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HARBOR LIGHTS



It was in late fall of ’42, out on the Gulf of Mexico, just off the Louisiana coast, the water green and cold and sliding across sandbars in the sunset, when we saw the bodies bobbing in a wave, all in life vests and floating belly-down, their arms outstretched, their fingers touching, like a group of swimmers studying something on the floor of the Gulf.


My father was standing behind the wheel in the cabin. He wore a fedora and a raincoat, the redness of the sun reflecting off the water, flickering on his face, as though he were standing in front of a fire.


“Come here and hold the wheel for me, Aaron,” he said.


“Are those dead people out there?”


“Yes, they are.” There was no change in his expression. At age eighteen he had been at Saint-Mihiel and the Somme, and had been buried alive during an artillery barrage. He still had dreams about the war, but denied their seriousness, even after my mother and I had to shake him awake and put a cold towel on his face lest he injure himself or others.


“They look burned, Daddy,” I said.


“Just keep the boat steady. Don’t look at these poor fellows.”


He went out of the cabin and picked up a long-handled boat hook from the deck, then worked his way up on the bow and probed the figures floating in the waves. He was bent over, his raincoat flapping in the wind, peppered with spray from the waves bursting against the hull, his face sad, as if he knew these men, although I was sure he did not. He put down the hook and gazed at the horizon through a pair of binoculars, then came back into the cabin and picked up the microphone to our radio, his eyes empty. The sun had dipped out of view, leaving behind a sky that seemed filled with soot and curds of black smoke. A solitary piece of reddish-yellow flame wobbled on the horizon, so bright and intense my eyes watered when I looked at it.


“Mayday, Mayday,” my father said into the microphone. “Tanker capsized and burning south of Terrebonne Bay. Four visible casualties, all dead.”


He laid the microphone on the console and turned off the radio, then looked at the radio blankly.


“You didn’t tell them who we are,” I said.


He took over the wheel and reversed the engine, backing away from the bodies. “You mustn’t tell anyone about this, Aaron.”


“Why not? It’s what happened.”


He cut the gas and squatted down and wrapped me inside his raincoat and held me to his chest, the boat rising on a wave, dropping suddenly into a trough. I could feel the warmth of his breath on my neck and cheek. “There’s a great evil at work in the world, son,” he said. “All kinds. We mustn’t bring it into our lives.”


My father was a natural gas engineer, but like none of his colleagues. He hated the oil and gas industry. He scrubbed his hands up to his elbows when he came home from work and never discussed what he did on the job. Nor would he socialize with his fellow employees or even use their names in conversation. He had wanted to be a journalist or a historian and instead ended up a pipeliner during the Great Depression and hostage to both the job and my mother’s hospital bills. Part of that job involved dredging channels through freshwater swamp and marshland, poisoning the root system with saline, and contributing to the erosion of the Edenic wetlands in which he had grown up.


We stayed at the Hotel Frederic in New Iberia, his birthplace, whenever his company sent him to Louisiana. The Frederic was a grand building, four stories high, made entirely of brick and stone and concrete, with a roofed gallery above the entrance and a ballroom and marble pillars and potted ferns and palms in the lobby and a birdcage elevator and wood-bladed ceiling fans and a saloon with batwing doors and a shoeshine stand where a man of color popped a rag in 4/4 time. I loved staying at the Frederic and riding up and down on the elevator and waking to the Angelus. I loved eating breakfast in the dining room with my father, just as I loved everything else we did together in New Iberia.


It was raining when we returned to the hotel. The sky was black, veined with electricity, the fog as soft and white as cotton rolling off Bayou Teche. We ate silently in the dining room. There was no one else in the room except a waiter and two men in suits eating in the corner with their hats on. My father looked casually at the two men, then ordered a bowl of ice cream for me and went into the saloon. When he came back I could smell whiskey and cherries on his breath. “Ready?” he said.


“Yes, sir,” I said.


“Was that ice cream okay?”


“It was fine.”


“You’re a good boy, Aaron. Don’t ever forget that. You’re the best little boy I’ve ever known.”


We rode up in the elevator, piloted by an elderly black man in a gray uniform and a white shirt and a black tie. “Mighty cold out there tonight,” he said.


“Yes, it is,” my father said.


The black man stopped on the third floor, the skeleton-like structure of the elevator rattling. “Mr. Broussard?”


“Yes?”


The black man’s eyes were lowered. “These are dangerous times. That’s when bad people tend to come around.”


My father waited for him to go on, but he didn’t. “Thank you, Clarence,” he said.


After we were inside our room, he went to the window and looked down on the street, then pulled the shade and turned on the desk lamp and sat down. “I owe you an explanation, Aaron.”


“About the dead men?”


“A German submarine was out there. I saw its conning tower and periscope go underwater.”


“Why didn’t you tell the people that on the radio?”


“The government always knows this. But they don’t want to share their information.”


“Why not?”


“Maybe they’re afraid of panic. Maybe they wish to hide their incompetence.”


“But they’re supposed to tell the truth,” I said.


“This is a different kind of situation, Aaron.”


“The families of the burned men in the water won’t know where they are.”


He looked at the design in the rug. The fabric was worn, the colors softened with dust. “They knew what they were doing when they signed on. The world is for the living.”


“This doesn’t sound like you, Daddy,” I said.


“The government is wrong to suppress the truth. If they question me, I’ll tell them what we saw. But I’ll also have to tell the newspapers. Not to do so would be dishonorable.”


“I don’t understand.”


“The men who start wars never go to them,” he said. “They kill people with a fountain pen and call themselves leaders. Never allow yourself to become their servant, Aaron.”


That night I dreamed of a giant shark that had a human face. It broke the surface of the Gulf and crunched a toy ship in its jaws, a red cloud blossoming in the waves around its head, pieces of the ship and tiny men washing through the wetlands and into the streets of New Iberia and through the lobby of the Frederic Hotel and up the elevator shaft and into our room, drowning my father and me.


