky eye, a knotted mass of scar tissue extending above and below, and Sasha wonders what it would feel like, under his fingertips—if it would feel like gator skin, with all the same latent power beneath.
“I’ve been looking at you,” Dewall says.
Sasha hears himself answer, “I know.”
He leans in, but Dewall grunts and pulls away, muttering, “Not a good idea. I don’t have a lot of time left.”
He passes Sasha the rifle again, retrieving his knife to tag the latest gator’s tail, and Sasha can still feel Dewall’s hand on his jaw where he’d held him. It is maybe the only thing he can feel. They don’t look at each other again for some time, but it hardly matters. Sasha sits there aching, but it’s a good kind of ache this time, and he is so wrapped up in the feeling he doesn’t think to ask Dewall what he’d meant.
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Loyal is in the bathroom, trying to rinse the last of the factory river out of her hair, when she gets the text from De Foret. After their discussion about Greenacre, he had driven back to the Leader office to get on the phone with some of his old friends at the state police, see if he couldn’t find out a little more about this Texas meth pusher, but the message that flashes up on Loyal’s screen now tells her to get over to the office immediately.
The day is already parched, so she lets her hair lie damp across her shoulders as she hurries to the door. She means to stop by Mrs. Amherst’s house to ask her to look in on her mother, but passing the kitchen, she sees her mother leaning over the table, tending to a vase of fresh tulips. On hearing Loyal’s footsteps, she looks up, and there is something childlike in the way she ducks her head, an understanding of embarrassment that she cannot confront head-on.
“How are you feeling?” Loyal asks. She wants to get going, wants to know what it is that De Foret has found, wants to be out of her mother’s house where she feels she no longer belongs, but her mother says, “Charles De Foret is a nice man,” and Loyal has to stop and nod.
“Yeah. He is.”
“He talked to me some, when he was here. I do understand that I’ve… not been myself lately. That I’ve been getting mixed-up.”
Loyal stands very still. There is some part of her that’s afraid that if she moves, her mother will shift as well, back into that person who has no memory of her, or into someone else entirely, and who knows if that will be better or worse. It’s such a strange thing, to look at somebody whose face you recognize, and yet still be unsure if you know them. That must be how her mother felt, too, earlier in the bedroom, and Loyal feels so desperately sad for her.
“That night,” her mother says, putting one hand on the table as if she has to prop herself up. “The night they found me digging in the yard, I was checking on the tulips.”
“You told me that.”
“They were your favorite when you were small. You liked the purple ones best.” She looks at the vase, full of white and lilac blooms. “I think there was a part of me thinking that if I had enough of the things you used to love, then you might come home.”
Loyal blinks hard, breathes in sharply. “Mama…”
“I’m sorry, sweetheart. Chuck told me I… See, I think he knows the right way to tell me things, because he and I are alike. We’ve both got our crutches. I guess you could say mine is denial. Sometimes you think it’s easier to live a certain way, pretending something isn’t happening to you when it is. But it doesn’t make you better, does it? It’s not making me better, at any rate.” She sighs, running the flat of her hand gently over the flowers. The light coming through the kitchen window makes her mousy hair shine golden for a moment.
“Mama, do you want me to try and get you an appointment with that neurologist in Baton Rouge I talked about?”
Her mother nods, and the smile she gives then seems to Loyal on the point of collapsing into something else: sadness or relief. Loyal does not expect her mother to say anything, wants to let her have the silence of her personal grief, and so it surprises Loyal when she says, “But, sweetheart, I worry about you too.”
“You don’t have to worry, Mama. We’re going to get you help; it’s all going to be okay.”
“It’s not that. I could hear you, you know—you and Chuck, talking about the story you’re investigating, talking about dangerous men. Listen, Loyal, I know how easy it is to work yourself into a hurt so deep you can’t imagine ever getting out of it again, but putting yourself at risk isn’t going to change the fact that Cutter’s gone.”
“Mama, I’m fine. I’ll be careful, I promise. I’ve got to go, De Foret needs me, but he said he’d come by later, okay? And I’ll try not to be home too late.”
They do not embrace, as they might once have done. Loyal’s mother simply runs her hand over the tulips again, smiling that sad smile. “Don’t let this be your crutch. That’s all I’m saying.”

Loyal drives past the crowds leaving Sunday Mass, sweating in their good clothes, migrating to the diner for lunch. The air coming through the car vents is thick with cigarette smoke from all those who’ve been warring with their nicotine cravings during the sermon. She wonders if that’s where Sasha has been all morning, at church, and why she hasn’t heard from him. He was in a funk yesterday, and a lot has happened since the funeral; maybe he just needed to take some time. Maybe his mother had laid into him about carrying the casket. Genie Petitpas can be a hard woman, but then this place often breeds hard people. Sasha, in his own way, has a hardness to him, like the delicate skin on the back of your ankles that grows tough through years of rubbing.
As if to illustrate the point, when Loyal arrives at the Bayou Leader office, she finds Sasha sitting cross-legged on one of the desks, an enormous Band-Aid across the bridge of his nose, wincing as his great-uncle smears cream over a vicious bruise on his arm.
“Jesus, what happened to you?”
Sasha chews the inside of his cheek. For a split second, Loyal thinks, It wasn’t your mother, was it? But then De Foret says, “Close the door, Loyal. We’ve got to think carefully about this.”
“Why? Sasha, who did this to you?”
It feels like another climate in the office, with the AC on full blast. Sasha doesn’t seem to want to look either of them in the eye.
“Couple of deputies jumped me last night. Lege—that asshole with the lightning tattoo—and some other guy. They were wearing animal masks, like the one we found out by Vesconte’s. They told me to stay out of the woods.”
“You’ve stirred up something, that’s for sure.” De Foret starts packing away his little first-aid kit, the box so battered that Loyal doesn’t doubt it has gotten plenty of use. “Normally I’d say we should go to the police, but… This goes beyond the kind of work I’m used to. If we continue—and at this point I’m not even sure we should—we’ll have to be careful who we approach now about your Texas biker, or anything else for that matter. And you”—he clasps the back of Sasha’s neck. “Ain’t letting you out of my sight again, understand? From now on, you want to take so much as a piss, you’ll have me and my .38 to guard you.”
Sasha turns to Loyal and says quietly, “I’m fine.”
De Foret shakes his head. Loyal can tell he’s torn between wanting to protect his grandnephew and his instincts as a newshound, wanting to chase down a story.
“Tell her about the other thing,” he says.
“There was something weird about Cutter’s body.”
“What do you mean ‘weird’?” Maybe Sasha’s going to say that Cutter had a third eye Loyal had never noticed before, or maybe that she died wearing pink nail polish—his scope of what is and isn’t weird is sometimes beyond Loyal.
She watches him pick at the Band-Aid on his face, and she can see the edge of a raw, pink gash underneath, but there’s a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. He seems pleased about something.
“Did you know,” he says, almost like he’s bragging now, “that alligators will try and eat just about anything that winds up in the water?”
Perhaps Loyal did know that. She seems to recall an article a while back about a hunter who found a Florida license plate in one gator’s stomach.
“These waterways are crawling with gators. If Cutter’s body floated downriver, how come nothing tried to take a bite out of her along the way?”
Sasha is looking at Loyal expectantly, as if he thinks she’s being a little slow. She could almost slap herself when it clicks.
“Because Cutter never came down the river at all…” Loyal can’t believe she hasn’t thought of it before. “So you think she was killed in the cutoff?”
“I saw the body. She was caught in the lilies, remember?”
“Those big clumps of lilies move around with the currents,” De Foret says, “but they don’t move far. It’s possible they carried her to the riverbank as the tide came in, and then she was too tangled up for predators to get at her.”
Loyal considers this. “We should get back out to Blair Road. All those family camp houses and cabins—if Cutter really was killed round there, someone must have seen something.”
But De Foret looks hesitant. “Y’all already spoke to most of the neighbors back when the body was discovered, and that was a dead end.”
“There were cops there that day,” Sasha points out. “Questioning people at the same time as us. Might have put folks on edge; maybe we’ll find them more talkative with fewer badges around.”
“And what then?” De Foret says. “What happens if you get something? You’re no deputy, Sasha—you can’t arrest anyone—and you can’t write your way out of another beating. I don’t see that any story is worth that.”
“You told me the point of the Leader was to keep people informed,” Loyal says. “If Cutter really was murdered, it shouldn’t matter if Broussard has suspects or not; people deserve to know what happened in their own backyards. Isn’t it our job to find out for them? To keep them safe?”
Sasha has already grabbed the Chrysler keys when De Foret knocks them out of his hand. “What did I say? You’re going nowhere without me. We’ll get there faster if I drive.”
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A pink middle-aged man in a denim vest, gut hanging over his belt buckle, tells them the neighborhood isn’t what it used to be. Says the body in the cutoff has got everyone watching one another out of the corner of their eyes. Loyal doesn’t need to be told. She could see it in the way children glanced at their parents when De Foret’s truck pulled on to the street, the way people peered out from behind their windows and screen doors banged shut. Many of the houses look empty now, the thrumming little crowd of vacationing families dwindling in the wake of the tragedy. No one wants to pick up the traces of bad luck. No one wants their kids swimming in the same water as a dead woman.
The man in the denim vest invites them to sit on his wraparound porch and offers them sweet tea. That’s country manners for you, Loyal thinks. Even if you were coming to announce the End of Days, folks would still have a glass of something cold for you on a summer afternoon.
“Don’t know how much help I can be,” he says. “I wasn’t here the day they found her.” His thinning hair is tied back in a Stars and Stripes bandanna and his mustache is a thick bristle above his lip. “Friend of mine over in Belle River called to say his neighbor’s little girl had run off and they were organizing to go look for her. I said I’d help, of course. Hate to think of what could happen to a little girl in the swamp.”
“That was good of you,” De Foret says. “She’s all right, you know. She’s been found.”
“Well, thank the Lord.”
Loyal doesn’t miss the smirk Sasha passes her like a note, but if De Foret sees, he ignores it. “It’s this other woman we’re concerned about. We have reason to believe that Sheriff Broussard may be prioritizing his chances of reelection over the safety of his parishioners, and, as such, his department hasn’t been transparent. The Bayou Leader believes people have a right to know whether someone was murdered in their neighborhood. We’re just looking for any information we can get.”
The man takes a swig of tea, something decisive in his movements. “There’s kids playing round here; families deserve to know if a place is unsafe.”
“Don’t suppose you were here that night, sir?” Sasha asks. “The night that woman died. Do you remember anything unusual?”
The man’s lawn chair creaks as he reaches for the tobacco pouch, papers, and filters strewn idly across the table. “Don’t know that it was unusual, except for the time.” He dumps a portion of tobacco into the waiting groove of the cigarette paper. “You hear a lot of boat motors round this way, but not so much after dark. Must have been at about one, maybe two in the morning. I remember because I thought it didn’t sound like any shrimper I’d ever heard. That’s normally what it is coming down this way at night—shrimp boats headed for open water. But, like I said, I don’t know that it had anything to do with that drowned girl.”
“Maybe nothing.” De Foret nods, placing his hands on his knees like he’s ready to stand up. “Appreciate your time nonetheless, sir.”
“Well, there was also the car. Came around a little while before the motorboat. It was the lights that woke me up, coming through the window—that’s how I was awake to hear the boat after. It was a cop car.”
Loyal leans forward. “Do you know what the cops wanted?”
“Not at the time, though of course when they found that woman drowned the next day, people round here were talking about it. Turns out the Winter girls were watching a horror movie with the sound cranked up—guess the folks next door thought there was a murder going on and called the police. Like I said, nothing to do with the drowning, but still… Young people get obsessed with violence. Those Winter girls, the things you hear them talk about sometimes. They like those movies where people get cut up, you know? No wonder something like this has happened.”
Loyal looks back down the road, where wiry plants are poking up through cracks in the asphalt. “Are they still around, the Winter girls?”
“Oh yeah. Doubt anything would scare them away.”
The man directs them to a house farther down the street. Some kind of pitbull cross growls at them from behind a wire fence as they pass. In one yard, a little boy sits in his swim trunks in an empty bathtub, which has turned green with algae.
“What do we think?” De Foret says, as they walk in and out of the shadows thrown by oak branches twisting overhead. “Could whoever was driving that boat in the middle of the night have been the killer?”
“Why here, though?” Loyal asks. “Even if you guys are right and the lilies carried Cutter closer to shore, there’s a lot of folks staying around here. Plenty of potential witnesses. Why risk it?”
Sasha kicks a loose piece of grit ahead of them. “Maybe the killer wanted her found. Like you said, lots of people; someone was sure to discover the body. Maybe that was the point?”
“How d’you mean?”
“Say it was the guy who got her pregnant—maybe, in his own screwed-up way, he cared about her? He might have wanted her found before she got too damaged by the water or the sun or something.”
De Foret squints in the searing afternoon light. “That’s a messed-up way for a man to think.”
“Sasha’s got a point, though,” Loyal says.
“Well, it’s a theory. But that’s all it is, same as you saying that peckerwood biker might have slept with Cutter. We need proof. We can’t print guesswork.”
The Winter girls are cousins, rather than sisters, or so the man with the bandanna had explained. One of them is wearing a bright-pink bikini and is lying in the long grass of the front yard with her earphones in, while the other sways idly back and forth on a rope swing nearby, her long white dress skimming the tops of the weeds. They look to be somewhere in their early twenties, with small dark eyes and hair the color of silty river water. Their faces are pale and gaunt enough that it seems to Loyal they have survived some old-fashioned plague or famine. There is certainly something hungry about them, she thinks, as the girl on the swing turns and smiles at them, showing off her long canines.
