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Same Place, Same Things

The pump repairman was cautious. He saw the dry rut in the lane and geared the truck down so he could take it through slow. The thin wheels of his ancient Ford bounced heavily, the road ridge scraping the axles. A few blackbirds charged out of the dead brush along the road and wheeled through the sky like a thrown handful of gravel. He wondered how far down the farm lane the woman lived. When she had called him at the tourist court, she had not been confident about giving directions, seeming unsure where her own house was. On both sides of the road, fields of strawberries baked in the sun. It had not rained, the locals told him, for seven weeks.

Leafless branches reached out to snatch away his headlights. Billows of dust flew up behind the truck like a woman’s face powder, settling on roadside dewberry bushes that resembled thickened fountains of lava. It was an awful drought.

After a while he arrived at a weatherboard farmhouse set behind a leaning barbed-wire fence. He pulled up and got out. No one came from the house, so he slammed the door of the truck and coughed loudly. He had been in this part of the country long enough to know that the farm people did not want you on their porches unless you were a relative or a neighbor. Now, in the Depression, life was so hard for them they trusted almost nobody. Finally he blew the truck’s horn and was rewarded with a movement at one of the windows. In half a minute a woman in a thin cotton housedress came out.

‘You the pump man?’ she asked.

‘Yes, ma’am. Name’s Harry Lintel.’

She looked him over as though he were a goat she might or might not buy. Walking to the edge of her porch, she looked back toward the field behind the house. ‘If you walk this trail here for a while, you’ll find my husband trying to fix the pump.’ He did not like the way she made a face when she said ‘husband.’ He was uneasy around women who did not like their men. She walked off the porch and through the fifteen feet of thistle and clover that served as a front lawn, moving carefully toward the pump repairman, who regarded her warily. Poor people made him nervous. He was poor himself, at least as far as money goes, but he was not hangdog and spiritless like many of the people he’d met in this part of the state, beaten down and ruined inside by hard times. She looked at his eyes. ‘How old you think I am?’

She seemed about forty, four years younger than he was, but with farm women you could never tell. He looked at her sandy hair and gray eyes. She was thin, but something about the way she looked at him suggested toughness. ‘Lady, I’ve come to fix a pump. What kind do you have and what’s wrong with it?’

‘My husband, he’ll be back in a minute. He’ll know what all you need to find out. What I want to know is where you’re from. I ain’t heard nobody around here talk like you in a while.’ She had her hair tied back in a loose knot and reached up to touch it delicately. This motion caught his eye. He guessed she might be closer to thirty-five.

Harry Lintel put a hand in his right front pocket and leaned back against the door of his truck. Taking off his straw hat, he threw it over his shoulder into the front seat. ‘I’m from Missouri,’ he said, running a hand through a clump of short, brassy hair.

Her expression was still one of intense evaluation. ‘Ain’t there no pump work in Missouri?’ she asked. ‘Or did your woman run you off?’

‘My wife died,’ he said. ‘As for pump work, when it’s dry and the local pump repairmen can’t keep up with their work, or there ain’t any pump repairmen, I come around and take up the slack.’ He looked around her at the peeling house and its broken panes patched with cardboard.

‘So why ain’t you where you belong, taking up slack?’

He looked at her hard. That last remark showed some wit, something he had not seen in a woman for a while. ‘Where’s your husband, lady? I’ve got cash jobs waiting for me up Highway Fifty-one.’

‘Keep your pants on. He’ll be here, I said.’ She folded her arms and came a step closer. ‘I’m just curious why anyone would come to this part of Louisiana from somewheres else.’

‘I follow the droughts,’ he said, straightening up and walking along the fence to where it opened into a rutted drive. The woman followed him, sliding her hands down her hips to smooth her dress. ‘Last week I was in Texas. Was doing a good trade until an all-night rain came in from Mexico and put me out of business. Wasn’t much of a pumping situation after that, and the local repairmen could keep things going.’ He looked down the path as far as he could see along the field of limp plants. ‘Month before that I was in north Georgia. Before that I fixed pumps over in Alabama. Those people had a time with their green peppers. Where the devil’s your old man?’

‘I never see anyone but my husband and two or three buyers that come back in here to deal with him.’ She began to look at his clothes, and this made him uneasy, because he knew she saw that they were clean and not patched. He wore a khaki shirt and trousers. Perhaps no one she knew wore unpatched clothes. Her housedress looked like it had been made from a faded window curtain. ‘Texas,’ she said. ‘I saw your ad in the paper and I figured you were a traveling man.’