The next day was Saturday. My father took me across the street to Provost’s Bar and Pool Room for lunch. That might seem strange in our current culture, but in that era in South Louisiana the pagan world and Christianity had formed a truce and got along well. The ceiling was plated with stamped tin that resembled pewter, and was hung with wood-bladed fans. There were domino and Bourré and pool tables in back, and a ticker tape under a glass hood below the blackboards, where gaming results of all kinds were posted. On Saturday afternoons the floor was littered with football betting cards.


There was no profanity in Provost’s, no coarseness, no ill manners. When we went to Provost’s we always sat at a corner table with a checkered tablecloth, and my father always bought me a po’boy fried-oyster sandwich and a side of dirty rice and a bottle of Dr. Nut, the best cold drink ever made. But as soon as I sat down I knew that today was different, that the world had changed, that the sinking of the tanker would not leave our lives. The two men who had been eating in the Frederic’s dining room with their hats on came through the front door and walked past us and stood at the end of the bar. One looked like a boxer and had a scar across his nose. The other man was very big, and wore a vest, with a pocket watch and fob. They each ordered beer from the spigot and faced the bar mirror, one foot on the brass rail, while they sipped from their mugs.


I could see my father looking at them and knew he remembered them from the hotel dining room. My father was a handsome man, with soft, dark hair he combed straight back. His eyes were small and narrow, like those of his grandfather, who had been with Stonewall Jackson through the entirety of the Shenandoah campaign, and also at Gettysburg.


“Is there something wrong about those men, Daddy?” I said.


“Pay them no attention.”


“Who are they?”


“I think they’re police officers.”


“How do you know?”


“A gentleman does not wear his hat in a building.”


A black man put my sandwich and bottle of Dr. Nut in front of me, then came back with a bottle of Jax for my father.


“They’re coming this way, Daddy,” I whispered, my eyes on my plate.


“Don’t speak to them or look at them. This is our home. Our family has lived on the bayou since 1836.”


I didn’t have any idea what he was talking about. The two men were now hovering over our table. The man with the scar on his nose was standing immediately behind me, his loins eye-level with me. “How y’all doin’?” he said.


My father wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin. “How can we help you?”


“We thought you might have been fishing out on Terrebonne Bay yesterday,” the man in the vest said.


“Not us.”


“The trout are running,” the same man said. His eyes were like brown marbles that were too big for his face, his body too big for his suit and vest and starched white shirt. “I’d like to get me a mess of them.”


“My name is James Eustace Broussard,” my father said. “This is my son, Aaron. We live in Houston. I’m an engineer with an oil and natural gas company there, although I was born and raised in New Iberia.”


“You know how to cut to it,” said the man with the scarred nose.


“Sorry?” my father said.


“You keep your words neat and tidy,” the same man said. “You don’t clutter up the air.”


“We were having lunch, gentlemen,” my father said.


“Put your lunch on hold and take a walk,” said the man in the vest. “I’m Agent Hamilton. This here is my partner, Agent Flint. We’ll have you back in five minutes.”


“I’m afraid I will not be going anywhere with you,” my father said. “I’d also like to see your identification.”


“I’ll show it to you outside,” Mr. Hamilton said. He pulled on his collar and rotated his neck.


“I know why you’re here,” my father said.


“Tell you what,” Mr. Hamilton said. He pulled up a chair backward and spread his thighs across it. His teeth were as big as Chiclets. “I’m going to do you a courtesy because of your war record. Yesterday you called in a Mayday on a fire that was put out by the Coast Guard. Right? End of story. You did your good deed and we take it from here?”


“How did you come by my name?” my father said.


“The people at the boat landing,” Mr. Hamilton said. “We got us a deal?”


“A deal for my silence?”


Mr. Hamilton leaned forward in his chair. “Lower your voice, please.”


“I will not,” my father said.


The agent named Flint, the one who looked like a boxer, was still standing behind me, his fly inches from my face. He tugged gently on my earlobe. “You got you a right nice boy here,” he said.


My father set his fork on his plate and rose from his chair, his fingers propped stiffly on the tablecloth. “Don’t place your hand on my son’s person again.”


Mr. Flint screwed his finger into his ear, as though he were cleaning it. “Know a lady by the name of Florence Greenwald, Mr. Broussard?”


“I beg your pardon?” my father said.


“She’s a looker,” Mr. Hamilton said. “Enough to make a man turn his head.”


“We’re not knocking it,” Mr. Flint said. “I’ve let my swizzle stick wander a few times myself.”


“I think you’re both evil men,” my father said.


“Enjoy your lunch,” Mr. Hamilton said. “We’ll talk a little later.” He winked at me. “See you, little fellow.”


They walked out the door. My father sat back down, his eyes out of focus, his hands limp on each side of his plate, as though he had forgotten where he was or what he was doing.


I knew who she was. I also knew, without anyone telling me, that I was not supposed to mention her name. There was a great coldness in the relationship of my parents. In my entire life I never saw them kiss, hold hands, or even touch. Sometimes I would wake and hear them arguing in the bedroom, usually late at night after my father had come home from the icehouse, bumping against the doorway, scraping against the wall with one shoulder. Once I heard him say, “What am I supposed to do? Go in the kitchen and get a butcher knife?” It wasn’t until puberty that I understood what he meant.


Miss Florence worked for the Red Cross and sometimes played bridge with my mother and her friends. For my birthday she gave me a book of stories and illustrations about King Arthur. Then she seemed to disappear from our lives. One evening in the kitchen I asked my father where she had gone. My mother was cleaning the stove, her back to us. She cleaned the house two times a day and washed her hands constantly.


“Miss Florence moved away,” my father said.


“Why’d she move?” I said.


Mother scrubbed at a speck of grease next to the gas burner, then realized the burner was hot and grabbed her fingers, her mouth crimped, her eyes watering.


“I’m not sure, Aaron,” my father said. “Why don’t we go have a Grapette?”


Mother walked out of the room. Then I heard her slam the bathroom door.


But my real knowledge of my father’s secret life did not come until weeks later, and to this day I cannot say with honesty that the evidence warranted my conviction. It was one of those moments you have as a child when you suddenly realize there is something terribly wrong with your family, and that the problem will not be corrected, and with a sinking of the heart you realize your life will never be the same.