“You’re from the paper, right? I recognize you.” This she addresses to Sasha and Loyal, in a meandering voice that seems in no particular hurry to get anywhere. “Y’all were here the other day, trying to talk to people. Are you here to ask about that dead girl?” She extends a smooth, skinny leg and kicks her cousin’s shoulder. “Joy, they came. I told you they would.”
The girl in the bikini rolls over, pulling her earphones out. Loyal can see that De Foret is making a pointed effort not to look directly at her.
“I’m Joy and this is Elle,” she says, and then, nodding to Sasha, adds, “I like your bruises, pretty boy.”
Sasha snorts, resting his elbows on their mossy fence. “Heard y’all were here the night Marianne Labasque died. You want to tell me about that?”
“Oh yeah.” Elle makes a face, rolling her eyes back and sticking her tongue out. “Our bitch neighbor called the cops on us because we were watching Saw IV ‘too loud.’ Ugh.”
“Ugh,” Joy agrees. “Was she pretty too? The dead girl?”
Loyal stares at them. No, she wants to say. No, Cutter wasn’t pretty. If she was beautiful, it was in the same way a lightning strike is, when the blazing outline of it lingers on the back of your eyelids.
“Did either of you ladies happen to hear a boat out late that night?” De Foret asks. “Might have been a little while after the cops left you.”
The cousins look at each other. Elle smiles, flashing those sharp teeth again, while Joy twirls a long piece of hair around her finger until the skin turns white. “We didn’t hear the boat.”
Then in a singsong voice that seems to sway in rhythm with the rope swing, Elle adds, “But we know where to find it.”

The Winter girls lead them down to the cutoff and into the cypresses that grow thick along the banks, where the sounds of dogs barking and neighborly chatter die away, and only the croak of some hidden bird fills the air. A tree has fallen across the water, bridging the banks. Embedded in its rugged bark is a collection of splintered timbers and a boat propeller, one blade bent back like a broken limb.
“We found it first thing this morning,” Elle explains.
Joy nods. “They said on the radio it was murder, so we were looking for where it happened.”
Loyal stares at the remains and something catches in her throat. Even drenched and shattered, she can plainly see the red paint flaking on the wooden slats.
“This was Cutter’s boat,” she says quietly.
“You sure?”
She can feel De Foret looking at her.
“Definitely.”
She’d know it anywhere. A part of her will always be that teenage girl standing on the riverbank shouting at her friend, being shouted at, the two of them tearing up each other’s hearts like old love letters.
Sasha creeps closer, balancing on the fallen tree. “There’s dried blood here.”
Shooing a cloud of midges out of his face, Sasha points to a wooden slat jammed into the side of the tree, dark with something that makes Loyal’s stomach clench.
De Foret considers the scene. “What do you think? Killer pushed her, she hit her head, fell in the water, and then—what? The boat just kept running, right on in here?”
“Or the killer did this on purpose,” Sasha says, “trying to get rid of the evidence.”
Loyal ignores the way the Winter girls are grinning excitedly at each other. If Cutter really was pushed, there’s a good chance the killer was in the boat with her, and Loyal wants to get forensics out here before any more morbidly curious locals come by and tamper with whatever the water has spared.
But Sasha says, “No way. No. You’re not calling the cops.”
“Sasha, come on, this could be our smoking gun.”
“Are you shitting me? You think Deputy Lege and his friend smashed my nose for kicks? You can’t trust them. It might not be connected to Cutter’s death, but the guy was definitely jumpy about us finding Marcie. He threatened me! Maybe you’re pally with some of your cops back in Houston, Loyal, but I’m telling you, the sheriff’s department are up to something out here.”
“Well now, hang on, both of you,” De Foret says, holding his hands up. “I’m not letting those animals near my nephew again, Loyal—I hope I don’t need to explain that to you. But, Sasha, you said that deputy was jumpy about you finding the Bordelon girl?”
“He just seemed really off to me. Like her being there was making him nervous, even though she was unconscious.”
“Damn it, you should have called me, Sasha.” De Foret is already marching back along the riverbank, his boots carving deep prints in the soft mud. “You went and left her with the cops!”
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The Basin is begging for a storm. When the wind shifts and the hot dry air from the blacktop highways flows down over swampland thick with mosquitoes and chemical haze, it feels like little thunderstorms could erupt all over. It sets Beau on edge. Beau with his belly bloated with speed hunger, his guts all twisted up. He stands under a tree with cracked black bark on the edge of the hospital parking lot and feels the weight of the knife in his hoodie pocket.
It’s a good knife. Belonged to Cutter. A skinning knife, honed keen to get those tough gator scales loose from the meat, and it’s crazy to him that he can just stand here in broad daylight, fitting his palm around the handle, and nobody has a clue. The nurses on their smoke break by the side door. The elderly man pushing his wife in a wheelchair slowly across the concrete. The woman in the white doctor’s coat leaning against a sun-bathed patch of wall, her head tilted back, her face exhausted but not unhappy. None of them knows, Beau thinks. None of them has any idea of the awful thing he’s come here to do.
This waiting and watching, it reminds him of the afternoons when he and Cutter would mooch around Jacknife, coming up with their own stories. Bare feet up on the dashboard, Beau pointed out Reagan Bourque from his English class and decided, “Ten years from now, she’s going to walk into Sweetheart Bayou and drown herself.”
Cutter, watching with some intrigue while Reagan tried to pull her dog away from the chicken coops out front of the feedstore, said, “Why does she do it?”
“Pregnant.”
“That girl won’t care if she’s pregnant in ten years. Probably be pregnant for real in five.”
“She will care if it ain’t her husband’s baby.”
Cutter pretended to snore. “I think it’s because she fell in love with someone who didn’t love her the same.”
Beau thought this was a girlish explanation. “He’s a hunchback,” he suggested, trying to spice things up.
Reluctantly, Cutter agreed. “But he’s got this wickedness to him that she likes. It calls out to something in her she never knew was there. Next thing she knows, it’s too late.”
“Then, one day, he leaves town, and she never hears from him again.”
“So she walks into the bayou under the full moon, and that’s the end of her!”
That afternoon, they had watched Reagan Bourque walk to the corner of Fish Hatchery Road, dragging that big dog, and then a pickup went by with some boys from school crowded in the back, all whistling and hooting in delight to see a girl on her own, unguarded, and this felt sort of strange to Beau. Not the boys’ reaction to Reagan, but the entire scene. There was this girl who sat two seats over from him in English, just walking her dog, and here were boys honking their horn, none of them knowing what danger they were in from a bored brother and his sister watching it happen. Tying up the lives of others in their small dark fables.
The thought that he was dangerous used to make Beau feel powerful. Now, in the hospital parking lot, he just feels unwell. Somewhere in there is a little girl named Marcie, and here in Beau’s hand is his sister’s good knife, and he doesn’t want to do it. Lord knows—He really knows, doesn’t he? If he’s up there?—that Beau doesn’t want this, but the problem is, what little Beau does want can’t be achieved without doing this first. The addict’s hunger is shaking him up bad, but beneath that, aching like a rotten tooth, is the boundless grief. The only way to his sister now is through the bowl of a pipe, and he tells himself that when he’s done with this, he will take everything that Greenacre has to give him and he will let himself slip under, until he finds Cutter again.
He tells himself this, but he doesn’t move. He mumbles aloud to his feet, “Come on, come on,” but it’s as if somebody has switched his boots out with big blocks of cement.
He couldn’t say how long he stands there, squeezing the knife in his pocket, telling himself any minute now, any minute. He’s on a different kind of clock anyway, comedown time, where the minutes slide into hours and back again like the fast-slow flow of a lava lamp. A woman walks by with her little son and shields the boy’s eyes when she spots Beau muttering to himself. He feels like hell, his jaw aching, his mind melting. He doesn’t want to hurt that Marcie girl. He doesn’t want to hurt a child, and his body seems to understand this. But his mind knows something his body doesn’t. Knows that Greenacre has given him an order to silence a potential witness, and if Beau doesn’t do as he’s told…
There’s a story Minch with the demon baby tattoo likes to tell about a time he and Greenacre intercepted a Mexi mule at the border. The guy was carrying several condoms full of heroin in his gut—too far along for the poor sumbitch to puke it up, not close enough for a bunch of impatient bikers to wait for him to eject it out the other end.
“So, you know what Greenacre did?” Minch said, flicking open his switchblade with a smile, and Beau had known and wished he hadn’t.
He doesn’t want to end up like that, gutted like a fish, bleeding out on some warehouse floor in the middle of nowhere.
He clenches the knife hard, willing himself to move. They’ll be watching him. They’ll want to make sure that it’s done. If he runs, he’s dead meat. If he stands here all afternoon and doesn’t do a thing, he’s dead too. He feels like he’s in one of his and Cutter’s terrible stories, and he’s close to pleading for his dead sister to crawl up out of the earth and come get him, when he sees three familiar figures heading through the hospital’s front entrance.
Loyal and that boy from the diner and his scaly old uncle. The reporters. Even Beau can figure out they’re here to speak to that little girl.
His hand is shaking so bad he can’t even grip the knife anymore. Whatever it is Greenacre doesn’t want her to talk about, there’s sure as hell nothing stopping her now.
Beau starts to walk across the parking lot, no idea what he means to do when he gets inside, but it feels better to move than to stand still. He breaks into a run, only to find himself cut off by a pair of black motorcycles. Behind his mirror shades, Minch grins, exposing the dark gaps where someone has punched out his teeth.
“Going somewhere, tweaker?”
It wasn’t just about getting rid of the girl, Beau realizes. It was about seeing what he would do, finding out if he was a good boy who could be trusted or if he was a liability who needed to be dealt with, just as they’d dealt with the Mexican mule. He is sweating so hard his jeans are wet. He feels the rev of Minch’s engine low and sharp in his gut, as if the switchblade were already there.
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Ireally shouldn’t be talking about this. This shit’s way above my pay grade.” Deputy Veazey hunches farther into his plastic fold-out chair, outside Marcie Bordelon’s hospital ward. According to the nurse on shift, Marcie regained consciousness sometime during the night, but she’s been sleeping a lot as her body attempts to rehydrate and stave off the infection in her wounded ankle.
It must have been frightening for her to wake up here, Sasha thinks. He’d stuck around long enough yesterday to overhear the nurse on reception telling Deputy Lege that they couldn’t get hold of Mr. Bordelon. Sasha figured the father was probably still out searching, and he and his phone had hit a dead zone. But that poor girl—how she must feel, thinking her father couldn’t care less where she is, when anyone between Belle River and Jacknife could tell her that man’s been out scouring the wilderness for his daughter all week long.
“Your pay grade,” Sasha says now. “Veaze, you’re with the sheriff’s department, not the CIA.”
“We’re hardly asking for state secrets, son,” his great-uncle adds. “Just wanted to get your read on some of your colleagues.”
Beside him, Loyal stands with her arms folded, while Sasha leans against the wall. Veazey glances at the Band-Aid on Sasha’s nose, and he fiddles with his top button, looking about as comfortable as Sasha feels. It’s not that Sasha dislikes the guy—he has fond memories of getting stoned with him in the boys’ bathroom, sitting in the sinks so that they could smoke out of the window, pretending they could see patterns in the water stains on the ceiling. Even if Veazey’s weed was mostly stem, it was still better than going through high school completely sober. Sasha is only hard on him now because the dumbass decided to become a cop. Like switching sides in the middle of a war.
“Deputies Lege and Mancuso,” Sasha’s uncle prompts.
“Look, sir, I ain’t saying it’s a sure thing.” Veazey bows his head a little. “Just that those two make me edgy—you know what I mean? They knew each other from way back, went to school somewhere farther west, I think. Mancuso told me something about the army once, but I reckon that’s a crock of shit, because he’s got a habit, that much you can tell from just looking at him. He and Lege are always goading each other on. If one of them is into something he shouldn’t be, you can bet the other is, too, but it’s like I said—”
“We know,” Loyal says, “you’re not accusing anyone.”
“Accuse” is the wrong word, Sasha thinks, too official-sounding. It makes Veazey wrinkle his nose and start in with the “I don’t know…” stuff again, which Sasha knows Loyal doesn’t have the patience for right now, and, frankly, neither does he. They’re all running on too little sleep and too much caffeine, and Sasha’s been popping Tylenol all afternoon. The sooner they can finish up here, the better, but Veazey has always needed drawing out of himself, one question at a time, like he doesn’t even realize he knows anything until you remind him that he does.
“Veaze,” Sasha says. “Who put you on this security detail, for the Bordelon girl?”
“Sheriff Broussard, of course. And he’s not going to be happy when he finds out I’ve been talking to you again.”
“He asked you specifically—you didn’t volunteer?”
“You think I’d have volunteered for this? I hate hospitals. Strip lighting gives me a migraine.”
“Did the sheriff give you any additional instructions, like who’s allowed in to see Marcie, anything like that?”
Veazey looks at Loyal curiously. “No one, he said. Told me he was going to get in touch with the girl’s folks, and that I shouldn’t let anyone in unless it was a doctor or he was standing right beside them himself.”