‘No, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I’m a man who travels.’ He saw she did not understand that there was a difference. She seemed desperate and bored, but many people he met were that way. Very few were curious about where he came from, however. They cared only that he was Harry Lintel, who could fix any irrigation pump or engine ever made.

He walked into the field toward the tree line a quarter mile off, and the woman went quickly to the house. He saw a wire strung from the house into a chinaberry tree, and then through a long file of willows edging a ditch, and figured this led to an electric pump. He was almost disappointed that the woman wasn’t following him.

As he walked, he looked around at the farm. It was typical of the worst. He came up on a Titan tractor stilted on wood blocks in the weeds, its head cracked. Behind it was a corroded disk harrow, which could still have been useful had it been taken care of. In the empty field to his right stood two cows suffering from the bloat.

He was sweating through his shirt by the time he reached a thin stand of bramble-infested loblolly edging the field. Two hundred feet down the row of trees, a man hunched over an electric motor, his back to the repairman. Calling out to him, Lintel walked in that direction, but the other man did not respond – he was absorbed in close inspection of a belt drive, the pump repairman guessed. The farmer was sprawled on a steel grid that hung over an open well. Harry walked up and said hello, but the farmer said nothing. He seemed to be asleep, even though he was out in the sun and his undershirt was wet as a dishcloth. Harry stooped down and looked over the pump and the way it was installed. He saw that it was bolted to the grid without insulation. Two stray wires dangled into the well. He watched for the rise and fall of the man’s body, but the man was not breathing. Kneeling down, Harry touched the back of his knuckles to the steel grid. There was no shock, so he grabbed the man by his arms and pulled him off the motor, turning him over. He was dead, without a doubt: electrocuted. His fingers were burned, and a dark stain ran down his pants leg. He felt the man’s neck for a pulse and, finding none, sat there for a long time, studying the man’s broad, slick face, a face angry and stupid even in death. He looked around at the sorry farm as though it were responsible, then got up and walked back to the farmhouse.

The woman was sitting in a rocker on the porch, staring off into a parched, fallow field. She looked at the repairman and smiled, just barely.

Harry Lintel rubbed his chin. ‘You got a phone?’

‘Nope,’ she said, smoothing her hair down with her right hand. ‘There’s one at the store out on Fifty-one.’

He did not want to tell her, feeling that it would be better for someone else to break the news. ‘You’ve got a lady friend lives around here?’

She looked at him sharply, her gray eyes round. ‘What you want to know that for?’

‘I’ve got my reasons,’ he said. He began to get into his big dusty truck, trying to act as though nothing had happened. He wanted to put some distance between himself and her coming sorrow.

‘The first house where you turned in, there’s Mary. But she don’t have no phone.’

‘See you in a few minutes,’ he said, cranking up the truck.

At the highway he found Mary and told her to go back and tell the woman that her husband was dead out by the pump. The old woman simply nodded, went back into her house, and got her son to go with her. Her lack of concern bothered him. Didn’t she care about the death of her neighbor?

At the store he called the sheriff and waited. He rode with the deputies back to the farmhouse and told them what he knew. The lawmen stood over the body, looked up at the dry sky, and told the pump repairman to go back to his business, that they would take care of everything.

He and one of the deputies walked out of the field past the farmhouse, and he tried not to look at the porch as he passed, but he could not keep himself from listening. He heard nothing – no crying, no voices heavy with muted passion. The two women were on the porch step, talking calmly, as though they were discussing the price of berries. The widow watched him carefully as he got into the police car. He thought he detected a trace of perfume in the air and looked around inside the gritty sedan for its source.

That day he repaired six engines, saving little farms from turning back to sand. The repairs were hard ones that no one else could manage: broken timing gears, worn-out governors, cracked water jackets. At least one person on each farm asked him if he was the one who had found the dead man, and when he admitted that he was, each sullen farmer backed off and let him work alone. Late in the afternoon he was heating an engine head in his portable forge, watching the hue of the metal so that he could judge whether the temperature was right for brazing. He waited for the right color to rise like the blush on a woman’s cheek, and when it did, he sealed a complex crack with a clean streak of molten brass. A wizened Italian farmer watched him like a chicken hawk, his arms folded across a washed-out denim shirt. ‘It’s no gonna work,’ he said.

But when, near dusk, Harry pulled the flywheel and the engine sprang to life with a heavy, thudding exhaust, turning up a rill of sunset-tinged water into the field, the farmer cracked a faint smile. ‘If you couldna fixed it, we’da run you out the parish.’

Harry began to clean his hands with care. ‘Why?’

‘Stranger find a dead man, that’s bad luck.’