On a Saturday afternoon, just before our trip to Terrebonne Bay, my father took me with him to the bowling alley. He had no interest in bowling, but the alley had an air-conditioned bar. Part of the Houston Post was folded back on the floor of his company car, the shoeprint of someone smaller than a man stamped on it. The crossword puzzle was exposed. The blank squares had been filled in with pencil. My father had less interest in crossword puzzles than he did in bowling.


That was when I knew he lived another life. I felt like I was on a swinging bridge above a canyon and the tether ropes had just been severed. I had seen Miss Florence working on a crossword puzzle in the reading room at the rental library in our neighborhood. She was from New Orleans and had been a nurse in France during the First World War. She read books my mother’s regular bridge group did not. My father’s loneliness hung on him like sackcloth and ashes. His colleagues in the oil and gas business had no inkling of his cultural frame of reference, one that included names like Malvern Hill and the Hornet’s Nest, which were as real to him as the trench in which he had watched a sniper’s round mortally wound his best friend on November 11, 1918.


The rain was blowing against the window of Provost’s Bar and Pool Room. Men were cheering at the end of the bar. LSU had just scored a touchdown against Ole Miss.


“Aren’t you going to finish your po’boy?” I said.


“I think I need another Jax and you need another Dr. Nut,” my father said.


I knew he would be drunk by the end of the day, walking off-balance in the hotel lobby, an object of pity and shame. I felt as though a giant spider were feeding on my heart.


“Are you crying?” he said.


“No, sir.”


“Then why are you looking like that?”


“Why were those men talking about Miss Florence?”


He watched the rain running down the window glass.


“Is she here, Daddy? Is this where Miss Florence lives?”


“Those men bear me ill will for political reasons, Aaron. I spoke up for a man who used to be a communist because I believed it was the right thing to do. These men are also angry because I don’t believe the government has the right to control the news.”


“What does that have to do with Miss Florence?”


“Nothing. They harm others because there is nothing else they do well.”


The waiter saw my father’s empty Jax and came to the table. Then my father surprised me. “We’re through here,” he said. “Give us a check, please.”


“Where are we going, Daddy?”


“To the Daily Iberian.”


“What for?”


“If a man ever tries to blackmail you, you dial up the newspaper and put the phone in the man’s hand and tell him to do his worst. Are you my little podna?”


“Yes, sir,” I replied.


I had never been inside a newspaper office. I sat with my father at the editor’s desk, which was in a small office that gave onto the editorial room and the back shop, where the linotype machines and printing presses were. The air was warm and comfortable and had a clean, bright smell like freshly ironed clothes. The reporters wore ties and dress shirts, the copyreaders green visors. The society editor, a large woman in a deep-purple suit and frilly white blouse, had her own cubicle and a big smile for everyone who passed by. I felt as though I were in a special place, a fortress where virtue and truth would always be sacrosanct and would always prevail.


The managing editor was a round man, not fat, just a man who was round, like a series of sketched circles that had been hooked together. He also had thinning sandy-red hair and a soft, kind face. “You saw a submarine sink an oil tanker, Mr. Broussard?” he said, his eyes crinkling.


“I don’t know that it was a tanker,” my father said. “It burned with the intensity of one. But it could have been a freighter carrying something else.”


The editor closed the door to the office and sat back down. He tried to smile. “The sunset can play tricks.”


“I saw four bodies. I touched them with a boat hook.”


The light went out of the editor’s face. “I see.”


“Will you run the story?”


The editor shifted in his chair. “These are unusual times.”


“You don’t think the shrimpers deserve to know there’s a Nazi submarine operating a few miles from our shoreline?”


“Your father was an appointee of President Roosevelt,” the editor said. “I would think you’d understand, Mr. Broussard.”


“My father broke with President Roosevelt when he tried to pack the Supreme Court.”


The editor nodded his head but didn’t reply.


“Can I buy space for an ad?” my father said.


“An ad?”


“If you won’t write the story, I will. I will also pay for the space.”


“You’re serious?”


“I was just threatened in Provost’s by two men who claim to be law enforcement officers.”


“The FBI?”


“If the FBI hires thugs.”


The editor wiped his mouth and tapped his thigh repeatedly. “They actually threatened you?”


“With blackmail.”


“About what?”


“Ask them.”


The editor leaned back in his chair, pressing his fingertips to his forehead as though he were trying to flatten the wrinkles on it. “We don’t run news stories as ads, Mr. Broussard. But I have the feeling you already know that.”


“It crossed my mind.”


The editor took a notepad and a fountain pen from his desk drawer. “I wish I had the flu. I wish I had stayed home today. In fact, right now I would welcome an asteroid through our roof. Okay, Mr. Broussard, let’s start over.”


The story ran two days later. It was on a back page and only four paragraphs in length. The story stated that no calls to the Coast Guard or the FBI were returned. That evening we ate in the hotel dining room. My father joked with people he knew from his childhood. No one made mention of his statement in the Daily Iberian. We walked down East Main inside a tunnel of oaks, past the plantation house known as the Shadows, built in 1832, and past other antebellum homes and Victorian ones, also; one resembled a beached paddle wheeler and glowed like a candlelit wedding cake in the gloom.


We stopped at the two-story, ivy-covered brick house where my father had grown up. His father had been one of the most admired attorneys in the history of Louisiana, and also the state superintendent of education and the president of the state senate and one of the few men who had had the courage to testify against Huey Long during Long’s impeachment hearing. One year ago he had died a pauper in this same house, and now the house belonged to others, people from New York City.


The sky was as orange as a pumpkin, striped with purple clouds. Tree frogs were singing on the bayou, and geese honking overhead. My father stared silently at the house, his fedora slanted over his brow. I put my hand in his. “Are you all right, Daddy?”


“Pa’ti avec le vent,” he replied.


“What’s that mean?”


“Gone with the wind.”


“We have a house in Houston.”