Sasha nods. He likes Don Broussard about as much as sunscreen in a shaving cut, but it had struck him as odd, when they arrived, that someone like Veazey should have been left on guard duty. Broussard knows Veazey has been helping Sasha since the start of this investigation. He’s the one deputy they haven’t crossed swords with, the only one Sasha doesn’t remember seeing down in the lilies poking at Cutter’s waterlogged body. He wouldn’t go so far as to call Veazey a “good cop,” same as he doesn’t really believe in “good politicians,” but he has nothing if not his instincts, and instinct tells him Veazey isn’t mixed up in anything suspicious. He’s a young guy who looks like he weighs eighty pounds—if Broussard really had the pick of bodyguards for Marcie, why not go with someone like Lege, all muscle and latent temper, who’d do a far better job of keeping out unwanted visitors? Unless Broussard didn’t feel comfortable leaving someone like Lege alone with Marcie.
“Has Broussard ever mentioned anything to you about Lege and Mancuso?” Sasha asks. “Any concerns he might have?”
“Look,” Veazey says, fiddling with his collar again. “I ain’t dumb. I can see what you’re getting at, but I’m not exactly Broussard’s confidant. All I know is, the dynamic’s been off since we started working the Labasque case.”
“How’s that?”
“Sheriff used to take Lege and Mancuso with him all the time. Lege especially. Broussard likes having big guys around, added muscle. Makes him look badass. But he’s barely given those two anything to do for this case. I don’t think he trusts them like he used to.”
“Hey, guys,” Loyal says suddenly, peering through the circular window in the door to Marcie’s ward. “Our girl’s awake again.”
Sasha gets up on the toes of his sneakers, looking over Loyal’s shoulder. Beyond the door, he can see that most of the beds are empty; just a handful of children dozing while a fan ticks on the windowsill, wafting the blinds slowly side to side. Only one occupant is sitting up: this dark-haired, sun-blasted girl, looking around as if needing a moment to remember where she is.
“Aw hell.” Veazey scrambles out of his chair, elbowing Sasha aside to get a look himself. “Okay. I’ve got to try and get hold of the father again. You three better come with me to reception.”
“Come on, Deputy,” De Foret says. “These two are the ones who found her. They don’t mean her any harm—you know that. You can let them have a word with her at least.”
“I’ve already given you more than your fair share. Keep hassling me and I’ll book you for wasting police time.” Veazey frowns, already turning on his heel. “Follow me. Then maybe I’ll let y’all take the first picture of whatshername being reunited with her parents.”
They fall in behind him, long enough for Sasha to match the rhythm of his footsteps to his uncle’s, to get Veazey used to the sound. Whatever has been going on in those woods, whatever it is Deputy Lege wanted him to stay away from, Sasha is willing to bet Marcie knows something about it, even if she doesn’t fully realize it yet.
He stops dead, waits for them to turn the corner, and then heads back toward Marcie’s room as quickly as he can.

“No way are you with the news,” Marcie says. “You look like you came straight from some redneck version of Coachella.”
It has been almost half Sasha’s lifetime since he was thirteen, and he’s forgotten how much of a person you are at that age. Unconscious, Marcie had seemed so young and vulnerable, but awake, once she gets over the initial surprise of seeing him slip into the ward, she has all the arrogant moodiness of someone who has just hit puberty and wants someone else to blame for it.
“What happened to your face?” she says, slouching back against her pillow. “And your hair—did you staple it together?”
Sasha hooks one leg over the other, aiming for a marginally more professional posture than “doubled over in agony,” and trying not to wince as cords of pain shoot up through his muscles. “I’m with a local online publication,” he says. “We’d really love to ask you a couple of questions about your experience.”
“An online publication. Like a blog?”
“Kind of, yeah. Our readers have heard all about you, and they’re pretty hyped to find out how you’re doing.”
“How many followers?”
“What?”
“How many followers does your blog have?” Marcie raises her eyebrows. “If it’s such a big story, I might want to hold out for, like… Reader’s Digest or something.”
“Reader’s Digest? Do you read that?”
“No, but my mom does. When she’s around, which is, like, never. That’s how this all started—you should write that down. Go on.” She stares at Sasha until he gets his phone out and starts typing. “My dad works night security and he’s boning this Waffle House waitress who does the four a.m. shifts. You can print that; I don’t care. So my mom’s like, whatever, I guess I’ll run off to New Orleans, and Marcie can take care of herself.”
“And that’s why you ran away? To piss off your parents?”
“Is that what my dad’s telling everyone? I didn’t run away. I just went out and walked around a while.” Marcie sniffs, picking at the IV in her arm. “Not my fault everywhere looks the same round the lake. By the time it started getting dark, I didn’t know where I was or where I was going.”
“Do you remember going to the Stellys’ house?” That detail, at least, he can try to confirm.
“I don’t know anyone called that,” Marcie says. “I did see a house—it was way out on this bayou I didn’t recognize—but it didn’t seem like there was anyone home, and I got freaked out waiting around. I mean, there could have been a psycho living there or something.”
“Maybe lay off the horror movies in future.”
“At least I knew they weren’t cannibals. They only had waffles in their freezer. I feel kind of bad about taking those, but I was getting hungry, and I’d been walking forever. I tried heading back the way I came, but I just got more lost. Everything loops back on itself out there. The water cuts you off. Didn’t want to run into that guy with the gun again, so I figured I’d just lay low.”
“There was a guy with a gun?”
Marcie chews her lip, not meeting Sasha’s eyes now. “There were people in the woods. You don’t see a lot of people down there, trust me, so at first I thought I’d ask them for help. But then I got closer and… I just got a bad feeling. Like I was watching something I wasn’t supposed to.”
“How d’you mean?” When Marcie doesn’t answer, Sasha flips through the photos on his camera roll and holds the phone up for her to see. “Was this one of the people you saw?”
It’s a picture of Cutter, the one Uncle Chuck had dug up from the archives to use in the initial article about her death. She is much younger here, the image cropped from a larger shot of her and Dewall standing at Randy Ribbeck’s warehouse with a monstrous alligator suspended on a hook beside them, some headline about catching a record-breaker. Cutter is sort of smiling, like it’s something she wants to do but is unsure how.
Sasha is glad this version of the photo no longer features Dewall. Just the thought of him gives Sasha this animal feeling, like the world’s been reduced to scent and sound and the sharp pull low in his body that lets him know he needs something, and right now he can’t be thinking about that. What he needs is to focus, especially when Marcie says, “Yeah! She was there, for sure. But she wasn’t the problem, it was the guy.”
“Hold on…” Sasha swipes to a more recent photo, one that his uncle had sent him earlier. “Is this the guy?”
Dirk Greenacre. White-power meth pusher and all-round motherfucker; the person Loyal saw kissing Cutter’s grave marker after the funeral. That alone would be enough to make Sasha’s skin crawl, even without the murder charges on this man’s rap sheet.
Marcie narrows her eyes at the phone screen. She doesn’t like the look of him, Sasha can tell, and he feels bad for showing her a picture of someone like that.
But then Marcie shakes her head. “Nope. The guy I saw had hair, and this ugly tattoo on his face. Like big fangs.”
“Oh…”
“Creepy as shit. He’s the one who did it.”
Suddenly the world feels to Sasha like a pane of paper-thin glass that could shatter at any moment, and he can tell Marcie is looking at him warily as he presses his tongue to the roof of his mouth, delaying the inevitable question that he knows he has to ask.
“The one who did what?”
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One thing that Loyal May has always been wrong about, Dewall thinks, is that he and his siblings don’t like to read. Actually, in her article way back, she’d accused Dewall of being straight-up illiterate. But you spend enough time sitting in a hunting blind, waiting on ducks and deer, you’ll read just about anything—Craigslist ads, ingredients on deodorant sticks, the death warnings on cigarette packs. One time he found himself reading a think piece in a magazine Cutter had used for roaching her Marlboros. This writer in DC had the Gulf Coast crystal trade all figured out, right down to the names of cartel bosses and white-power Inside Majors giving orders from behind bars. It was a big-picture view of a landscape Dewall mostly saw in the blood-bag stare of his brother’s eyes, or heard about in snatches of Greenacre’s vicious exploits. Turned out many Louisiana meth cooks had, in that grand American tradition, outsourced to Mexico, where ephedrine was easier to score. Dewall read that in Texas there were white boys who brewed their own concoctions using allergy meds, which probably accounted for why everyone over there was so fucked in the head.
Dirk Greenacre considers himself an entrepreneur, which Dewall thinks is a load of bull. That cracker’s not doing anything new, just playing an old game in a broken system. At best he’s another capitalist leech, but then, if that’s true, what does that make Dewall? He took the leech’s money. He let the leech feed him and clothe him. A man can’t live with dignity, living like that.
Not that dignity has ever been in high supply for Dewall.
“Look at your son. Look what he did to himself.” When he was seven, his mother had brought him home from a church fair at Our Lady and marched him into the living room, parading Dewall in front of his father, who was slouched in the sagging brown La-Z-Boy.
“Look at this face paint! Some dumb old hippie at the fair drew a butterfly on him.”
Dewall scowled at her. “It’s a moth.”
“Looks like a butterfly to me,” his father said, and his voice told Dewall he’d better be quiet.
“You know what that dumb old hippie said?” his mother whined, her fingers digging into Dewall’s shoulder. “He said, ‘It’s what your son asked for.’ I told him, Vin, I told him it didn’t matter what my son asked for, I’m the parent, he should have asked me. Look at him!”
“I see him, Gina.”
“He looks like a girl. I had to drive home with him looking like that. Doesn’t anybody care what parents want anymore?”
“Well, of course not. Always got an agenda, don’t they?”
“They.” By that point, Dewall had heard about “them” many times—people who were trying to bring down the country by taking away his father’s rifle, or making him pray to a different god—but he didn’t see what any of this had to do with his moth. It was supposed to be a death’s-head moth. He had seen a picture in one of the books at school and liked the way it looked as if there was a skull on its back. Maybe the guy painting faces at Our Lady hadn’t made it look exactly like the one in the book, but it was the wrong shape for a butterfly, and he was surprised his father, who seemed to know so much about the world, didn’t know that.
“Go wash it off,” his father told him.
Dewall felt along the back of his teeth with his tongue and shrugged. “Don’t want to.”
“Don’t be a fag about it. Go wash it off.”
Dewall began to shake but he didn’t move.
“Go and wash it off now,” his father said, but still Dewall stamped his foot and said no. No, no, no, he wanted his stupid moth. His father leapt out of the chair, snatched Dewall by the wrist, and hauled him out of the living room, grabbing the fireplace poker as he went.
“Vin,” Dewall heard his mother say. “Vin, wait.” But she didn’t say it loud enough, he thought. Like maybe she felt she ought to say something but didn’t really mean it.
By the time his father was done, Dewall didn’t feel like he had much face left, let alone the painting. Whatever remained was tear-smudged, and he couldn’t see out of one eye. His mother said it wouldn’t last, that his vision would come back, but when it did, everything quivered at the edges and there was a big white cloud in the middle.
What he learned then was that there were certain things he wasn’t supposed to have. A certain type of person he was supposed to be, and he was doing a bad job of it. His father taught him that a strong man was an angry man, and so Dewall dived headfirst into bar brawls and parking lot fights, believing for the longest time that feeling a man’s pulse boom, boom, booming under his fingers in a headlock was enough to stave off the kind of craving he reckons Beau knows a little about. The starving man’s hunger, but not for food.
Then, the day of his sister’s funeral, he had seen the light coming through the broken timbers of Our Lady, catching in the cleft of Sasha Petitpas’s collarbone, and he had caught Sasha watching him back. There had passed between them some brief recognition, the way men like them have always recognized each other. Not by anything as mundane as sexuality, but rather two people looking at each other and thinking, You are just as starving as I am.
You want to talk about dignity, Dewall thinks: That boy with the bad dye job and the killer aim gave him some dignity, carrying Cutter’s casket in front of the whole damn town. It doesn’t come with a lot of self-respect, this secret way of living, and maybe somehow Sasha knew that, but none of it matters now. Dewall’s secrets go all the way down. Big bad ones that even Sasha won’t be able to make look pretty.
The moment he heard about that little girl found in the woods, he knew he was living on borrowed time, and if he wanted something from Sasha, he’d have to get it while he could. Before that little girl woke up. Before the whole ugly truth came out.

The morning after he’d found Cutter bleeding in the kitchen, the pair of them had awoken, stiff and pitiful on the floor. Cutter had uncurled herself out from under the table, from Beau’s sleeping embrace, and come back to her big brother.
Said, “I don’t want to talk about it.” Said, “I guess we’ve got a job to do.”
In Dewall’s boat, they’d headed down the channels to the Intracoastal Waterway, the highway of the Gulf Coast, where the air smelled of petrol and they could taste brackish water on the back of their tongues. They lingered by the willows, chain-smoking and not saying much, watching the big cargo ships coming and going, until, on the deck of one freighter, they saw a speck of a man walk to the stern and drop something overboard.
Once the ship had passed and the lethal swell had subsided, Dewall gunned the motor like they were racing to pick up a freshly shot gator before it sank. Probably best for Cutter that all they had to fish out of the water that day was a couple of floating plastic bottles. She grimaced every time she bent over, her face pale like it had been under bandages too long. He didn’t ask about the pregnancy. Didn’t feel the need. She could fuck whoever she wanted—what she couldn’t do was skim his goddamn money and leave him high and dry on hunting days, but then he remembered the bloody towel between her legs, remembered the way she’d groaned and spasmed, and he figured she’d paid enough for it already.
The floating bottles were tied to a plastic bag, wrapped around another plastic bag, wrapped around ten bricks of vacuum-sealed meth. Courtesy of Greenacre’s Mexican cooks, and not the sort of thing you wanted to pull out of some twitchy drug mule’s ass, or risk falling into the hands of the sheriff’s department when some bored deputy decided to stop and search you because he had a quota to fill.