‘It’s better I found him than his wife, isn’t it?’

The farmer poked a few bills at Harry, turned, and began walking toward his packing shed. ‘Nothin’ surprise that woman,’ he said.

It was eight-thirty when he got back to the Bell Pepper Tourist Court, a collection of six pink stucco cabins with a large oval window embedded in each. The office, which also contained a small café, was open, but he was too tired to eat. He sat on his jittery bed, staring across the highway to the railroad, where a local passenger train trundled by, its whistle singing for a crossing. Beyond this was yet another truck farm, maybe twelve acres punctuated by a tin-roof shack. He wondered how many other women were stuck back in the woods living without husbands. The widow of the electrocuted man didn’t even have children to take her mind off her loneliness. He had that. He had gotten married when he was seventeen and had raised two daughters and a son. He was now forty-four and on his own, his wife having died five years before. The small Missouri town he was raised in couldn’t keep him provided with work, so he had struck out, roaming the South and the Southwest, looking for machines that nobody else could repair.

He stared through an oval window at his truck. At least he could move around and meet different people, being either sorry to leave them or glad to get away, depending. He gazed fondly at the Ford, its stake body loaded with blacksmith’s tongs, welding tools, a portable forge, and boxes of parts, wrenches, sockets, coal, hardies, gasket material, all covered with a green tarp slung over the wooden sides. It could take him anywhere, and with his tools he could fix anything but the weather.

The next morning at dawn he headed out for the first job of the day, noticing that the early sky was like a piece of sheet metal heated to a blue-gray color. He pulled up to a farmhouse and a small man wearing a ponderous mustache came out from around back, cursing. Harry Lintel threw his hat into the truck and ran his hands through his hair. He had never seen people who disliked strangers so much. The little farmer spat on the Ford’s tire and told him to drive into the field behind the farmhouse. ‘My McCormick won’t throw no spark,’ he said.

Harry turned to get under way, but over the Ford’s hood he saw, two hundred yards off, the back of a woman’s head moving above the weeds in an idle field. ‘Who’s that?’ he asked, pointing two fields over.

The farmer craned his neck but could not recognize the figure, who disappeared behind a brier patch between two farms. ‘I don’t know,’ the farmer said, scratching his three-day beard, ‘but a woman what walk around like that with nothing better to do is thinking up trouble.’ He pointed to Harry. ‘When a woman thinks too long, look out! Now, get to work, you.’

The day turned hot as a furnace and his skin flamed with sweat. By noon he had worked on three machines within a half mile of one another. From little farms up and down Highway 51 he could hear the thud and pop of pump engines. He was in a field of berries finishing up with a balky International, when he saw a woman walking along the railroad embankment with a basket in the crook of her right arm. It was the wife of the dead farmer. He waited until she was several rows away and then looked up at her. She met his gaze head-on, her eyes the color of dull nickel. He admitted to himself then and there that it scared him, the way she looked at him. Harry Lintel could figure out any machine on earth, but with women, he wished for an instruction manual.

She walked up to him and set the basket on top of his wrenches. ‘You ready to eat?’

He wiped his hands on a kerosene-soaked rag. ‘Where’d you come from?’

‘It’s not far from my place,’ she said. He noticed that she was wearing a new cotton dress, which seemed to have been snagged in a few places by briers. She knelt down and opened the basket, pulling out a baby quilt and sandwiches. He sat on the parched grass next to her in a spot of shade thrown by a willow.

‘I’m sorry about your man,’ he said. ‘I should have told you myself.’

Her hands moved busily in the basket. ‘That woman and I get along all right. You did as good as you could.’ They ate in silence for a while. From the distance came the deep music of a big Illinois Central freight engine, its whistle filling the afternoon, swaying up and down a scale of frantic notes. The Crimson Flyer thundered north, trailing a hundred refrigerated cars of berries, the work of an entire year for many local farmers. ‘That train’s off its time,’ she said. ‘Seems like everything’s off schedule lately.’ She took a bite of ham sandwich and chewed absently.

‘I asked the boys that own this engine about your man. They didn’t want to talk about him.’ He took a bite of sandwich and tried not to make a face. It was dry, and the ham tasted like it had been in the icebox too long. He wondered if she had fed her husband any better.

‘He was from New Orleans, not from around here. Nobody liked him much, because of his berries. He tried to ship bad Klondykes once, and the men at the loading dock broke his leg.’

The pump man shook his head. ‘Breaking a farmer’s leg’s kind of rough treatment.’