“Yes, we do,” he replied. He stared at his birthplace and at the rolling green lawn that tapered down to the bayou, where the mooring chains of Jean Lafitte’s slave ship still hung from the trunk of a huge oak tree. “Let’s get us some ice cream at Veazey’s.”


The evening seemed perfect, as though indeed God was in His heaven and all was right with the world. How was I to know I was about to witness one of the cruelest acts I would ever see one man do to another?


Veazey’s was on Burke Street, right by the drawbridge that spanned Bayou Teche. I was sitting at the counter with my father, eating an ice cream cone, when a two-door automobile splashed with mud pulled into the parking lot. The bayou was high and yellow and fast-running and chained with rain rings. The agent named Flint, the one who looked like a boxer, entered the store, mist blowing inside with him. He wiped the damp off his face, grinning. “Recognize somebody out there, Mr. Broussard?”


Miss Florence was in the back seat of the two-door car. She was wearing a blue jacket and a dove-colored felt hat, sitting stiffly in the seat, as though she wanted to touch as little of her surroundings as possible. She turned her head and looked right at us. My father’s face jerked.


“What has she done?” he said to Mr. Flint.


“She’s done it to herself,” Mr. Flint said.


“Answer my question, please.”


“She applied for a job with Navy intelligence. She’s a possible fifth columnist.”


“Are you insane?” my father said.


“She wasn’t in Spain in ’36?”


“She was a nurse with the Lincoln Brigade.”


“They weren’t communists?”


“She’s not.”


“You’re a goddamn liar.”


I had never heard anyone speak to my father in that way. Everyone in the ice cream store had gone silent. I wanted my father to get up and hit Mr. Flint in the mouth.


“Daddy?” I said.


But he did nothing. My face felt hot and small and tight.


“I got to run, Mr. Broussard,” Mr. Flint said. “Just so you know, we rented space at the women’s camp in Angola for your lady friend.”


“You can’t do that,” my father said.


“Tell that to the Japs in those internment camps out West. By the way, we’re going to be talking with your wife in Houston. Hope you don’t mind.”


“Don’t you dare go near her, you vile man,” my father said.


Mr. Flint stuck a cigarette in his mouth but didn’t light it. He looked down at me, then back at my father. “You paid your girlfriend’s rent for a week at the motel at the end of town. You take your little boy with you when you’re slipping around and judge me?”


I didn’t know what some of Mr. Flint’s references meant, but I knew he had said something awful to my father. His right hand was trembling on top of the counter as Mr. Flint walked out the door.


“What’s going to happen to Miss Florence, Daddy?” I said.


“I don’t know,” he said, lowering his head to the heel of his hand. “I truly don’t.”


This was not like my father. But I was too young to understand that when good people stray into dark water, their lack of experience with human frailty can become like a millstone around their necks. He paid the waitress, then took me by the hand and walked me to the car. The rain had quit and the electric lights on the bridge had gone on, and a tugboat was working its way up the bayou. Through a break in the clouds I could see a trail of stars that was like crushed ice winding into eternity. I wanted to believe I was looking at heaven and that no force on earth could harm my father and me.


I should have known better, even at my age. Scott Fitzgerald said no one can understand the United States unless he understands the graves of Shiloh. The Broussard family took it a step further. They saw themselves as figures in a tragedy, one that involved the Lost Cause and the horns blowing along the road to Roncevaux, and in so doing condemned themselves to lives of morbidity and unhappiness.


My father hadn’t gotten drunk on our trip to New Iberia, but I wished he had. I wished my defining memory of New Iberia would remain the gush of stars beyond the clouds, the red and green lights on the drawbridge, and the water dripping out of the trees on the bayou’s surface. I wanted to hold that perfect moment, on the banks of Bayou Teche, as though my father and I had stepped into a dream inside the mind of God.


In the morning my father sat down with his address book and made several calls from the telephone in our hotel room. First he confirmed that Miss Florence was being held at the women’s camp in Angola. Then he tried to get permission to see her. That’s when the person on the other end of the line hung up. My father was sitting in a stuffed chair by the window, a slice of yellow sunlight across his face, dividing him in half as though he were two people.


“What is it, Daddy?”


“I don’t like to ask people for special treatment. But in our beloved state you get nowhere unless you have friends. So I have to call a friend of mine from my army days.”


“What’s wrong with that?”


“My friend dug me out of the earth when I was buried alive. I’ve never been able to repay the debt. He’s a grand fellow. I hate to bother him.”


“If he’s your friend and you need help, he’ll want to hear from you, won’t he?”


“You’re such a fine little chap, Aaron,” he said. “One day you’ll have a little boy of your own, and you’ll know how much that means.”


His friend from the Somme got permission for us to visit a place inside Angola called Camp I. We clanged across a cattle guard at the entrance to the prison farm and were met by a man in rumpled khaki clothes and sunglasses and a coned-up straw hat and half-topped boots with his trousers stuffed inside and a nametag on his shirt pocket that said C. LUFKIN. His face had the sharpened, wood-like quality of a man who possessed only one expression; his eyes were hidden behind his glasses, his sleeves rolled, his arms sunbrowned and dotted with purplish-red spots that looked like burns buried under the skin. He got in the back of our car and shook hands with my father over the top of the seat. He said he was the heavy-equipment manager on the farm.


“So where are we going?” my father said.


“I got to check on a nigger in the box at Camp A before we see your friend.”


“Sir?” my father said.


“We keep the sweatboxes on Camp A. I had to stick a boy inside three days ago.”


My father looked at him in the rearview mirror. “We need to make our visit and be on our way.”


Mr. Lufkin leveled a finger at an off-white two-story building in the distance. “Turn right,” he said. “That’s it yonder.”


Dust was blowing out of the fields, swirling around the building and into the sky, as though it had no other place to go. Mr. Lufkin put a pinch of snuff under his lip. My father slowed the car, then stopped altogether. He looked into the mirror again. “We were not told about any detours.”


“Every minute we sit here is another minute that nigger stays in the box. What do you want to do, Mr. Broussard? It doesn’t matter to me.”