From here, Dewall and Cutter would navigate the intricate bayous and canals back to Lake Verret, where they would rendezvous with some of the Ragnarok Boys and deliver the crank. Greenacre had asked them to do this because the Labasques were experts on the swamp and could find ways to go unseen by the cops. He had known they would say yes because their poverty made them desperate.
They arrived early at Vesconte’s, and Dewall could tell Cutter was relieved to get a little breathing space before Greenacre’s eagle-ink lackeys showed up. She looked hollowed out, colorless, and was taking slow, deep breaths as they moored the boat and slunk into the woods.
“Is this normal?” Dewall asked. “Are you supposed to be like this?”
Cutter just narrowed her eyes and made a swatting motion with her hand like she wanted him to leave her alone. “Fucking hate this place,” she said instead, as they picked their way through dead leaves and cunning roots. The air was ripe with the scent of rotting vegetation.
Any minute now they’d be coming up on the clearing where, last week, Greenacre’s deputy Shaun had got the men to string up a bunch of water snakes to see how long it would take them to starve to death. Dewall had thought it was all pretty tasteless, and a waste of good meat, but he wasn’t about to pick a fight over a few snakes. Cutter, meanwhile, had been livid—if only in private.
“It’s about respect!” she’d snapped. “They don’t respect the land they’re trespassing on, and they want us to know it, because they sure as hell don’t respect us either.”
He didn’t know what to tell her. He was treading water with the Ragnarok Boys, he knew that, but it beat drowning.
They were almost at the clearing, Dewall checking that the packages were intact, when Cutter suddenly stopped, and he saw that animal alertness coming over her.
“Someone’s here.”
He could tell from the way she said it that it wasn’t someone they’d come to meet. Dewall unslung his rifle from his shoulder.
A rustling from behind made him whip around, finger on the trigger, just as Cutter yelled, “No, don’t!” and grabbed the rifle by the muzzle, forcing it down. “She’s just a child, Dewall! Were you going to shoot a goddamn kid?”
He hadn’t seen it was a kid. He’d only seen the back of the girl as she took off into the woods, arms flailing at her sides. It took him a moment to right himself, to put the pieces together, before he realized what they’d done. She’d seen him with the drugs. Seen him aim his gun at her. They’d let a witness escape.
“We have to go after her.”
Cutter gaped at him. “And do what?”
“She saw us. If Greenacre finds out I let her get away, he’ll put my eyes out.”
Then it would all be over. Greenacre would find a way to mangle him so that he couldn’t hunt anymore, so that he’d never be able to earn his way out of his debts, and he’d be trapped leeching off the leech until Greenacre grew bored and decided to blood-eagle him.
But Cutter shook her head firmly, her fists clenched like maybe she was expecting to have to fight him about it. “All she saw was you with some packages. Even the Aryan Brotherhood don’t kill kids—that’s the kind of shit they shank you for in prison! Is that what you are now, Dewall? Worse than a Nazi?”
“Think real careful what you say next, little girl.”
His sister shot him a dirty look. “I think you’ve beat on enough little girls, Dewall. You can leave her out of it.”
“I’m trying to protect you! Same way I’ve always been trying to protect you.”
“Well, now you sound like Dad. And you know what? The government never collapsed, lizard people never took over the world, we never had to fight off starving hordes scrambling for our guns and fresh water. Daddy just had a hard-on for violence, and so do you.”
She turned her back on him then, kicking dead leaves out of her way, and Dewall felt as if she’d spat on him. He squeezed the rifle in his hands. She was making a mistake, and hadn’t he tried to teach her, all those years ago, in this hard, bloody life, mistakes got you killed.
When they reached the clearing, it wasn’t Shaun or Minch or any of the others waiting for them. Greenacre was standing there, watching the dead snakes swaying in the damp breeze.
“What was all that yelling I heard?” The Ragnarok front man took a knife from his belt, picking at the skin of one of the water snakes like he was peeling an orange. He fixed Dewall with those stark, pale eyes, but it was Cutter he spoke to when he said, “Have you and your brother been behaving yourselves?”
Cutter was staring at the knife, nostrils flaring. “It’s nothing.”
“Not to me, baby. Not if it’s got you both looking crazy-eyed like that.”
“She said it’s nothing.” Dewall tossed the plastic-wrapped meth at Greenacre’s feet. “Here. The pickup went smooth enough. Got what you wanted.”
“Wasn’t talking to you.” Greenacre drove his knife into the bark of the nearest tree and came and put his arm around Cutter’s shoulders. She tried to look at Dewall, but Greenacre hooked a finger under her chin and tilted her head up. “Don’t be scared of your brother, baby.” Leaning in close, his mouth against her ear, he whispered loud enough for Dewall to hear, “I can keep you safe from him.”
Dewall could see Cutter’s shoulders moving, knew she was breathing hard. He wanted to tear Greenacre off her, but then what? They were all still caught in the same damn trap.
“You’re my girl, ain’t you, Cutter?” Greenacre said, tucking her hair behind her ear. “And my girl wouldn’t lie to me. So why don’t you tell me what just happened.”
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You’re not serious,” Sasha says. “You’re actually going through with this.”
Scrunched in a booth in the corner of the diner, he raises a glass of cherry cola but doesn’t drink. His stomach is in knots. He doesn’t want to be here, under the glitching lights, the smell of cleaning product making his nose sting as Kaylee wipes down a couple of empty tables and tries to pretend she isn’t glancing at his smashed-up nose. He knows he’s going to have to tell her what happened eventually, and he doesn’t want to do that either. After talking to Marcie Bordelon, the only thing he wants to do is get in the shower and scrub his face raw with boiling water where Dewall had touched him.
As he’d repeated Marcie’s story, driving his great-uncle’s truck back to Jacknife from the hospital, Loyal had listened and nodded and made the appropriate faces, but Sasha knew she wasn’t feeling the same disgust. Not the way he feels it now, sitting in his family diner and feeling filthy all over because he allowed himself to be handled by a guy who’d wanted to put a bullet in the back of a little girl’s skull. All Loyal can think about is Cutter, and Sasha’s pretty sure it’s not about writing some story anymore, it’s just Loyal charging forward, telling herself there will be an answer at the end of it, some kind of understanding about what happened to her friend, otherwise what has this all been for?
“Of course I’m serious,” Loyal says. “We know there’s been something going on in the woods around Vesconte’s. We know Deputy Lege and his friends are involved somehow, and now we’ve got an eyewitness who can place Dewall and Cutter there too. That guy I saw after the funeral, Greenacre, he’s got a history pushing drugs, and if he’s been hanging around Jacknife, I’d put good money on him being mixed-up in this as well. If they’ve been shifting gear around in the woods, and Cutter did something to jeopardize that, it’s a solid motive for murder. But it’s like we’ve been saying from the start—none of this is evidence. We need our story to be solid. If we want to know for sure who did this to Cutter, we need forensics on that boat.”
Loyal’s got that light in her eyes, Sasha thinks. The kind a priest gets when he’s building up to the crescendo of his sermon. She thinks she’s going to avenge her dead friend. She’s got that righteous energy burning through her, and God help anyone who gets in her way. But Sasha can still feel the aftermath of the beating Lege and Mancuso gave him, and his instinct tells him that pulling more cops on to the scene is only going to lead somewhere bad.
“If my uncle was here, he’d say no, no fucking way are you calling Broussard after what his deputies did to me.”
“Hey, your uncle’s giving us an opportunity, staying at the hospital, helping Veazey keep an eye on Marcie. We can move forward, knowing she’s safe. Come on, Sasha, you’re the one who said the Leader needs to stay relevant—this is it, this is the story of the decade in this parish. We’re right on top of something here, you know we are.”
“So let’s publish what we know! That’s enough of a story, isn’t it?”
“Pointing the finger at a known criminal like Greenacre, with our names in the byline? I’d want that guy in custody before I posted something like that, wouldn’t you? Look, I get it, I don’t like cops any more than you do, and I’m sorry for what those deputies did to you, Sasha, but if we want DNA off Cutter’s boat, I don’t see any other way than bringing in Broussard. Your friend Veazey seemed pretty confident we could trust him.”
“Veazey barely graduated high school; I’m not staking my career on his intuition!”
“Well, that’s funny, because you’ve been doing that ever since I got here.”
Under the Band-Aid, the bridge of his nose hurts so bad Sasha swears it’s about to erupt. He slides out of the booth, waving Loyal away when she asks if he’s all right.
“Just need another Tylenol,” he says. “I think there’s some in the kitchen. Sounds like you’ve made up your mind, so go ahead. Make your phone call. I’ll be back.”
In the diner kitchen, crowded by the smells of things frying, Sasha does consider making a run for it. He really doesn’t want another confrontation with the sheriff’s department, official or otherwise, and he’s trying to figure out where he could go. The boundaries of Jacknife are slowly shrinking around him the longer he stands by the back door, gulping down muggy air, and that’s when Sasha sees him, sitting in his boat, down by the water’s edge. Head bowed as if he’s praying.
Here’s the thing about shooting and killing. Here’s the thing about learning to make a mess of yourself so that other men don’t do it for you. Here’s the thing about standing on the railroad tracks at night playing chicken with the freight trains, willing somebody, anybody, to jump out and save you from this little life. You learn that the bright, watery fear that floods your brain and your chest and your arms and legs is really adrenaline, that it’s fuel to make you go and you’ve got to ride the rocket as far as you can before it claps out. Sasha, still channeling the high of sniping alligators, still flooded with that shaky confidence you only get from establishing dominance when you’ve never had any before, marches out of the diner, through the brittle grass down to the edge of the lake.
“Did you do it?” His voice comes out as a rasp with no volume. He says it again, but louder, and Dewall looks up with a whole lot of something in that milky eye.
“Do what?”
“Jesus Christ, Dewall.”
Sasha wants the answer and, at the same time, he doesn’t. Dewall scares the shit out of him. Dewall also makes him feel like someone’s lighting firecrackers between his ribs, and that doesn’t happen in a place like Jacknife. Not to him. He needs to know if this man who took a beating for him let his own sister get tangled in the weeds and drown. In his head, Sasha is standing on the railroad tracks, waiting for whatever Dewall says next to save him or run him down.
“Doesn’t matter,” Dewall mutters at last, running his hands over the mooring rope. “What’s going to happen is going to happen. Just came to get a last look at you.”
Sasha bites down on how that makes him feel. “What are you talking about? How can you say it doesn’t matter? God, I’m so sick of this—you’re all in on it! Whatever it is you’ve been doing out there in the woods, you’re in on it together—you and the sheriff’s men and that Texas dealer. This whole time, we’ve been trying to figure out what happened to your sister, and you guys have blocked us at every turn with bullshit about suicides and faith healers and abortions, when really it was just about… what, drugs?”
“You say that like it’s some small thing.” Dewall shakes his head bitterly. “You don’t know what my life’s been, or my brother’s. You can’t imagine how much this shit’s really worth.”
“Was it worth the life of your sister? Is that why she had to die? You know, the very first thing your brother told us was that you and she had been fighting—was it because of this? She wouldn’t let you kill Marcie, she was jeopardizing your operation. We found her boat, by the way—you can still see the blood where she hit her head, before she drowned. Was it you who pushed her? Was it Greenacre? Or did one of those deputies do your dirty work for you?”
He’s got the rifle in the boat. Sasha hadn’t seen it at first, but when Dewall moves to snatch the tiller, sunlight glances off the barrel, and Sasha sees it sitting there pointedly like the stop at the end of a sentence.
They look at each other. Something tightens in Dewall’s face and sucks all the adrenaline right out of Sasha, leaving only sharp, cold fear.
Is that why he came here, to tie up loose ends? But then Dewall guns the engine, and moments later all that’s left are angry ripples and the echo of the motor, and Sasha standing at the lip of the water, breathing quick and shallow, but breathing nonetheless.
He lingers for a moment, waiting for the blood to stop pounding in his ears. Shadows are gathering between the dense thicket of tamaracks and oaks that swing low over the muddy lakeside, and Sasha shivers. He tries not to think too hard about what Dewall meant by “getting a last look at him.”
Dewall’s a bastard, but he could have shot Sasha right there, and he didn’t. Sasha has been living out here long enough; he can tell when the balance of things is off, and his gut tells him there is something else at work here. Something else waiting for them beyond the trees.
When at last he tramps back to the diner, Loyal is waiting for him, that zealot’s look still in her eye. “Come on,” she says. “The sheriff wants us to meet him at the station.”
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Goddamn, they caught him slipping. Beau, kicked in the back of the knees, Beau sprawled on his front with his face pressed against the dirt so close he can taste it. He feels Minch put his boot in his ribs, feels that chunky dirty rubber against the back of his skull as Minch holds him down, right here in his own front yard.
They’ve been cutting holes in the chain-link fence. That’s how they’ve been getting into the compound. Beau knows because it’s through one of these holes that Minch and Shaun dragged him after they hustled him back from the hospital parking lot, and he’s got the tetanus-ridden scores up his arms to prove it. Where the hell is Dewall? Why isn’t he here? His brother may not give a shit what happens to him, but he won’t have people trespassing on his property, that much Beau knows.
He splutters snot out of his mouth and gargles something into the dust.
“Roll him over,” Greenacre says, dropping into a gargoyle crouch beside him. “You got something to say, Baby Beau?”
“My gators…” Beau spits out dirt. “They need feeding.”
They’ll be expecting him, crowding round the edge of the pool, cheeping and quacking. If he’s reached the end of the road, that’s one thing, but there’s no need for his kids to suffer just because he’s screwed up.