‘He deserved it,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘Shipping bad berries gives the local farmers a bad name.’ She looked at her sandwich as though she had seen it for the first time, and threw it into the basket. ‘He was too damned lazy to pick early enough to ship on time.’

He was afraid she was going to cry, but her face remained as dry as the gravel road that ran along the track. He began to wonder what she had done about her husband. ‘What about the services for your old man?’

‘Mary’s pickers helped me put him in this morning after the coroner came out and give us the okay.’

So that’s it, he thought. Half your life working in the sun and then your woman plants you in back of the toolshed like a dog. He was tempted to toss his sandwich, but he was hungrier than he had been in weeks, so he bit at it again. The woman put her eyes all over him, and he knew what she was doing. He began to compare himself to her husband. He was bigger. People told him frequently that he had a pleasant face, which he figured was their way of telling him he wasn’t outright ugly.

When she stared away at a noisy crow, he stole a long look at her. The dress fit her pretty well, and if she were another woman, one that hadn’t just put her husband in the ground, he might have asked her for a date. A row of pale freckles fell across her nose, and today her hair was untied, hanging down over her shoulders. Something in the back of his mind bothered him.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘Ada,’ she said quickly, as though she had expected the question.

‘I thank you for the sandwich, but I’ve got to get going up the road.’

She looked along the railway. ‘Must be nice to take off whenever you’ve a mind to. I bet you travel all over.’

‘A lot travel more’n I do.’ He bent down and began to pick up box-end wrenches.

‘What you in such a hurry for?’ she asked, stretching out her long legs into the dead grass. Harry studied them a moment.

‘Lady, people around here wonder what the trees are up to when they lean with the breeze. What you think someone that sees us is going to think?’

He walked over to his truck, placed his tools in the proper boxes, row-hopped over to the engine, slung the flywheel with a cast-iron crank, and backed off to hear the exhausts talk to him. The woman watched his moves, all of them. As he was driving out of the field, he felt her eyes on the back of his neck.

That evening after supper in the Bell Pepper Tourist Court Café Harry looked up from his coffee and saw Ada walk in through the screen door. She moved across the hard-scrubbed pine floor as if she came into the place all the time, then sat across from him in a booth and put on the table a bottle of bright red strawberry wine. She had washed her hair and put on a jasmine perfume.

Harry was embarrassed. A couple of farmers watched them and Marie, the owner, lifted her chin when she saw the wine. He was at first grouchy about the visit, not liking to be surprised, but as she asked him questions about his travels, he studied her skin, which was not as rough as he’d first thought, her sandy hair, and those eyes that seemed to drink him in. He wondered how she had passed her life so far, stuck on a mud lane in the most spiritless backwater he’d ever seen. He was as curious about her static world as she was about his wandering one.

Conversation was not his long suit, but the woman had an hour’s worth of questions about Arkansas and Georgia, listening to his tales of mountains as though he were telling her of China or the moon. What he wanted to talk about was Missouri and his children, but her questions wouldn’t let him. At one point in the conversation she looked over at Marie and said, ‘There’s them around here that say if you hang around me, there’s no telling what trouble you’ll get into.’ She put her hands together and placed them in the middle of the green oilcloth.

He looked at them, realizing that she had told him almost nothing about herself. ‘You said your husband was from New Orleans, but you didn’t say where you were from.’

She took a swallow of wine from a water glass. ‘Let’s just say I showed up here a few years ago. Nobody knows nothing much about me except I was kept back in that patch and never came in to drink or dance or nothing. Where I’m from’s not so important, is it?’ She took a sip and smiled at him over the rim of her glass. ‘You like to dance?’ she asked quickly.

‘I can glide around some,’ he said. ‘But about this afternoon – why’d you follow me with them sandwiches out in the field?’

Ada bit her lower lip and thought a moment. ‘Maybe I want to move on,’ she said flatly. Harry looked out the window and whistled.

They took their time finishing off the bottle. She went to the ladies’ room and he walked outside, into the dark parking lot. He stood there, stretching the kinks out of his muscles. Ada came out with him, looked up and down 51 for cars, and threw her arms around his waist, giving him a hard kiss. Then she backed off, smiling, and began walking up the dark highway toward her place.

Oh my, he thought. Her mouth had tasted of strawberry wine, hot and sweet. Oh my.

Later that night he lay in his bed with the window open, listening to the pump engines running out in the fields, which stretched away on all sides of the tourist court for miles. They throbbed, as delicate as distant heartbeats. He could tell which type each was by the sound it made. He heard an International hit-and-miss engine fire once and then coast slower and slower through several cycles before firing again. Woven into that sound was a distant Fairbanks Morse with a bad magneto throbbing steadily, then cutting off, slowing, slowing almost to stillness before the spark built up again and the engine boomed back alive. Across the road, a little McCormick muttered in a ditch. In the quiet night the engines fought the drought, popping like the musketry of a losing army. Through the screen of his window drifted the scent of kerosene exhaust.