My father shifted the floor stick and drove down a cinnamon-colored dirt road that divided a soybean field. We went through a barbed-wire gate and stopped twenty yards from two coffin-like iron boxes that were set straight up on a concrete slab; each had a hinged door with a gap at the top.


“Didn’t mean to upset you,” Mr. Lufkin said. “If you knew what that nigger did on the outside, you’d have a less kind view of your fellow man, I guarantee it.”


“How about you take care of your obligations and get us out of here?” my father said, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “I’d be very appreciative.”


Mr. Lufkin got out of the car and was joined by two other men in khaki uniforms and straw cowboy hats. Mr. Lufkin unlocked a sliding bar on the door of one box and pulled it open, then stepped back from a horde of flies that rose into the air.


“Watch the bucket!” the man behind him said.


The box was constructed so there was no room to sit down. The man inside was bare-chested and as black as obsidian, his skin streaming with sweat, his buttocks pressed against one wall, his knees against another. He tumbled out of the box onto the ground, the bucket that had been placed between his feet tipping with him, his own feces splashing onto his work shoes and his gray-and-white-striped pants.


“Goddamn it!” one of the other men said, jumping backward.


My father put his hand over my eyes. “Don’t look at this, son. Say a little prayer for the colored man. Then we’re going to see Miss Florence and go home. You hear me? Don’t cry. I’m going to write the warden.”


A few minutes later Mr. Lufkin got in the back seat of our car. His sunglasses were in his shirt pocket, his hair wet-combed, his face fresh and bright with either expectation or victory. “Head back down the road and keep going till you’re almost to the river. I’ll show y’all the Red Hat House.”


My father began driving down the road, his hands shaking with anger. Mr. Lufkin was leaning forward, looking at my father in the rearview mirror. “The Red Hat House is the home of Gruesome Gertie.”


My father looked into the mirror but said nothing.


Mr. Lufkin mouthed the words “That’s where they knock the fire out of their ass.”


“Don’t you say another word to me, Mr. Lufkin,” my father said. “Not one word.”


Mr. Lufkin sat back in the seat, breathing through his nose, his nostrils like slits. “When you’re in another man’s house, it’s not wise to put your feet on the furniture. No siree, Bob, if you get my meaning.”


Camp I was a cluster of barracks behind barbed and electric wire not far from the Mississippi River. Half of the camp was made up of women prisoners who wore either street clothes or green-and-white-pinstripe dresses. Mr. Lufkin stayed in the car and a matron escorted us to the dining room. Outside, the sky was the color of orange sherbet, the leaves of the willow trees flattening in the wind along the banks of the river. The women were finishing supper. Miss Florence was sitting by herself at the end of a long table. Most of the women had tangled hair and some had faces that made me think of broken pumpkins. The matron said we could speak with Miss Florence for twenty minutes, then Mr. Lufkin would accompany us back to the front entrance of the farm.


Miss Florence had been in Angola only a short time, but she looked as though her soul had been sucked out of her chest. Her lips were dry and cracked, her face smaller, her eyes recessed. Unlike the other women, her thick brown hair was neatly combed, but it looked like a wig on a mannequin. We sat down and my father pushed a package of Lucky Strikes across the table.


“We can’t smoke in the dining room,” she said. “I can’t touch you or take anything from you, either.”


“Has anyone physically hurt you?” he asked.


She didn’t answer.


“Florence?” he said.


She lowered her voice. “This place is hell. There’re convicts buried in the levee.”


He put his hand on top of hers. A matron sitting on a stool gave him a look. He took his hand away. “I’ve called a lawyer. They can’t hold you here.”


“They can do anything they want. You haven’t seen the colored unit.”


“I saw the sweatboxes.”


She was silent. Then she looked at me. “How is my little fellow doing?”


“Fine,” I said.


“You have to forgive me for the way I’m talking, Aaron,” she said. “I’m just being a grump today.”


A strange sensation seemed to come over me, although I didn’t know why. I had always liked Miss Florence. I had always associated her with the gift of the book about King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. But now I felt I was talking to an intruder who had come carrying gifts out of nowhere and was helping destroy our family. Worse, I felt I was betraying my long-suffering, guilt-ridden, haunted mother.


She had grown up in desperate poverty. Her mother died when she was seven, then her father abandoned her. She was unloved and unwanted and was left to find any shelter strangers might offer. Maybe she had an abortion. Maybe she was molested. She never talked about her childhood, but her memories of it lingered in her eyes like cups of sorrow.


“Is something wrong, Aaron?” Miss Florence asked.


I looked away from her. “I want to go, Daddy,” I said.


“We will, son,” he said. “Shortly.”


“No, now. We’re not supposed to be here.”


“What do you mean?” he said.


“It’s not the way things are supposed to be.”


“Don’t talk like that, Aaron,” he said. “Miss Florence is our friend.”


“What about Mother?” I said.


He tried to put his arm across my shoulder, but I got up from the bench and ran through the dining hall to the door. A matron tried to stop me, but I kept running, knocking through a group of colored women, falling to the floor, then getting up and running out the door into the yard, right into the arms of Mr. Lufkin.


“Don’t be fighting with me, boy,” he said. He looked at his palm. “You just hit me in the mouth, you little shit. I ought to slap your head off.”


Then I was running again, all the way to the gate, where a guard grabbed me by the back of my belt and carried me like a suitcase to my father’s car.


We drove back to the Frederic in a rainstorm, did not talk until we reached New Iberia. When I woke to the Angelus the next morning, my father was gone. He had left a note on the desk telling me he would be with a survey team in the swamp all day and that my breakfast was paid for and my cousin would pick me up at noon and take me to her house.


One week later Miss Florence hanged herself in the nude from a showerhead in Camp I.


My father and I never spoke again about Miss Florence or the German submarine or Angola or the lawmen who tried to hurt him through Miss Florence. My father died in an auto accident when I was still in my teens. Like him, I lost my best friend in the last days of a war, at a place GIs nicknamed Pork Chop Hill. Unlike my father, at age eighteen I was an inmate in a parish prison ten feet from the death cell, back in the days when the state executioner traveled with Gruesome Gertie on a flatbed truck from parish jail to parish jail. When it arrived, I could hear the condemned man weeping and see flashes of lightning reflect on his face.