“They’ll get to eat. Don’t worry about that.”
The way Greenacre smiles makes Beau squirm.
Greenacre’s leather jacket creaks as he pulls a Zippo out of the pocket, sparking a flame and wafting it under Beau’s nose. “I’d quit moving around so much if I were you, or your hair’s going to catch. You know how fast hair burns? Shaun, tell him what happened to that featherwood outside Houston.”
“She was wearing too much of that spray in her bangs. Whole face went up like whoosh!”
“It did,” Greenacre agrees solemnly. “Did her a favor, though, don’t you think, boys? Way the ice had her looking by that point—even for a suckmouth, she wasn’t pretty.”
Above them, Minch laughs like he’s drunk on something and he digs the tread of his boot hard into Beau’s cheek. He’s got steel-toed boots like you might wear on a building site, only Beau knows for a fact that Minch has never worked construction or any other job in his life. Says that’s everyone else’s fault. Says it’s because of the Mexis and the Filipinos. Always someone else’s fault with these guys; can’t stand to look themselves in the eye and risk seeing a total fuckup, because they’re history’s chosen people. Beau figures if their life’s been reduced to kicking crank addicts around on some junk-cluttered island in the middle of a swamp, it must feel like a waste of their manifest destiny. No wonder they’re mad at him.
“Now, Beau,” Greenacre says, still squatting next to him. “I asked you to do something for me. I asked you to get rid of a potential witness, only you waited so long, those journalists got there first. Now, who knows what’s going to come out, but I got a feeling it’s not looking too good for your brother.”
You can’t threaten Dewall, Beau thinks, scrabbling against the earth, blinking back specks in his eyes. Dewall is a threat in and of himself.
“You’ll be relieved to hear me and the boys will be long gone from this shithole before anyone gets a scent of us. We’re adaptable. But before we go, you and me have got some unfinished business, brother, concerning a pound of flesh.”
Lying on his side like this, Beau can see very little, but he can tell, from the thud of their feet on the earth, that there are only the three of them. Minch, Shaun, and their boss. Where the other Ragnarok Boys are, he doesn’t know—maybe they’re already packed up and burning rubber to get out of town, heading farther east along the coast to find another pack of sad sacks even worse off than the Labasques.
Just three guys.
If Beau wants even a chance of escaping, he’ll have to lay Minch out with one blow. He digs deep, tries to remember what Dewall taught him about dealing punches and taking them. He knows that one of a man’s weakest points is his knees. Beau can see Minch’s knee from here, spiderweb-tattooed skin bursting out of ripped jeans. He could reach it. He could try. But then what? Shaun is prison-swole, always itching for a fight, and maybe the Beau of his teens might have stood a chance, but this Beau eats once a day, barely sleeps, and his insides are a slurry of fear and speed that’s been cut with God only knows what. Shaun would finish him off in a heartbeat. But then Shaun would have to see him coming, and, right now, Shaun isn’t looking his way. He’s bending over a duffel bag, rooting around for something, and Beau feels like a whole different species, animal adrenaline spiking through him, body tensing up as he prepares to lash out, when suddenly Greenacre says:
“Grunting and squealing on the floor like that—I don’t understand what Cutter saw in him.”
The men laugh their hyena laughs, and the fight goes out of Beau like a dud match, flaring briefly, then dying.
“Your sister wouldn’t hear a word against you, Baby Beau. Broke one of Jackson’s teeth just because he called you a zombie.” Greenacre’s on his feet now, circling him real slow. “She was devoted. Wanted me to quit feeding you crystal, said I was fucking you up, like you weren’t already doing a fine job of that yourself.”
He kicks Beau hard in the gut, making Beau wheeze, stars shooting behind his red-webbed eyes, but Greenacre just keeps on walking.
“I don’t normally hold with Catholics. Can’t see much point in worshipping a god who lets you break him into little pieces and eat him every Sunday. But your sister, I did like her. I told her she was tying herself to a brick that was already sinking, sticking with you and Dewall, and then, lo and behold, she fucking sinks, and I can’t help thinking if the two of you had cut her loose, that never would have happened.”
Greenacre halts, his boot inches from Beau’s face. “You cost me my girl, tweaker,” he says. “And then you disobeyed me. Now, I’m a businessman, so you and I are going to settle this like any other transaction. You took from me, so now I take what’s owed in return, but don’t look so scared, little brother—” He cocks his head, watching with a glittering kind of fascination as Shaun advances with a needle in one hand, a tourniquet in the other. “Once you’re done choking on your own vomit, it’ll be just like going to sleep.”
Beau screams inside his skull. He can only imagine what kind of cocktail’s waiting in that needle, and in that moment he wishes a hundred different deaths on Greenacre, every instinct in his body making him kick and writhe against the ground, while Minch presses on his head with his boot.
There have been plenty of times Beau has thought about dying, wanted it, even, as he did yesterday at the river—but not like this, not like a frightened animal in a sack, keening and choking and burning the fight out of himself before Shaun even has his hands on him. There’s spittle flying out of his mouth, tears squeezing from his eyes, and he screams when Shaun leans down—a terrified, inhuman scream—as the needle draws close, and that’s when they hear the gun cocking.
Greenacre turns. Immediately Shaun moves to stand in front of him like a shield, though even his body, muscles built in the jailhouse gym, won’t be thick enough to stop those bullets. Dewall is holding the alligator rifle. That thing is made to pierce through prehistoric armor, and he is curling his finger around the trigger now, white eye fixed on the lot of them as he says, “You going to make me do it?”
“There’s still a fighting white boy in you yet.” Greenacre clicks his tongue. “Three to one, God-eater. No need for this to end dirty for you. Put the gun down, and we can work this out.”
“Think I heard enough about the way you like to work things out. You come near my family again, I’ll put you down, don’t matter how many of you there are. I got a hundred dead gators say I don’t miss.”
Beau sees Greenacre’s fingers straying ever so slightly to the J-shaped outline in his pocket. All they’re packing is knives, he realizes. He wants to tell Dewall, “Shoot them! Blow these bastards away!” but he’s screamed himself so hoarse that all that comes out is a pathetic whine that makes Greenacre scoff.
“Your family. You mean this lousy suckmouth—”
Dewall raises the rifle. Beau feels the sudden lack of pressure on his face as Minch lunges across the yard and throws his whole weight against Dewall, knocking them both to the ground. Then it all happens fast. The rifle makes a dull thud as it hits the earth. Dewall jackhammers a fist into Minch’s rib cage until Minch is foaming pink at the mouth. Shaun, still holding the needle, slams one heavy boot into the side of Dewall’s head, where a patch of gauze covering his ear begins to bleed, and Beau sees his brother’s eyes roll back, sees the fight go out of his arms.
Beau hauls himself upright through the pain. Greenacre grabs the needle out of Shaun’s hands, knife forgotten, and stands over Dewall, but then the rifle shot rips through the air, a flock of crows erupting from the treetops, and Shaun starts shrieking. His knee is gone, replaced by a mess of stringy muscle and jutting bone.
Beau hadn’t even meant to shoot him there, had been aiming for his chest, but his eyes are streaming so bad that everything is blurred at the edges.
Greenacre looks at him like he’s not even holding the gun. Like he’s nothing but this wasted, bony creature, so spun out he couldn’t even protect his own sister, can’t protect his brother now.
“You gakked-up son of a bitch! Put that down before you do some real damage!”
Beau pulls the trigger again, feels the rifle buck in his arms. He fires the magazine dry.
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You get too attached to something, it makes you weak. Gives other people leverage over you. It’s a lesson Dewall’s father had tried to teach him, a lesson Dewall had tried to teach his brother in turn, many years later, when Beau’s pet alligator got caught in a trap, and Dewall knew Beau wouldn’t have it in him to put the animal down. Sometimes the only way to get rid of the weakness is through brute force. But it’s a lesson he realized he hadn’t learned himself, when Sasha was standing on the bank yelling at him, accusing Dewall of putting his own sister in the water.
Wanting something and having that thrown back in his face. Dewall figured there wasn’t much he could say to change Sasha’s mind. He wasn’t going to plead. Where was the dignity in that? He’d headed home on the water, running it over in his mind that if he’d screwed up with Cutter, if he’d screwed up with Sasha, the least he could do was try to mend things with Beau, before the only family he had left turned his back on him, too, and that was when he’d dragged himself up from the jetty to find Greenacre and his lackeys pinning his brother to the ground.
But looking at Greenacre now, sprawled in the grass, at the rust-colored trail leading down to the water where Minch had dragged the howling Shaun away, Dewall thinks it’s funny—how that fear for his brother hadn’t made him weak at all. It had made him take a stand.
“What’re we going to do now?” Beau says, shivering beside him. He nudges Greenacre’s tattooed head with his foot, like he’s checking to see if he really is dead. “Shit, Dewall. I killed a man. What’re we going to do?”
“A Nazi ain’t a man.”
Already a few flies have settled on the body, twitching their legs together in the pools of tacky blood, but they disperse when Dewall squats down, taking hold of one of Greenacre’s ankles and unlacing his boot. “We can burn the clothes,” he says. “The rest is just meat.”
Beau’s eyes go wide as he follows Dewall’s gaze toward the alligator house.
“You think the kids are hungry?”
Beau lets out a startled laugh, as if he can’t tell whether Dewall is being serious. “You’re a stone-cold motherfucker.”
“You’re the one that killed him.”
“Yeah, but… Nah, man, I ain’t doing that. Don’t ask me to do that.” Scratching his temple, Beau says, “Got enough messed-up shit in here already. Don’t make me watch a man get eaten.”
“The swamp, then. I’ll take him as far as I can, leave him for the scavengers.”
“You’re so calm. How are you so calm? You done this before, gotten rid of a body?”
Dewall gets to his feet, placing a hand on Beau’s shoulder, and he doesn’t miss the way his brother flinches a little at his touch. He still has a habit of turning his body to one side, Dewall notes. Still trying to make himself a smaller target.
“I didn’t kill Cutter,” Dewall says. “Hey, look at me. God as my witness. I didn’t.”
He wants to think his brother believes him. Beau glances down at the heap of muscle that was formerly Dirk Greenacre and asks, “Was it him, you think? He talked like he owned her.”
“Shithead.” Dewall rests his heel against Greenacre’s bloody cheek. “But I don’t know—I was with him that whole evening she died. Never let him or his dogs out of my sight.”
But you lost sight of Cutter. No need to say it—they can both feel the weight of that fact between them.
“If it wasn’t Greenacre’s boys, though…” Beau’s stare drifts off into the woods. From somewhere far off, an alligator bellows. Beau’s voice is quiet then, mumbling something Dewall doesn’t hear. A prayer, probably, or a curse. One’s as likely as the other in their family, and Dewall’s hearing is shot anyhow, his ear still stabbing pain right through his skull every time he turns his head.
Whatever he heard, it can’t really have been what Beau said. Just a trick of the island acoustics and his own damaged eardrum that made him think his brother had muttered, “Here she comes. Here she comes.”
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One time, Cutter said, “You know how gunslingers die?”
They were at the Exxon gas station on the edge of town, filling Cutter’s brother’s truck with pine-scented air fresheners, and Loyal answered, “You’re not dying, dummy, you just got your period. If we hang these up, Dewall won’t even be able to tell. Promise.”
“Wasn’t talking about that.” Cutter, leaning against the side of the truck, made a face like she didn’t want to be reminded of her brother, or of how she functioned differently than he did. Lately, Loyal thought, Cutter did not like to have it pointed out that she was a girl.
“Wild Bill Hickok took one in the head while he was playing five-card stud. Kind of a joke, right? You can be the baddest motherfucker and still get put down like it’s nothing.”
Loyal shuffled out of the passenger door and dropped down onto the baking asphalt. She always felt enormous in the heat, her ankles swelling up and making her legs look like the gouty pins of some old lady. She’d wear long pants all summer if she could, cover herself up, but when Cutter had pulled up in front of her mom’s house this morning, she’d said, “Girlie, you’re going to cook in those jeans. Wear the blue dress. Makes your titties look fine.”
Loyal had stuck a finger in her mouth to mime making herself gag, but she’d done as she was told, because it was never as easy to like herself as when Cutter, cocksure and smirking, said she liked her.
She looked at her friend now, built like a straight razor, leaning against the sun-scorched metal, and said fondly, “You and Beau watch too many Deadwood repeats.”
“I’m just saying, when I die, I want a showdown, you know? I don’t want to just come and go like the end of a bad joke.”
It goosed her when Cutter talked about dying. Not because death itself scared her—Loyal was sixteen then, and death seemed like a far-off thing, like getting married or paying taxes—but because she didn’t like to think of Cutter being so unhappy. A hot wind wafted the scents of car exhaust and diesel fumes over them. Loyal took Cutter’s hand and squeezed it.
“You’re not going to die,” she said.
Cutter snorted. “Everyone’s going to die.”
Loyal wondered if she was picturing her parents, burned up on the interstate, and it made her squeeze Cutter’s hand again and lean against her shoulder. “I’d come and get you,” she said. “If you died.”
Cutter put her arm around her. “Well, same. Of course.”

That’s how she pictures it now, knuckles white from clenching the steering wheel, fighting back the urge to floor the pedal as the truck speeds along the dusky roads. I’m coming, Loyal thinks. I promise.
Ahead, the sky is streaked with clouds stained red by the neon lights of Napoleonville dives and daiquiri shacks. Zydeco and country music spills out of one truck stop only to fade and be replaced by another within seconds, creating a jarring blend of discordant notes. Sasha tries to hum along until he gets lost in the noise. Two boys pass them on bicycles, racing each other, howling with the wind in their hair. All around in the dark, the day’s heat still shimmers above the road. Nightjars call in the brush; people go about their lives, and Loyal feels wretched in her envy.