He thought of the farmer’s widow and finally admitted to himself, there in the dark, that she was good-looking. What was she doing right now? he wondered. Reading? For some reason he doubted this. Sewing? What – traveling clothes? Was she planning how to sell the patch and move back, as many women had done, to wherever she had come from? If she had any sense, he thought, she’d be asleep, and he turned over and faced the wall, listening to the springs ring under him. He tried to remember what he had done at night when he was at home, when he was twenty-four and had three children and a wife, but nothing at all came to him. Then, slowly, thoughts of rocking sick babies and helping his wife can sweet corn came to him, and before two minutes had passed, he was asleep.

The next morning the sky was as hard and expressionless as a pawnbroker’s face. At eight o’clock the temperature was ninety-one, and the repairman had already welded a piston rod in Amite and was headed south. When he passed the woman’s lane, he forced himself not to look down its rutted surface. He had dreamed of her last night, and that was enough, he thought. Times were so hard he could afford only his dreams. A half mile down the road he began working at pouring new babbitt bearings for an old Dan Patch engine. The owners of the farm left him alone so they could oversee a group of inexperienced pickers, and at nine-thirty, while he was turning the blower for the forge, she came out of the brush to the north, carrying a clear glass jug of lemonade.

‘I’ll bet you’re dry,’ she said, giving him the jug and a tin cup.

‘You’re an awful friendly lady,’ he said, pouring himself a drink and looking at her slim waist, her long hair.

‘I can be friendly when I want to be.’ She rested her hand on his damp shoulder a moment and let it slide off slowly.

They talked while he worked the forge. He tried to tell her about his children, but she seemed not to be interested. She wanted to know where he had been and where he was going. She wanted to know how it was to live on the road, what people were like in different places. ‘Do you stay in tourist courts every night?’ she asked, wide-eyed.

By the time he had finished his repair, she had told him that she had just buried her third husband, that she had never been a hundred miles from the spot they were standing in, and that she didn’t care if she never saw another strawberry for the rest of her days. ‘Sometimes I think it’s staying in the same place, doing the same things, day in, day out, that gets me down. Get up in the morning and look out the window and see that same rusty fence. Look out another window and see that same willow tree. Out another and see that field. Same place, same things, all my life.’ She heard a distant train whistle and looked off toward it, caught up in the haunting sound.

Harry Lintel was at a loss in dealing with unhappy people. He remembered that putting his big arms around his young wife years ago would stop her from crying, but he had no notion why this worked. Looking at the delicate hollow of Ada’s cheek, he felt sorry he didn’t know what to do for her. He wondered if she would take up with him in his truck if he asked her, would just go off with him up the highway to Tennessee or Georgia, wherever the next drought was needing him to fix engines or windmills. Would this heal what was wrong?

After a local freight train racketed by, three men in overalls drove across the track, got out of their pickup, and began telling him about a big engine in a dry field six miles west, and how nobody could get it to run all week. The men ignored the woman, and as the repairman packed his tools and dumped the forge, he watched her walk off. She went south, away from her place, along the dirt lane that sidled up to the railroad, keeping her thin brown shoes out of the heaped-up dust ridge. After he loaded the truck, he cranked it and headed not west, along the route given him by the three men, but north. Turning into her lane, he bumped down along the ruts to her farmhouse. He walked to the back of the property and noticed her berries blanched by the sun as if they’d had kettles of boiling water poured over them. Returning to the house, he opened the fuse box nailed to the rear outside wall and discovered that one fuse was blown, even though it was a special heavy-duty type. He used his pocketknife to pry off the faceplate and saw where a switch wire cut into the circuit and ran from the bottom of the box through a hole into the house.

He found the front door unlocked. Walking through the house, he noticed there was little furniture: only a set of dark varnished chairs, two small, rough tables, and a rickety, curled-up sofa. The windows were dirty. In the kitchen he found the wall switch that activated the pump, and, peering close, he saw that it had been turned on. He was sure that many farms with electric pumps also had inside switches. But surely the man would have killed the circuit before he went out to work on the thing. And then he remembered that he hadn’t seen any switch out in the field.

He sat down at the oilcloth-covered kitchen table and squinted out the front window. He saw a rusty fence. Looking out a side window, he saw a willow tree. My God, he thought. He turned to look through the rear window, into a field. Near the broken tractor was a freshly dug mound of dirt. He put his face down into his hands and shook like a man who had just missed being in a terrible accident.