I wasn’t a criminal; I was simply crazy, just like my mother. I wish I had been even crazier, because I will never forget the sounds of the generators warming up down below on the street and the man being buckled in the chair and a minister reading from a Bible and then the generators growing louder and louder, like airplane engines, and when the electrician pulled the switch the sudden creak of the leather restraints on the condemned man’s body stretching so tight you thought the wood and bolts of the chair would explode, even the guards looking at the floor, their arms folded on their chests.


I clamped my hands over my ears and yelled out of a barred window from which I could see the moon and the fog on the Calcasieu River, so I would not have to listen to any sound other than my own voice. In some ways the river reminded me of Bayou Teche and that perfect moment when my father and I stood in front of Veazey’s, believing that as long as we held each other’s hand we would never be separated, even by death.


I try to consign these images to the past and not talk about them anymore. I almost get away with it, too. But one night a month I dream about green water sliding over sandbars and a ship burning brightly on the horizon and harbor lights that offer sanctuary from a world that breaks everything in us that is beautiful and good. In the morning I wake to darkness, calling my father’s name, James Eustace Broussard, wondering when he will answer.





GOING ACROSS JORDAN



Nobody would believe you could drive a car across the bottom of an ancient glacial lake at night, the high beams tunneling in electrified shafts of yellow smoke under the surface, but I stood on the bank and saw it, my head still throbbing from a couple of licks I took when I was on the ground and couldn’t protect myself. The sky was bursting with stars, the fir trees shaggy and full of shadows on the hillsides, the cherry trees down by the lake thrashing in the wind. Most of the people we picked cherries for lived in stone houses on the lakeshore, and after sunset you could see their lights come on and reflect on the water, but tonight the houses were dark and the only light on the lake was the glow of the high beams spearing across the lake bottom, the ginks that had chased us through the timber with chains afraid of what their eyes told them.


Flathead Lake was a magical place back in those days, all twenty-eight miles of it, the largest freshwater lake west of the Mississippi, so beautiful that when you stood on the shore at sunrise it was like day one of creation and you thought you might see a mastodon with big tusks coming down out of the high country, snow caked and steaming on its hide.


We called ourselves people on the drift, not migrants. Migrants have a destination. Buddy Elgin wasn’t going anywhere except to a location in his head, call it a dream if you like. He was the noun and I was the adjective. We never filed an income tax form and our only ID was a city library card. Like Cisco Houston used to say, we rode free on that old SP. Tell me there’s anything better than the sound of the wheels clicking on the tracks and a boxcar rocking back and forth under you while you sleep. Buddy was like a big brother to me. Even though he was a water-walker and took big risks, he always looked out for his pals.


We worked beets in northern Colorado and bucked bales in the Big Horns during the haying season. I can still see Buddy picking up the bale by the twine and flinging it up on the flatbed, the bale as light as air in his hands, the muscles of his upper arms swollen like cantaloupes, a big Swedish girl in the baler not able to take her eyes off him. Buddy was on the square with women and never spoke crudely in front of them or about them, so any trouble we got into was political and never had female origins. Not until we got mixed up with a hootchy-kootchy girl who could rag-pop your boots and leave you with a shine and a male condition that made it hard for you to climb down from the chair, pardon me if I’m too frank.


I loved the life we led and would not have changed it if you hit me upside the head with an iron skillet. I told this to Buddy while we were gazing out the open door of a flat-wheeler, the Big Horns slipping behind us under a turquoise sky and a slice of moon that was as hard and cold as a scythe blade.


He wore a gray flop hat that had darkened with sweat high above the band, and he sat with one knee pulled up in front of him, the neck of his Stella twelve-string guitar propped against it. The locomotive was slowing on a long curve that wound through hills, which were round and smooth and reddish brown against the sun and made me think of women’s breasts.


“What are you studying on?” he asked.


“I was wondering why most men get in trouble over a reasonable issue like money or women or cards or alcohol, not because they cain’t keep their mouths shut.”


Buddy tried to roll a cigarette out of a ten-cent bag of Bull Durham, but a flat-wheeler doesn’t have springs and makes for a rough ride and the tobacco kept spilling out of the cigarette paper cupped in a tube between his fingers. “It was a free country when I woke up this morning,” he said.


“You don’t hold political meetings in a bunkhouse. The people listening to you think Karl Marx has a brother named Harpo.”


He worked on his cigarette until he finally got it rolled and licked down and twisted on both ends. He lit it with a paper match and flicked the blackened match out the door and watched the country go by. I wanted to push him out the door.


“What do those hills put you in mind of?” he asked.


“Big piles of dirt and rock and dry grass that I wish would catch on fire.”


“It’s beautiful. Except there’s something out here that wants to kill you.”


“Like what?”


“It.”


“What’s ‘it’?”


“Everything,” he said. He picked up his guitar and formed an E chord and drew his thumb across the strings. “Sheridan coming up. Listen to that whistle blow.”


We got hired with a bunch of Mexican wets on a street corner not far from the old cattle pens north of town and went to work for a feed grower and horse breeder who was also a cowboy actor out in Hollywood and went by the name of Clint Wakefield. Except Wakefield didn’t really run the ranch. The straw boss did; he was a Southerner like us by the name of Tyler Keats. He’d been a bull rider on the circuit, until he got overly ambitious one night and tied himself down with a suicide wrap and got all his sticks broken. You could hear Tyler creak when he walked, which is not to say he was lacking in smarts. It took special talents to be a straw boss in those days; the straw boss had to make a bunch of misfits who hated authority do what he said without turning them into enemies with lots of ways of getting even. Think of an open gate and dry lightning at nightfall and three hundred head of Herefords highballing for Dixie through somebody’s wheat field.


Our third week on the job the hay baler started clanking like a Coca-Cola bottle in a garbage disposal unit. Without anybody telling him, Buddy hung his hat and shirt on a cottonwood branch and climbed under the baler with a monkey wrench and went to work.