Since the cops pulled Cutter’s body out of the water, she has been channeling everything she’s got into figuring out what happened, as if, like this, she can find some measure of forgiveness for herself as well. But how long can a person hold out against grief until they snap? She feels this wasted love like a burning rope in her hands, the reins of some fiery horse about to bolt.
A dusty white Cadillac slouches low in the parking lot outside the sheriff’s station. Loyal has this feeling she has seen the car before. Under different circumstances, it might have set an alarm bell ringing in her head, but when they step into the station, everything changes.
Most police stations that Loyal has visited in the course of her career have a buzz to them—always something happening, everyone talking at once, phones ringing, drunks in the lockup bitching each other out. But the only sound, as they step into the Napoleonville station lobby, is the air-conditioning blasting out polar air and making the hairs on Loyal’s arms stand up. Most of the lights are out, except for one searing strip above the reception desk. Loyal doesn’t get a sense that there is anybody else in the building, except the girl at the front desk, who looks them up and down as they approach, eyeing Sasha’s busted nose with a kind of haughty boredom. When they ask for Broussard, she taps her blond braid with her press-on nails and tells them, “Sheriff’s gone out.”
“But he told us to meet him here,” Loyal says. “We have an appointment.”
“Well, excuse me.” The girl stretches the words out of her mouth like she’s chewing gum. “The sheriff is very busy. He’s been called away on an urgent matter.”
“When will he be back? Can you contact him, tell him we’re here?” Loyal has come this far—she needs that forensic analysis, before the swamp eats away too much of Cutter’s boat, before she loses this chance to make things right between them at last. “We have vital information pertaining to a murder investigation; I can’t see what’s more urgent than that. I explained all this on the phone, and Broussard said he would be here. Can you please just call and tell him we need to talk to him?”
“I don’t like this,” Sasha mutters. “We should get out of here.”
The girl behind the desk shrugs, the blue light from her monitor illuminating the concealer powder collecting in the dimple of her chin. “Look, Sheriff Broussard has a lot of responsibilities. I can’t keep track of everything he’s doing and I’ve no idea how long he’ll be gone. You’re welcome to come back another time. Otherwise, if you want, you can wait over there with Ichabod Crane.”
She nods to a row of plastic chairs lining the wall behind them. In the poorly lit lobby, Loyal hadn’t even noticed them, let alone the figure sitting on the end, rubbing his arms.
“Isiah? What’re you doing here?”
The faith healer’s son unfolds himself from his chair as Loyal and Sasha approach. He gives them a thin smile, but somehow he looks even more gaunt and nervous than when they last saw him.
“Divine providence if I ever knew it,” he says. “I tried to call you earlier, and now here you are.”
“We were at the hospital; our cell phones were off. Is this about Cutter?”
The gray flesh under Isiah’s eyes hints at too little sleep. There is a dented shoebox on the seat next to him, and he picks it up and holds it out to them, the gesture oddly childlike, as if he’s seeking some kind of approval.
“What is this?” Sasha wrinkles his nose. “Castoffs from your crazy church’s yard sale?”
Loyal runs her eyes over the scrubbed curve of an animal skull—a rabbit, maybe—a pack of Marlboro Reds, a bunch of loose nails, and a misty CD case with Motörhead scrawled on the front in atrocious handwriting that makes her chest ache.
“These are Cutter’s things.”
Isiah nods. “She gave me a bunch of stuff. I guess she thought it was funny, knew it would make my mother mad. But it didn’t seem right to hang on to these, and my mother really wouldn’t like it if she found them. I thought maybe you’d know who I should pass them on to? Since I couldn’t get hold of you, I figured I’d come here. Started thinking maybe they might be helpful, there might be DNA or something like that, and I should turn them in.”
Loyal glances back at the girl behind the desk, who makes a show of clacking around on her keyboard, like she doesn’t want them to know she was listening. “Maybe we should talk outside.”
“Hang on there.” Sasha, poking through the box, pulls out what looks like a very small T-shirt, white with tiny red sleeves, and a big “14” printed in the middle. “Go Mustangs, I guess. Didn’t have Cutter down as a varsity football fan.”
“She wasn’t,” Loyal says, and she sees Isiah gnawing on at his lip. “What’s the matter?”
“Marianne gave me that to get rid of. Threw it at me, actually, said she didn’t even want to look at it. It was supposed to be for the baby.”
“You gave it to her?” Sasha raises his eyebrows. “Didn’t have you down as a varsity fan either.”
Isiah frowns. “She wouldn’t say who gave it to her. She was squirrelly, just said I had to get rid of it.”
“You didn’t, though,” Loyal points out.
“Well, no. I was going to, but we were pretty busy, what with the revivals, and it was already hard enough to get away to see Marianne without my mother getting antsy about me being gone. She’d have freaked out if she’d found me with baby clothes, so I stuffed it under the mattress. Then I guess I forgot about it.”
“That sounds convenient.”
“I’m telling you the truth.” He looks at Loyal pleadingly. “I had nothing to do with that baby—you’ve got to believe me. The guy who gave her this”—his eyes flicker to the little T-shirt again—“Marianne said he wouldn’t leave her alone. Said he was getting too close, putting pressure on her.”
“Pressure about what?” Loyal asks, but Isiah just shakes his head.
“She was stressed out like crazy, she wasn’t making much sense. I told her, if some guy’s bothering you, you should go to the police, try and get a restraining order, but she said she couldn’t do that. She actually laughed at me.”
Loyal stares at the “14” on the T-shirt, and suddenly it feels as if the walls of the lobby are buckling around her.
Who was it who’d insisted that Cutter’s body had drifted downriver?
Who had pushed the suicide theory from the start?
Who’d played number fourteen position, Assumption Parish High School football team, until Cutter bit through the tendons in his middle finger?
“Jesus, we told him where the boat is,” Loyal says. “We told Broussard where to clean up his evidence.”
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Don,” she said, her voice liquor-slurred, “what’s a dive like you doing in a guy like this?”
The Gar wasn’t so much a bar as a lair. The kind owned by ex-cons who had done their time and weren’t in the business of shifting gear anymore, but knew enough to connect those who were. Normally Don drank at the cop bar outside Napoleonville, but lately he’d been hearing whispers of some biker gang out of Texas encroaching on the Basin, and he liked to keep his ear to the ground himself.
The Gar had no windows and was lit only by a handful of Dixie-flag neons and the Ms. Pac-Man machine in the corner. Dim little booths reeked of the smoking-ban exemption, and countless cowboy heels and steel toes had worn the floor tiles to a mosaic of cracks. The john behind the bar was one such cowboy, Resistol hat and prison ink smeared up his arms, and the moment Don walked through the door, the cowboy gave him a look as if to say, “Are you kidding me?”
“Easy, tiger.” Marianne Labasque was sitting on a barstool, one leg tucked up underneath her, the other swinging lazily back and forth. Before Don even got close enough to smell her breath, he could tell she was hammered. She winked at the cowboy and said, “Don’t worry about Donnie; his bark’s worse than his bite.” Then she gnashed her teeth together and laughed, and Don felt it in his damaged finger.
“I don’t think your friend likes me,” he said, as he propped himself beside her, watching the bartender out of the corner of his eye. He half expected his beer to come with a gob of spit slithering down the side.
“You’re a cop.” Marianne snorted. “And you’re hiding it badly.”
“I’m off duty.”
“Please. You looked like a cop even before they pinned the sheriff’s star on you. Got one of those unfortunate faces, I guess.”
She took a long swallow of her drink, and the scent of corn-sweet bourbon rose back up from her gut.
“Hope you’re not planning on driving home like that,” Don said, and she shook her hair out of her eyes.
“Relax, Sheriff. I’m not planning on doing anything except drinking and drinking until the job’s done.”
“What job?”
She swigged the dregs and then motioned to the bartender for another.
“What job, Marianne?”
Don thought maybe he’d stumbled on to something, something shady being done out of the Gar, which had long been a thorn in the side of this parish. Hardly a year went by without Chuck De Foret giving the place a scathing write-up in the Leader, ever since his pansy great-nephew had gotten the shit kicked out of him for sneaking in here—a fact that hardly mattered to Don, but De Foret was a vet and highly respected, and folks took what he said to heart. He’d started demanding to know why the Gar was still allowed to operate, if it was so full of heavies. Don knew if he could get this place cleaned up, it’d go a long way to his reelection the following year.
But Marianne just pinned him with her black-eyed stare and said, “Don’t call me Marianne. You sound like my old man.”
“Sorry,” Don said, and meant it, because he knew enough about Vin Labasque to not want to be much like him.
The apology seemed to soften something in her, however, because she gave another sigh and told him, “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m trying to drink a baby away.”
He thought she was joking at first. He laughed, and she looked at him in surprise.
“That seem funny to you, Donnie? Me drinking my baby down the drain? And here I thought you were a good Catholic boy with family values.” She knocked back another mouthful of bourbon. “Trust me, this ain’t how I’d like to go about it, either, but I don’t have the money to go out of state and get it taken care of all nice and clean. Guess you could arrest me for saying that, couldn’t you? Guess it doesn’t matter. I’m already screwed. I made a mistake, some guy I never should have trusted to begin with, but he had a wildness. Called out to some wildness in me.” She laughed bitterly. “That’s the last time I try to get my little brother out of trouble, that’s for sure.”
She wasn’t making much sense to Don. For a few moments that he would later regret, his thoughts weren’t on the unborn, unwanted baby so much as the image of Marianne rutting with some stranger, her head tossed back in an animal howl. It made his blood hot. Especially if he blurred out the other guy’s face, which was easy enough to do. The guy was a nobody. He’d done a poor job with Marianne, that much was clear, if she was sitting by herself at some scummy bar getting messed-up. She was right, there was something wild about her, and, like any wilderness, she needed a firm hand to tame her. She was, Don thought, the beer going straight to his head, a kind of frontier.
That night in the bar, he sat with her until he’d finished his drink, and she bragged about an alligator she and Dewall had been tracking lately. A big white bitch, she called it. Like me.
“But I’m not going to sell her for skins—I’m going to eat her. Gain her power.”
And she said this so seriously that for a moment Don could ignore the absurdity of what she was telling him. She seemed to burn right before his eyes with some fierce, vital flame. He couldn’t imagine that two weeks later, she’d be dead.

He bought her the baby T-shirt to prove a point. He wanted her to know he was serious about making her his woman, and if part of that meant being the father of her child, well, he could do that. He was a good man. Everybody said so.
But Marianne snapped at him, standing at the side of the road after he’d pulled her over one afternoon. “What about any of this makes you think I want a father for that child? I don’t want the damn child, period!”
“You’re nervous,” he told her. “It’s normal in first-time moms, but you don’t have to be scared anymore.”
He tried to put his arm around her, but she jerked away, her eyes wide like he was thundering down the road toward her doing ninety. “You’re crazy!”
“No, I’m being rational. You need someone to take care of you.”
Slowly but surely, he’d make her understand this was what was best for her. She couldn’t expect to raise a baby out there in the middle of swamp country; she needed civilization, and the idea of being the one to teach her this made Don feel juiced up.
“I’ll give you some time to think about it,” he said, and as he drove away, he saw her in his wing mirror, kicking and kicking the tire of her truck.

A week later, it was the kind of night when the heat felt relentless, skin-close, and Don was crisscrossing the Basin backroads when the call came over the radio. A disturbance on Blair Road, out near Jacknife. A noise complaint from one of the neighbors.
He hadn’t been thinking of Marianne when he responded to the call, and a good thing, too, since it turned out to be a pair of tipsy cousins watching torture porn. Messed-up, he thought, but not actually a crime. Yet no sooner was he back in his car, pulling out of the cul-de-sac and into wooded country again, than he saw a light shuddering between the trees.
There was something out on the water.
For a moment, it roused old stories his grandfather used to tell him of the feu follet, the ghost lights that led swampers astray. Then, as he slowed the car, he saw it looked less like a plume of phosphorescent gas and more like the glare of somebody’s phone.
He got out of the car. Told himself it could be someone in trouble—either that or someone doing something they shouldn’t be. He stamped on reeds and water weed, knocking away loose roots with his steel-toed boots as he fought his way down the bank, led by the beam of his own flashlight that made the water look utterly opaque. Then the light fell over her like a lasso, and Marianne glanced up from her little boat, and she put her hands over her face.
“What’re you doing down here?” he called. She was only a couple of yards away, but he wanted her to hear his voice. Thought maybe she hadn’t realized it was him.
“Figures it was you making all that noise.” Marianne lowered her hands, the reflection of his flashlight glinting in the dark pits of her eyes. “Bet you’ve scared her away now.”
“Who, your big white bitch?”
“Thought I saw something on the opposite bank. Night’s the best time to spot gators, even if the law says you have to leave them be after sunset. Shame that’s not true of people as well.”
Don couldn’t really say why he got in the water. Maybe there was something of the ghost light about her after all, drawing him in. All he knew was one minute he was standing on the bank, the next he was up to his knees in the swirling cutoff, wading out to her.
“Christ, first Dewall and now you!” she cried. “I can’t deal with this, not after the day I’ve had.”
“What was that about Dewall?” Don heaved himself over the side of her boat. Up close, he could see she looked exhausted, his light picking out the bruising hollows of her narrow face. “Are you all right? He’s not been hurting you, has he?”
“Just leave it.” She turned away. He thought she smelled of the sea. “Get out of my boat, Don.”