During the next ten days he worked the whole parish. Wild animals came out of the woods looking for water. Bottoms of drainage ditches cracked open and buckled. He saw pickers brought out of the field with heatstroke. The woman found him only twice, and he was polite, listening to her tell him about her nights and what she saw through her windows. She wore the same dress but kept it clean and ironed. Once, she asked him to come over for supper, but he said he had work to do past dark.

At the tourist court he avoided the café and went to bed early, putting himself to sleep by thinking of his wife, painfully, deliberately. He remembered the kindness of her meals in their kitchen and the fondness of her touch, which was on him still, teaching him.

On a Thursday morning, before dawn, he was awakened by a drumming sound to the northwest. At first he thought it was someone at the door, but when the sound rolled down on the parish again, he knew it was thunder. By first light the rain had started in earnest, and at eight o’clock he was still in his room, staring out at sheets of wind-tortured spray welling up in puddles along the highway – three inches at least, and more to come, by the looks of the sky. It was time to move on.

In the café, for the first time Marie had no repair calls for him. He paid up, gave her a hug, and headed out north in his groaning truck, rainwater spilling off the taut new tarp covering the back.

The highway followed the railroad up through a series of small towns, and he made good time despite a traffic of small truckloads of produce and an occasional horse-drawn farm wagon. He felt lighthearted for the first time in days, and whistled as he steered around slower vehicles navigating the rainy road. There was something good about getting out of this section of the country, he felt, something good about pointing his headlights toward Jackson or Memphis, where he would hole up in a boardinghouse and read a big-city paper until the weather reports would tell him where he’d find lots of dust, heat, worn-out pumps, and busted windmills.

About noon he pulled over at a café south of McComb. Walking to the back of the truck, he saw that one of the tarp ropes had come undone. When he raised the cloth to check inside, he saw the woman lift her face toward him, her eyes rusty and dark. ‘When I heard the rain start on my roof, I knew you’d be pulling out,’ she said. ‘You can go somewheres. I can’t.’

He stared at her for a long time, trying to figure what to say. He looked up and down the red-dirt highway lined with spindly telephone poles and then at the café, which was closed, he realized, the front door padlocked. Finally, he climbed in and sat on a toolbox lid next to her in the oily dark. ‘You can’t come along with me.’

‘Don’t say that,’ she said, putting her arms loosely around his neck. ‘You’re the only person I ever met can go where he wants to go.’ She said this not in a pleading voice but as a statement of fact. ‘I can go with you. I’ll be good to you, Mr Lintel.’

He looked at her eyes and guessed that she was desperate for his freedom of movement but not for him. The eyes seemed already to be looking ahead, looking at a whole world passing by a truck window. ‘Where you want to go,’ he said at last, ‘I can’t take you.’

She pulled her arms away quickly. ‘What you mean by that? You just going to toss me off on the side of the road like a wore-out machine? There’s something in me what needs to get away with you.’

Harry Lintel leaned toward her and took her hands, trying to remember the ways he had once brought solace to his wife. ‘If I could help you, I’d bring you along for the ride,’ he said. ‘But I can’t do a thing for you.’ He half-expected her to cry when he said that, but she only shook her head.

‘You’ve got a heart like a rock,’ she told him.

‘No, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I loved a good woman once, and I could love another. You can’t come with me because you killed your old man.’

Her eyes seemed to pulse, and what softness lingered around the corners of her mouth disappeared into a flinty expression of fear and desperation.

He reached for his wallet. ‘I’m going to buy a ticket and put you on the southbound. You can walk home from the station.’

She grabbed a bill from him before he offered it, then straightened up, throwing an arm in back of her as if she was searching for the handle of her cardboard suitcase. Harry stared at his empty hand for a moment and turned to climb out into the drizzle. He heard the music of a tempered wrench being picked up, and then a bomb went off in his head, and he was down on the floorboards, rolling in cinders and wire, his arms and legs uncontrolled, his eyes letting in a broken vision of the woman standing over him, looking down the way someone might examine a stunned fish. ‘I’ve never met a man I could put up with for long,’ she told him. ‘I’m glad I got shut of all of mine.’

His head roared like a forge, and he tried to rise, his eyes flickering, his arms pushing him toward the woman’s upraised fist, where his biggest box-end wrench glimmered like a thunderbolt. The blow was a star-giving ball of pain, and he felt the tailgate in the small of his back, the world going over like a flywheel, his face in collision with gravel and clay, a coppery rill coursing through his nose and mouth. The only thing in his head was the silver ring of a tool, and then the exhaust of a four-cylinder engine pulling away, fading into a clash of gears at the top of a hill, and then, for the longest time, nothing. Somewhere a cow bellowed, or a car passed without stopping, or wind blew through the grass around him like knowledge through an ear.