Ten minutes later Buddy crawled back out, a big grin on his face, the baler as good as new. Tyler kept studying Buddy the way a cautious man does when somebody who’s smarter than he is shows up in the workplace. Buddy was putting his shirt back on, his skin as tan and smooth as river clay. Tyler was looking at the scar that ran from Buddy’s armpit to his kidney, like a long strip of welted rubber. “Was you in Korea?” Tyler said.


“This scar? Got it up at Calgary, one second from the buzzer and seven seconds after being fool enough to climb on a cross-wired bull by the name of Red Whisky.”


“You got bull-hooked?”


“Hooked, sunfished till I was split up the middle, stirrup-drug, stove in, flung into the boards, and kicked twice in the head when I fell down in the chute.”


“Mr. Wakefield needs six colts green broke. They’ve never been on a lunge line. You’ll have to start from scratch.”


“I like bucking bales just fine,” Buddy said.


Tyler took a folded circular from his back pocket and fitted on his spectacles and tilted it away from the sunlight’s glare. “You two boys walk with me into the shade. I cain’t hardly read out here in the bright,” he said.


I could feel my stomach churning. We followed him to the dry creek bed where two big cottonwoods were growing out of the bank, lint blowing off the limbs like dandelions powdering. There was a warm breeze, the kind that made you want to go to sleep and not think about all the trouble that was always waiting for you over the horizon. The circular was ruffling in Tyler’s hand. “This come in the mail yesterday,” he said. “There’s a drawing of a man named Robert James Elgin on here. The drawing looks a whole lot like you.”


“I go by Buddy, and I don’t think that’s my likeness at all.”


“Glad you told me that, because this circular says ‘Buddy’ is the alias of this fellow Robert James Elgin. His traveling companion is named R.B. Ruger. It says here these two fellows are organizers for a communist union.”


“I cain’t necessarily say I was ever a communist, Tyler, but I can say without equivocation that I have always been in the red,” Buddy said.


Tyler glanced up at the cottonwood leaves fluttering against the sky, his eyelids jittering. “Equivocation, huh? That’s a mouthful. Here’s what’s not on the circular. I don’t care if you guys are from Mars as long as y’all do your job. Right now your job is green breaking them horses. Is your friend any good at it?”


“I’m real good at it,” I said.


“Nobody asked you,” Tyler said.


I always said I never had to seek humility; it always found me.


“What’s in it for us?” Buddy asked.


“Two dollars more a day than what y’all are making now. You can have your own room up at the barn. You don’t smoke in or near the building and you don’t come back drunk from town. You muck the stalls and sweep the floor every day and you eat in the bunkhouse.”


Buddy waited on me to say something, but I didn’t. I liked Wyoming and figured Tyler was more bark than bite and not a bad guy to work for; also, a two-dollar daily wage increase in those days wasn’t something you were casual about. But I didn’t like what was on that circular. I wasn’t a communist and neither was Buddy. “What are you going to do if we turn you down?” I said.


“Not a thing. But I ain’t Mr. Wakefield. Communists are the stink on shit in Hollywood, in case you haven’t heard.”


Buddy picked a leaf off the cottonwood and bit a piece out of it and spat it off the tip of his tongue. “We’ll move in this evening,” he said. “Because I didn’t get this scar in Korea doesn’t mean I wasn’t there. The only communists I ever knew were shooting at me. You can tell that to Mr. Wakefield or anybody else who wants to know.”


But Tyler had already gotten what he wanted and wasn’t listening. “One other thing: The trainer I just run off brought a woman back from town,” he said. “The only man who gets to bump uglies on this ranch is Mr. Wakefield.”


“Wish I could be a Hollywood cowboy,” Buddy said.


“I was at Kasserine Pass, son,” Tyler said. “Don’t smart-mouth me.”


We moved into the room at the end of the stalls in the barn. Tucked into the corner of the mirror above the sink was a business card with Clint Wakefield’s name on it. Buddy looked at it and stuck it in his shirt pocket.


“What’d you do that for?” I asked.


“I never had a souvenir from a famous person.”


I didn’t know why, but I thought it was a bad omen.


By midsummer the first shaft of morning sunlight in West Texas can be like a wet switch whipped across your skin. A sunrise in Wyoming was never like that. The light was soft and filtered inside the barn where we slept, the air cool and smelling of sage and woodsmoke and bacon frying in the cookhouse. You could get lost in the great blue immensity of the dawn and forget there was any such thing as evil or that someplace down the road you had to die. I’d skim the dust and bits of hay off the horse tank and unhook the chain on the windmill and step back when the blades rattled to life and water gushed out of the pipe as cold as melt off a glacier. There was a string of pink mesas in the east, and sometimes above them I could see electricity forking out of a thunderhead and striking the earth, like tiny gold wires, and I’d wonder if Indian spirits still lived out there on the edge of the white man’s world.


I didn’t want to ever leave the ranch owned by the cowboy actor. But whenever I got a feeling like that about a place or a situation or the people around me, I’d get scared, because every time I loved something I knew I was fixing to lose it. I saw my dog snatched up by the tail of a tornado. I was in dust storms that sounded like locomotive engines grinding across the hardpan; I saw the sky turn black at noon while people all over town nailed wet burlap over their windows. I saw baptized Christians burn colored people out of a town in Oklahoma for no reason.


I saw a kid take off from a road gang outside Sugar Land Pen and run barefoot along the train track and catch a flatcar on the fly and hang on the rods all the way to Beaumont, the tracks and gravel and stink of creosote whizzing by eighteen inches from his face.


I pretended to Buddy I didn’t know what “it” was, and I guess that made me a hypocrite. The truth was, people like us didn’t belong anywhere, and “it” was out there waiting for us.


On a July evening in Sheridan the sky could be as green as the ocean, the saloon windows lit with Grain Belt neon signs, the voice of Kitty Wells singing from the Wurlitzer “It Wasn’t God Who Made Honky Tonk Angels.”