“You don’t have to be scared of him anymore, I told you. He’s nothing. You never have to see him again if you don’t want. In fact, I think it’d be better for the baby if you didn’t.”
She froze, and in the glow of his flashlight he saw her grimace. “That ‘baby’ is gone. Though, for what it’s worth, it didn’t look much like a baby. Didn’t look much like anything.”
Don leaned away from her. “What’re you saying?”
“I’m saying I got rid of it, and I want to forget this whole thing ever happened.”
“No.” He shook his head. She wasn’t making sense again. “No, I think you’re confused. These DIY abortions aren’t reliable; you don’t know for sure that you lost the baby.”
“It wasn’t a baby! Christ, Don, it was only a few weeks old, it was a speck if it was anything at all, so can you just quit going on about it?”
“You’re obviously upset. I think you ought to come back with me, out of these woods.” But when he tried to reach for her, she slapped his hand away.
“Don. Stop. I’ve been stuck with Hitler huggers all evening, and even they were less demanding than you. You know, you’ve actually got a lot in common with those—”
“Marianne, come on—”
“Bunch of big, loud men who think y’all are owed something off the back of being big and loud, and when you don’t get what you think you deserve, Jesus, do you make it everyone’s problem. Well, I’m sorry you didn’t get your damn football scholarship, Don—sometimes life just fucks you over that way—but I ain’t sorry you never got me!”
Don hit her then. He didn’t mean to. It just happened, like his fist was suddenly so full of energy, and that energy had to go somewhere. He struck her right across the face, the thoughts scrambling over one another in his head—How dare she? How dare she? She’d never let him go through with it when they were teens, had sunk her teeth in when he’d tried to touch her, but she’d let some “mistake” guy fuck her? She was a slut. She made men love her and then made fools of them. Before he could stop himself, he hit her again, harder this time. She fell backward, and when he saw her in the flashlight glare, she looked different. She looked afraid. He thought: At least I can make her feel something.
Then he saw the blood. More black than red, dark with life, like soil. The angle of her head was wrong, jerked over on one side, and she couldn’t seem to lift it, even as her body spasmed. She had raised the propeller out of the water when she’d stopped the boat, as gator hunters were taught to do in order to avoid alerting their prey, and now the blades looked resin-coated where her head had struck them.
“Marianne?”
She wasn’t moving anymore, just lay there bleeding against the timbers in the bottom of the boat. The fact of it broke over him like a full-body sweat.
He took her by the shoulders, tried to shake her, but her eyes were staring at nothing and she didn’t even groan. When he touched the side of her neck, his own blood was hammering so hard in his veins he couldn’t tell if he was feeling her pulse or his.
Then he realized what he was doing. He had to stop touching her. He was leaving his fingerprints everywhere.
Maybe, under other circumstances, if her body had turned up like this, no one would have batted an eyelid. This was Marianne Labasque, after all. Sad, but in some ways inevitable for a girl like her. It would have occupied the front page of the parish paper for a day or so, and then, as always happened, some other tragedy or injustice would have shuffled in to take its place. But if she was found with the sheriff’s DNA all over her…
Sitting in the little boat, Don gripped his flashlight hard. The press loved to see a cop disgraced, got some kind of sick enjoyment out of it, he thought. They would drag this story out until it skinned him to the bone, and it wouldn’t matter that he was a good man, that he went to Mass and said his prayers and fought to keep the rising tide of immorality at bay; he could kiss goodbye to being reelected as sheriff, just as he’d had to kiss goodbye to his football scholarship and his goddamn finger.
It wasn’t fair. Wasn’t fair that he should lose everything because of someone like Marianne.
She was already dead, wasn’t she?
She looked dead. She looked gone.
What would it matter to her now where she lay?
Crouched in the boat, he got hold of her under the arch of her back and heaved her up. Then he tipped her into the water. The darkness swallowed her at once, along with any trace of him.
All that was left, then, was to get rid of the boat. It startled him at first how calmly he was able to think like this, but then he thought, no, he was a professional. The calm and the clarity in high-stress situations were what made him good at his job. In a way, he felt he had been preparing his whole life for something like this, which reassured him, as he slid back into the cutoff and lowered the motor. He positioned himself to the side of the propeller, out of its path, and set it running. Then he let the boat go, heard it droning into the swamp like some huge, furious mosquito. Somewhere out there, it would crash. It would sink somewhere out of sight, and by the time anybody found it, any scrap of evidence would have rotted away.
Don waded to the bank. He stumbled back up through the reeds and the roots, his wet clothes clinging to his skin. Before he got into his car, he stood on the empty road, listening to the crickets in the undergrowth, and took deep, slow breaths of night air. He told himself to be still. It would be all right; he had dealt with the situation. And those little bubbles of air he thought he’d seen rising from Marianne’s body as she went under—that had simply been a trick of the light on black water.
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They find him way back in the cutoff, by the fallen tree, kicking what’s left of the boat to pieces. Cutter’s little red boat that she and Loyal had spent countless summers lying in, reading and smoking and sharing headphones and secrets, and here is Don Broussard, destroying it the way he destroyed her.
Loyal can remember the night that Cutter bit him, mangled his finger so bad the doctors said he was lucky to keep it at all. Cutter had come strutting into school the next day, and in the parking lot she’d opened her mouth and showed Loyal that one of her teeth had chipped in half. Loyal knew she’d never have gotten it fixed, even if she’d had the money. It was her battle scar, proof of the private philosophy Cutter had always adhered to, which was that each of us in this jagged life can only save ourselves. “Let him try that shit again,” she’d said. “I’ll keep my teeth sharp.” But so did the alligators, Loyal thinks now, so did the things that Cutter hunted for a living, and none of that could save them from the bullet to the back of the head. Men see beasts and want to best them. Broussard had been waiting a long time for the chance to put that particular animal in her place.
Loyal runs down the bank, her feet sinking deep into the wet earth, swatting bracken and branches out of her path. Like a storm, people will know she came through here; like a storm, she whips up the water, plowing through the shallows until she’s up to her waist. Broussard is taller than her, trained for fighting the way she has never been, but Loyal is heavier and she throws all her weight at him, tackling him away from the boat before he can even get his fists up.
She can hear Sasha shouting from farther up the bank, shouting at her to wait—but wait for what? The police? Cutter had said she wanted a showdown; it’s the least Loyal can give her now.
Loyal holds Broussard under the water while he slaps at her arms uselessly, until suddenly she feels her legs go out from under her with a solid kick.
He lunges upward, spluttering, but Loyal has lost her advantage, lost the element of surprise, and Broussard grabs her with both hands on either side of her head and slams it back against the fallen tree trunk. The whole world goes Technicolor. Loyal has time for one too-shallow breath before he fits his hands around her throat and starts to squeeze.
Her skin prickles all over. Her whole torso feels tight, and she wonders if this is how addicts feel before the OD takes them under. She can see Cutter in her boat, river wind tearing through her hair; can see the two of them scrambling down steep banks, hand in summer-slick hand. She sees Cutter curled up on her side holding a finger to her lips, whispering, “I drank too much,” while the fresh cuts at the top of her thighs make stains on Loyal’s sheets. And in this version of things, Loyal slips under the covers with her, gentle in a way Cutter never really allowed, gentler than the hand life dealt either of them. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to go like this. To imagine herself lying next to Cutter and drifting off, while she shuts down for real.
Through the fog of suffocation, she can see Sasha at the water’s edge, and she thinks, Why isn’t he helping? He could help—he’s been in fights before—or he could run back and get the gun, the .38 Special De Foret keeps in his truck, but Sasha is just standing there, shouting and waving his arms around, and Loyal can’t hear what he’s saying.
Broussard’s face strains above her. There is some desperate creature behind his eyes as he chokes her, but Loyal takes sips of air and realizes through the painful, strangling haze that she shouldn’t be able to do that. Broussard’s grip is slipping. Pitching her weight forward, Loyal knocks him down, this time falling on top of him, and Broussard thrashes, his thumbs fumbling for her eyes. She hugs him close, trying to disable his hands, pressing his face against her collarbone, but Broussard bites through her shirt, breaking the skin.
Loyal cries out. She sees her own blood in the water. She loosens her hold as she tries to shove him off, but he claws at her, raking deep scratches across her chest, her neck, aiming for her face. She gasps for air, pleading with Broussard to stop, and she thinks her brain must have gotten scrambled when he bashed her head against the tree, because suddenly it seems as if the whole cutoff is boiling, as a primeval hiss cuts right through the air.
“… the water!” Sasha is yelling. “Get out of the water!”
Broussard is still scrabbling at her, but Loyal can’t move.
She takes it for a skull at first, the head that rises up from the murky foam. The alligator is white as sun-bleached bones, the reek of something long dead issuing from between its jaws.
Time slows all the way down. Loyal hasn’t been this close to an alligator since that night at the Labasques’ property, but she remembers the way those teeth felt closing around her hand. She doesn’t even dare breathe. The gator blinks at her with slit-pupil eyes, and a long, guttural growl rumbles up from somewhere deep inside. Then it moves like it’s a blade stabbing through the water—one second Broussard is clawing at Loyal’s face, the next his eyes are rolling back in his head and he’s floundering, the water gushing red from the tear in his waist where the alligator has clamped her teeth. She flings him about like a rag doll.
Loyal can hear Sasha calling her, but still she doesn’t move, rooted to the riverbed, until she feels frantic hands under her arms, hauling her back, hauling her up onto the fallen tree, the bark scraping her shoulder blades.
Broussard reaches for her, mouth hanging open, the noises coming out of him like nothing a human should make.
Loyal can’t help herself. For a split second, he is just the boy she knew at school again, and she reaches down, feels cold fingers slide against hers, trying to find purchase, trying to grip.
Then the white gator dives, pulling him under. Loyal clings to the tree, panting hard while Sasha crouched behind, his arms around her. The water in the cutoff rolls and stills, and then there is nothing to show that the alligator or Broussard was ever there at all. Just a scatter of air bubbles on the surface, drifting and bursting, then gone.
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It’s a scorching afternoon, the blue sky stacked with thunderheads promising a storm. The grass lies low to the ground like it can’t bear to stand up. Ants scurry between the wide cracks in the dirt, and a lizard basks in a spot of sun on a copy of the Bayou Leader.
The headline reads “Blood on the Bayou.” Dewall pauses at the foot of his stepladder and looks at the little reptile curled up over the photograph of former sheriff Don Broussard, and he wonders if it knows how much it resembles the creature that tore his sister’s murderer in half.
The paper is a week old now. Perhaps the last physical copy Chuck De Foret plans to print, and it has been well thumbed, but Loyal May’s name is still legible in the byline. Exposing corrupt cops and drug trafficking, and clearing up a murder case. Better article than that other one she wrote, Dewall thinks, though he is yet to read it all the way through. Somehow he’s got this idea in his head that once he finishes reading, the whole matter will be over. Cutter will really be gone for good.
He picks at the gauze taped over his ear. It doesn’t hurt much now, unless he presses on it. Maybe, in time, he will feel that way about Cutter, but he kind of hopes not. It is, in his opinion, unnatural to want to feel no pain at all. It hurts because he remembers her, and if he remembers her, she’s still there.
The lizard, seeming to sense it’s being watched, opens one eye and flicks its tail. Dewall mutters, “No, you stay there. You’ve earned it.” He’s got work to do anyhow.
The sheet of corrugated siding is hot enough that it’d probably leave blisters on his hands, but he has put on gloves for the occasion—a big pair of gator-wrangling gloves that once belonged to his father, and Vin Labasque’s heavy-duty boots that have been up and down the bayou more times than Dewall himself. He works for the better part of an hour, measuring out the large sheets of metal and sawing them to fit. Feels good to have something to do, now that alligator season is over. Fixing a house isn’t as much like fixing a boat as he’d imagined, and it’s in a worse state than he’d expected, but he wings his way through it as best he can. Figures that could be the family motto.
Around four, Sasha pulls up to the jetty in his great-uncle’s boat. His bruises are brown rather than an angry purple now, and he has redyed the roots of his hair bright pink. Dewall is aware that he smells of sweat and moss, his own hair gone ratty and wild in the humid afternoon, and he measures the distance between them as he climbs down the ladder. He’d rather not make any more of a mess out of this boy.
“It’s looking good.” Sasha closes one eye and squints at the house, same face he’d pull when sizing up a gator at the end of a gun. “When Beau gets home, bet he won’t even recognize the place.”
Dewall grunts. He’s not sure if that’s what he’s been trying to do here, but then again, maybe it is. Maybe they all need a fresh slate.
“He’ll be okay, you know,” Sasha says. “It’s a good thing, him wanting to get clean. And Loyal wouldn’t recommend somewhere she didn’t think could help him.”
“If you say so.”
Dewall has never put much faith in hospitals of any kind. Seems counterproductive to him, if you’re unwell, to go sit in a room full of other unwell people, but then look where that’s got him. Look where it got his sister, bleeding on the kitchen floor—or his brother, trying to scrape the last of the powder out of his pipe in a traumatized frenzy once they were done disposing of Greenacre. Maybe, if he’d been allowed to go to a doctor at the time, Dewall could even have saved his own eye, but it’s too late to think about that now. Least he can do is fix up the damn house.
They sit at either end of Dewall’s boat and pass a cigarette back and forth, and Dewall says, “So, what, you going to move to the city now? Become some big-time reporter?”
“Ha. Kaylee would be pretty mad if I left her to handle the breakfast rush by herself.” Sasha has taken off his shoes, and he nudges Dewall’s boot with his bare foot. “What’s eating you, gunslinger?”