Near dusk he woke to a dove singing on the phone wires. He wondered where she would sell the truck, to what town she would ride on the train. It didn’t matter. She was a woman who would never get where she wanted to go. He was always where he was going.

One eye began to work, and he watched clouds, the broken pieces of the world hanging above like tomorrow’s big repair job, waiting.


Waiting for the Evening News

Jesse McNeil was running a locomotive while he was drunk, and he was doing a fine job of it, charging up the main line at fifty with the chemical train, rattling through the hot Louisiana night like a thunderstorm. He watched the headlight brighten the rails to mile-long silver spears sailing through the sandy pine wastelands of the parish. Another nameless hamlet was rolling up in the distance, one in a row of asbestos-siding-and-tin communities strung along the railroad like ticks on a dog’s backbone. He had roared through it a thousand times with a hundred cars of propane and vinyl chloride and had never so much as touched the air brake, had only to blow a signal for the one crossing, and then was gone like a gas pain in the bowel, discomfort and noise for a moment, soon forgotten by the few hundred folks who lived in wherever-it-was, Louisiana. He reached for the whistle lever in the dark cab and missed it, remembering the half-pint of whiskey he had gulped behind the engine house thirty minutes earlier. He was fifty years old today, and he wanted to do something wild and woolly, like get half-lit and pull the chemical train, known by enginemen as the ‘rolling bomb,’ up to the Mississippi line on time for a change. He could make this run in his sleep. After he got the train stretched out and up to the speed limit, all he had to do was blow the damned whistle. The train was on tracks and couldn’t get lost or wander off among somebody’s cows.

Jesse looked over at his brakeman, who was watching for automobiles on his side of the train. A highway followed along the tracks and at least once every trip a noodlehead with the windows rolled up and the radio blasting would turn in front of the engine at a crossing, notice the train, maybe mess in his britches, and then shoot on across to safety. Jesse reached again for the whistle lever and pulled it, sending a five-chime-whistle note crashing off all the tin and asbestos for a mile around. The gravel crossing winked in the moonlight and was gone, the train invaded the town, and Jesse looked out his window at the black air, listening to the hollow thunder in his head and laughing at how free he felt, how nobody cared what he was doing, how lost he was in the universe. He was the anonymous taxi driver of ethylene oxide and caustic soda, chlorine and ethyl antiknock compound, a man known intimately only by his menopausal wife and the finance company.

Then with a jolt, loose wrenches and lunch boxes flew forward in a convulsion of iron, and Jesse was knocked from his seat, his thermos flying over his head and sailing out into the thundering darkness. The locomotive lurched as though a giant hand had grabbed it from behind and wiggled it like a toy. Leaning out the window and looking back along the mile-long trail of tankers, he saw a whirlwind of sparks thirty cars back, and his heart divided in two and hid up under his shoulder blades. Somewhere an air hose parted, and the brakes jammed on with a squeal. He remembered to shut off the throttle, and as the engines bucked and ground rails for a quarter mile, he saw a white tanker turn sideways in the distance. Then he knew the train was breaking apart, the rear section running in like an accordion, and here he was in the dark woods at the edge of town, more than half-drunk, witnessing a catastrophe that would have happened even if he had been stone-sober and riding the rails with a Bible in his back pocket.

The black locomotives trembled to a stop, jumping as derailing cars smacked into those tankers still on the tracks. The brakeman and conductor hit the ground, running toward all the thunder. Jesse McNeil climbed down the engine steps carefully and put his hands in his pockets, wondering what he would do, what he would tell everybody. Then the first chemical tanker exploded, pinwheeling up into the night sky, slinging its wheels and coming down into a roadside 7-Eleven, the building disappearing in an unholy orange fireball. The strange pounding Jesse heard was the sound of his own feet running north along the railroad, scattering rocks and dust until he reached a spot where he could get down to the highway and lope along the blacktop. He ran until he had no wind and his heart pounded like a fist. Then he turned and saw the sky lit up a smoky yellow. He began to stumble backward through an unnameable fear, and when an old pickup pulled out of a side road and drove north toward him, he stuck out his thumb.