The War Bonnet was in the middle of the block, right by the town square, and had a long foot-railed bar and a dance floor and card tables and an elevated bandstand and Christmas decorations that never came down. There was also a steak-and-spuds café in front where a mulatto girl worked a two-chair shoeshine stand by herself and never lacked for customers. She called herself Bernadine, and if you asked her what her last name was, she’d reply, “Who says I got one?”


She was light-colored and had hair that was jet-black and gold on the tips and she wore it long and unstraightened, and it seemed to sparkle when she went to work on your feet. She wore big hoop earrings and oversized Levi’s and Roman sandals and snap-button shirts printed with flowers, and when she got busy she was a flat-out pleasure to watch. I wanted to tell her how beautiful she was and how much I admired the way she carried herself; I wanted to tell her I understood what it was like to be different and on your own and clinging to the ragged edges of just getting by. Saying those kinds of things to a beautiful girl was not my strong suit.


Our second Saturday night in Sheridan I got up my courage and said, “What time you get off, Miss Bernadine?”


“Late,” she said.


She touched my boot to tell me she was finished.


“That’s Clint Wakefield at the bar. I break horses for him,” I said.


She gazed through the swinging doors that gave onto the saloon. In the background Bob Wills’s orchestra was playing “Faded Love” on the jukebox.


“I can introduce you if you want,” I said.


“He’s gonna put me in the movies?”


“Yeah, that could happen. You’d have to ask him, though. He doesn’t confide in me about everything.”


“Watch yourself getting down, cowboy,” she said.


I not only felt my cheeks flaming, I felt ashamed all the way through the bottoms of my feet. The truth was I’d hardly exchanged five words with Clint Wakefield. I wasn’t even sure he knew I existed. Most of the time he had one expression, a big grin. Actors train themselves never to blink. Their eyelids are stitched to their foreheads so they can stare into your face until you swallow and look away and feel like spit on the sidewalk. If you put those lidless blue eyes together with a big grin, you’ve pretty much got Clint Wakefield. He was leaning against the bar, wearing a white silk shirt embroidered with roses, his striped Western-cut britches hitched way up on his hips, his gold curls hanging from under a felt hat that was as white as Christmas snow. His wife was sitting at a table by herself. She was stone-deaf and always had a startled look on her face. A couple of the guys in the bunkhouse said that the ranch belonged to her and that Mr. Wakefield married her before his career took off. They also said he told dirty jokes in front of her, and the ranch hands had to choose between laughing and being disrespectful to her or offending him.


“Make any headway out there?” he asked.


“Sir?” I said.


“If I needed to change my luck, she’s the one I’d do it with.”


I could feel my throat drying up, a vein tightening in my temple. I looked through the window at the greenness of the sky and wanted to be out on the elevated sidewalk, the breeze on my face, the lighthearted noises of the street in my ears. “I’m not rightly sure what you mean.”


“That’s my restored 1946 Ford woody out there. Here’s the keys. Take the shoeshine gal for a spin. Bring her out to the ranch if you like.”


“Tyler said no female visitors.”


“Tyler’s a good man but a prude at heart. Your last name is Ruger? Like the gun?”


I tried to look back into his eyes without blinking, but I couldn’t. “I didn’t realize you knew my name.”


“You carry your gun with you?”


“I’m just a guy who bucks bales and stays broke most of the time, Mr. Clint.”


“I was watching you in the corral yesterday. You were working a filly on the lunge line. You never used the whip.”


“You do it right, you don’t need one.”


He dropped the car keys in my shirt pocket. “I can always tell a pro,” he said. “Bring your girlfriend on out and pay Tyler no mind. I think he pissed most of his brains in the toilet a long time ago.”


I wish I’d given Mr. Wakefield back his keys and caught a ride to the ranch with the Mexicans, like Buddy did. At two a.m. I was drinking coffee at the counter in the café and watching Bernadine put away her rags and shoe polish and brushes and lock the drawers on her stand.


“Mr. Wakefield let me borrow his car. I think he used it in a movie,” I said. “It’s got a Merc engine in it that’s all chrome.”


“You’re saying you want to take me home?”


“Maybe we could go out on the Powder River. The Indians say there’s fish under the banks that don’t have eyes.”


“I can’t wait to see that.”


“Mr. Wakefield said we could go out to the ranch if you like.”


“Is this your pickup line?”


I scratched the side of my face. “I thought we’d get some bread and throw it along the edge of the current to see if the story about those blind fish is true. Fish have a strong sense of smell. Even if they’re blind.”


“Has anyone ever told you you’re a mess?”


“Actually, quite a few people have.”


She arched her neck and massaged a muscle, her eyes closed, her hair glistening as bright as dew on blackberries. “What part of the South you from, hon?”


“Who says that’s where I’m from?”


“I thought that peckerwood accent might be a clue.”


“The West and the South are not the same thing. I happen to be from Dalhart, Texas. That’s where wind was invented.”


Her eyes smiled at me. The owner had just turned off the beer signs in the windows and you could see Mr. Wakefield’s station wagon parked at the curb, the wood panels gleaming, the maroon paint job on the fenders and the boot for the spare tire hand-waxed and rippling with light under the streetlamp. “How fast can it go?” she said.


“We can find out.”


“You weren’t lying, were you?”


“About what?”


“The man you work for being a movie star. About him asking me out to his ranch.”


I looked at her blankly, disappointed in the way you are when people you respect let you down. “Yeah, he’s big stuff,” I said. “Maybe he’ll give you an autograph.”


“No, thanks. He’s been in here before. He says mean things about his wife,” she replied. “I just wondered who he was.”


Outside, I opened the car door for her and held her arm while she got inside. The interior was done in rolled white leather, the dashboard made of polished oak. She looked up at me, uncertain.


“Anything wrong?” I asked.


“I don’t know if I should do this.”


“Why not?”


“Because this isn’t my car. Because I don’t like the man who owns it.”


“You’re accepting a ride from me, not from Mr. Wakefield. What’s the harm?”


She gazed at the empty street and the trees on the courthouse square and the shadows moving on the grass when the wind blew. “Would you buy me a hamburger and a cherry milk shake?” she said. “I can’t tell you how much I’d like that.”
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