“Did you really think I’d killed her?”
Sasha inspects the end of the cigarette, tapping the ash into the bottom of the boat. “I thought you were being pretty fucking sketchy. But what does that say about me, that I liked you anyway?”
“Well, you’re a problem child. Everyone knows that.”
Sasha takes a slow drag. “I really didn’t want you to have done it, and I know it’s kind of selfish, but it made me mad. You’re the first guy around here who ever… well, you fought my corner. That meant something and I didn’t want to lose that. And I like that you’re looking after your brother now. That means something too.”
The sun slanting through the cypress boughs picks out the sharp lines of his face as he leans forward and offers Dewall the cigarette. “I don’t want to leave. For real. I think if you leave a place, it just gets worse and worse in your head, until you hate to think about it, and I don’t ever want to hate all this.”
Dewall takes the cigarette, drawing the smoke down into his lungs, letting the burn soften everything around the edges for a few moments. A breeze has picked up and the branches are creaking overhead. Everything feels vivid, from the warble of finches in the undergrowth, to the color of Sasha’s mouth, and some part of Dewall wants to taste him right here in the boat, with no one but the trees and the river to pass judgment, but he can still see the tread mark of Deputy Lege’s boots in the bruises on Sasha’s arm.
What was he thinking, ever getting involved with people who had police on their payroll? Cops and Nazi boys have plenty in common, except cops can beat up a kid in a parking lot with impunity. But like so many things with Greenacre, the collusion with those deputies hadn’t been evident from the start. It was like a bad marriage, Dewall thinks now. You’d made the effort to get into it, you didn’t want to get out right away, even when things started to go wrong. And by the time you’d realized the wrong things had stacked up so high you couldn’t see over them, it was too late to get out, even if you wanted to.
Men like Greenacre know how to cut you off from the world. Even within Dewall’s own family, he’d managed to cut each sibling off from the others, made them ashamed of themselves, of their addictions, of their poverty and their dark, quiet loyalty to one another.
That’s what the Ragnarok Boys and their kind really traffic in, he thinks. They rattle on about governments wanting them to be ashamed of their own race, ashamed of being men, but they don’t know the first thing about living with indignity. When Dewall had gone to drop his brother off at the clinic, the tired, toothless men watching from the windows, the narrow-faced women aged before their time, all looked to him like refugees from some calamity only they knew of, and he had been shocked to see how easily Beau had blended in with them. Week by week, month by month, Greenacre had ground his brother down, and Dewall had let it happen. Now he’ll have to watch from afar as Beau puts himself back together again, as moss covers his sister’s grave, and Dewall will have to live with the shame of having failed them both.
He almost can’t stand the way Sasha is smiling at him now. Like he might want to linger on this island. Like he could love this place and the people in it.
The river laps at the sides of the boat with more force, the hair rising on Dewall’s bare arms, and then, suddenly, the storm comes at last, weeks’ worth of weather all saved up and flung at them in one go. There is muscle in the wind shaking the cypresses, and the boat lurches, the water needled with a million holes as the rain pelts down and whips the banks to mudslides. Dewall can barely see the house through the downpour.
“Goddamn.” He tries to get his balance as he stands, lightning flashing above the treetops. “I never finished nailing down that sheet of corrugated. It won’t hold in this wind, whole place is going to flood!”
Can’t do a damn thing right, he thinks, but Sasha yells, “Watch it!” and catches hold of his arm, pulling him back down into the boat, which rocks with the sudden movement and pitches them both into the churning river.
For a moment there’s nothing but the taste of dirty water in his mouth, the muffled quiet of being submerged, and Dewall considers Beau and Cutter in this same river a lifetime ago, the weight of them in his arms as he pulled them out, the weight of an alligator on the end of his line, Greenacre’s clothes burning in the firepit, his daddy burning live on TV, and the course of life’s events seems quicker than that car chase, but no less brutal.
He isn’t afraid of drowning. He knows these waterways intimately, even better than he knows Sasha’s hand, which grabs hold of him now. Dewall kicks off his father’s heavy boots and leaves them on the riverbed. He and Sasha come out of the water drenched and filthy, but it’s the same mud sticking to each of them, like they both come from the same dirt.
Dewall scrambles up the bank and starts for the house, not entirely sure what he plans to do when he gets there. Only a fool ever got up on a roof in a lightning storm, but he’d be willing to bet that’s not the craziest thing a Labasque has ever done. Thunder booms in all quarters of the sky, and Dewall gestures to the roof, but Sasha shakes his head.
“It’ll hold,” he says, raising his voice above the flogging rain, as if he’s talking over whatever God and nature have to say. He reaches for Dewall’s scabbed hand again. “It’ll hold.”
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Would you look at all that rain.” The women of the St. Martinville Winemakers’ Society look up from their paper cups and shake their heads, laughing as though surprised, while the wind puts its shoulder to the walls of the rec center. Loyal stands in the doorway and watches fat drops of water rolling down the windowpanes, and she loves the way her mother says, “And so badly needed, too, thank God.” Like anyone might say it. Like normal.
Loyal herself doesn’t dare speak, just lingers by the door, listening to the rain drumming on the roof, not quite ready to leave yet. Until a couple of days ago, her mother was a stranger in St. Martinville, but her new doctor has recommended she take up a few more sociable hobbies, and Loyal doesn’t mind driving her the winding miles from Jacknife over to neighboring St. Martin Parish. She likes seeing her mother like this, fitting in with other women.
A woman with red hair straight out of a box is setting up at one of the trestle tables, unpacking a few bottles of her blackberry wine. Loyal watches her mother go over to help, taking the bottles out of the shoeboxes they’ve been stored in, packed tight with newspaper.
“Oh, you can go ahead and recycle all that,” the red-haired woman says. “No point letting bad news hang around, that’s what my mom always said.”
Loyal’s mother unfurls one of the papers, smoothing it out with her hands on the table. “Good Lord.”
“Now that’s a lot of bad news right there,” the woman says. “All those killings over in Assumption. Not that I was too surprised when I heard. Jacknife’s a run-down little town; I imagine they’ve got a lot of crime there.”
Loyal’s mother looks up, glancing in Loyal’s direction. There is something hesitant in her gaze, as if she isn’t sure she completely recognizes her, but still, she seems to be looking to Loyal for some kind of indication of how she should respond. As if Loyal is someone she trusts, even if she doesn’t entirely know why.
That will do. For now, that is enough. Loyal smiles at her mother. She supposes the red-haired woman isn’t wrong. Jacknife’s got killing and crank and corruption, sure enough, but what stone in this country can you turn over without finding some measure of that? It’s got good alligator steak too.
Loyal’s mother goes to fold the paper in half, and the other woman says, “Here, don’t worry about that, honey, I’ll just toss it.” But her mother’s face then is firm, as she looks from Loyal to the woman and back to the headline again. “No, it’s all right,” she says. “I’ll keep hold of it. My daughter wrote this.”

The storm pours into the country on either side of the car. The little side roads aren’t as bad as Loyal had expected, just wet and muddy, but when she turns on to the main drag in Belle River, the sky ahead is so black it may as well be the middle of the night. Hers is not the only car on the road; others are rushing to get out of town, or to get home, perhaps, all of them driving like people possessed. She can see her headlights reflected on the wet asphalt, and in their beam she catches sight of branches and sticks of wood, the corrugated door of someone’s shed with a cross painted on the metal strewn across the road. Water sheets off the pickup driving in front of her, hitting her windshield like buckshot. She almost misses the stoplight overhead as it suddenly flashes electric blue and then immediately cuts out. The old scar tissue on her hand is beginning to ache from gripping the wheel so hard, and she decides to pull over and wait out the worst of the rain.
She stops at a little restaurant that advertises a grits-and-gravy breakfast for $4.99. They’ve got a lot of fishing memorabilia up on the walls, including one of those Big Mouth Billy Basses, which starts singing Al Green’s “Take Me to the River” when Loyal walks in. A few customers look up and roll their eyes.
Sorry, she mouths, as she makes her way to the counter. The water dripping from her hair down the back of her jacket makes her shiver, and she appreciates the hot cup of coffee almost as much as she appreciates the look of commiseration from the waitress. While she’s trying to wipe the raindrops off the screen of her phone, she hears a little girl saying, “And a chocolate milkshake, please, biggest one you’ve got,” and, looking up, she sees Marcie Bordelon sitting a couple of seats down, leaning her elbows on the counter.
“Hey,” Loyal says.
Marcie turns to her, looking taken aback for a moment. “I know you, right? You were at the hospital. You and that guy with the hair wrote those articles about me.”
“That’s right.”
“Are you the one who saw the sheriff get bit in half?”
Loyal takes a sip of her coffee. She doesn’t really want to talk about that, so instead she asks, “You here with your dad?”
“He’s in the bathroom. He’s being all nice to me now, but he’ll forget about me again in a few days.”
“I doubt that. He spent a lot of time searching for you.”
Marcie chews her thumbnail, scuffing her sneakers against the counter. Lowering her voice, she says, “I could have run away for real, you know. I could have got out of here, if I hadn’t gotten lost. If that asshole with the gun hadn’t tried to shoot me. Now it’s back to just… waiting for life to happen.”
The waitress reappears with Marcie’s milkshake, calling her “darling” in that lovely, impersonal way that people do in these parts. Marcie grins and sticks the whole bottom half of her face into the whipped cream; then she pulls back with a little self-deprecating laugh, looking around as if to make sure no one else saw.
“I get it, you know,” Loyal says. “Living here can get kind of lonely. If you want to leave someday, there’s a whole other world waiting for you.”
Marcie sucks on the straw of her milkshake. “If it’s so great out there, then what’re you doing here?”
“Good question. I guess there’s a whole world here too.”
Loyal hears a door open somewhere in the back of the restaurant, and Marcie’s father appears, looking a good deal better rested than the day Loyal had seen him at the side of the road with the search party.
Outside, the rain seems to be letting up, the storm no longer banging its fists on the windows. Loyal downs the last of her coffee and leaves the money on the counter.
“You know, there were a lot of folks who came out looking for you,” she tells Marcie, shrugging back into her jacket. She means it kindly. She means, You are loved here, maybe more than you realize. She is coming to understand that people often are.

By late afternoon, the storm has petered out and a faint haze drifts between the houses and scant stores of Jacknife, almost like the sky after a firework display. There are still a few families sitting on their porches with cola and microwave dinners, watching the weather change as though this is some kind of grand event, which Loyal supposes it is.
Nowadays, summer drags its feet well into November. They may not see rain again until Christmas, or a Gulf storm may lunge out of nowhere, smashing roofs and choking rivers and dragging the bodies from their graves. Still the plastics plant will keep churning, still the refineries will belch their fumes into the air, as if bad weather is only happenstance here, and not the product of environmental abuse. Still Loyal will write about it, recording every injustice, even if it comes to nothing. People must have a way of saying they were here, that they had something to say, the way she and Cutter had carved their names into the trees when they were kids.
Cutter’s grave still doesn’t have a headstone. It may not for some time. Loyal has offered to pay for one, but Dewall won’t respond to her calls, and, most days, she doesn’t hold this against him. A headstone is a very final thing, and there is no rushing the missing of a person. More than this, though, Loyal suspects he hasn’t quite forgiven her yet.
As she meanders through the moss-furred tombs of Jacknife cemetery, the ground giving up water with every step, Loyal considers how this all started. An article that changed her friend’s life, that fed her sense of isolation and self-loathing. How could Cutter’s brothers forgive that? Maybe slowly, one word at a time.
The storm has flattened the freshly turned earth of Cutter’s grave, compacting it against the damp grass. The lilies from the funeral have blown away, along with the plastic cross that formerly marked the spot. If she weren’t on the edge of a cemetery, Loyal could be forgiven for thinking this was just a strip of peeled turf. It still seems impossible that her friend is in there. She can’t imagine Cutter lying still for that long.
A wet breeze knocks loose a few remaining raindrops that patter through the oak leaves, onto Loyal’s shoulders and the copy of the Leader in her hands. She had been planning to read the article aloud, to show Cutter what she had written this time. Good things. True things. But now that she’s here, she suddenly feels self-conscious, and the whole thing seems futile. Cutter has heard enough of her writing by now. Loyal thinks if it were her trapped in a box, the last thing she’d want would be someone standing over her, sobbing an apology and asking for absolution.
The wind shifts, tugging Loyal’s damp hair loose from its braid, and she seizes a handful of earth from the top of the grave, cradling it between her palms as she strides across the cemetery toward the creek that crawls around its outskirts, now fierce and roaring with rainfall. They are never far from water out here. Loyal knows this creek flows into Lake Verret, into the bayous, past the Labasques’ swamp island, through the marsh country, and finally out to sea.
Don’t just lie here, she thinks, as she raises her arms and flings the grave dirt into the roiling current.
The night after Broussard’s death, Sasha had sought Loyal out at the Leader office and told her plainly what he thought. That female alligators—and he said he had known it was a female, because of the size—were rarely so aggressive. They only attacked humans defensively. He told her how his grandmother believed that the souls of drowned people could get stuck in the bodies of river creatures. He said, “I think she saved you.” And Loyal told him thank you but she did not believe in that kind of thing. She did not want to think of Cutter stuck anywhere.
Long after the creek has borne the graveyard soil away, Loyal stays standing on the bank, letting the white noise of the current plunging over fallen branches and broken stones drown out her old friend’s absence. For now, there is only the rich smell of the earth and the cry of egrets. The blur of the water, tumbling over itself. Only the relentless flow and carrying on of living things.
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