Jesse hitched to the next jerkwater town up the line, and even there he could see a poisonous glow on the horizon. A log-truck driver gave him a lift to the interstate, and he was faced with the choice of going north, farther into the trash-woods sand hills where he was raised, the land of clapboard fundamentalist churches and mildewed trailers, or south toward the alien swamps and that Sodom of all Sodoms, New Orleans. He crossed the median to the southbound lane. No one would look for him in New Orleans.

After a while, a black sedan approached, and he stuck up his thumb, thinking that if he could get away long enough for his system to clear of bourbon, maybe he could tell the company officials that he’d had an attack of amnesia, or anxiety, or stupidity, and had run off like a fool to sort things out for a day. What could they do to him for being stupid? Fire him? He didn’t need much money anyway. His frame house was paid for, and the only reason he worked at all was to spend time away from Lurleen, his prune-skin wife, who was always after him to paint or fix something. But if they had found him stumbling around by the engine, drunk, maybe the law would get involved. Maybe it would mean a great big fine, and if he ever did want to work for a railroad again, they wouldn’t hire him to run a windup locomotive around a Christmas tree.

To his surprise the black sedan stopped, and soon he was cruising south in the company of an old Catholic priest, a Father Lambrusco, semiretired, who was filling in for a vacationing assistant pastor at St Louis Cathedral.

‘You out of work?’ the priest asked, speeding past a gravel truck.

‘Yeah,’ Jesse said, studying the eastern sky through the wind-shield. ‘I’m a carpenter.’

‘Ah. Joseph was a carpenter.’

‘Joseph who?’

The priest checked his rearview. ‘Joseph, the father of Jesus.’

Jesse frowned at himself. A priest talks about Joseph the carpenter, and Jesse thinks at first that maybe he’s talking about Joseph Wiggins from McComb, Mississippi. ‘Oh yeah, that Joseph,’ Jesse said.

‘You go to church?’

‘Well, some. I’m sort of a fundamentalist.’

‘Isn’t going to church fundamental? No, never mind. I didn’t pick you up to preach. To tell the truth, I was falling asleep at the wheel.’ He turned his bald head toward Jesse and smiled, keeping his mouth closed, as though he had bad teeth. ‘Tell me, Mr Carpenter, do you believe Catholics worship statues?’

Jesse assured him he did not, that one friend he had made in the service had been a Catholic chaplain.

‘Were you baptized by total immersion in your church?’ the priest asked.

‘All the way under. We got our own special tank.’

‘Was your life changed?’ The priest swung around a Volkswagen.

Jesse pursed his lips and looked far down the road, as if he might see his life changing up ahead. ‘The minister said it might take some time in my case.’

He and the priest talked for an hour and a half about snake-handler preachers and why nuns didn’t have any spare time.

At two in the morning Jesse checked into the Night O’ Delight Motel on Airline Highway in New Orleans. The desk clerk, a young Asian man, asked him if he wanted a fifteen-dollar room or a sixty-dollar room with a bed warmer. ‘What fool would pay sixty dollars just to sleep in a room?’ he told him. He gave the man three fives, plus the tax, thankful that he had just cashed his paycheck and held back a few hundred to pay Lurleen’s cousin to come over and paint the house. When he got to the room he turned on the television to check for news, flipping through channels until he reached the last station on the dial, which was showing a vividly pornographic scene. Jesse mashed the off switch and drew back his finger as though it had been burned.

He looked around at the warped paneling and the window unit, which labored without a grille in its hole near the ceiling. Tomorrow he would call in his story. Things would go fairly rough with him for running off, but he would worry about that the next day. He pulled off his coveralls and climbed into the bed, which jittered and rang, sagging badly in the middle.

The next morning his bladder woke him in time for the eight o’clock news, and as he fumbled with the dials, he wondered if the wreck would even be mentioned. The fire probably had been put out by now. The railroad would have to buy somebody’s 7-Eleven, but they could have the line clear by late afternoon.

However, on Channel 4 was a helicopter view of Satan’s living room, fifty tank cars crashed together and burning. Black-and-green smoke rose a mile into the air, and on both sides of the track, seed elevators, storehouses, and shops flamed in fierce amber heaps. Jesse stepped back and cupped a hand to his forehead. He tried to say something like ‘What in God’s name?’ but he couldn’t make a sound. The voice narrating the video told that the town had been evacuated and that fire-fighting teams were driven back by a mix of a dozen chemicals spilled from ruptured tankers, that the town’s ditches were running with vinyl chloride and paint stripper. Then the voice told the world that Jesse P. McNeil, the train’s engineer, had disappeared from the scene and it was thought that he had run off into the woods east of the derailment, where parish posse members were searching for him with teams of dogs.

When he heard his name fly out of the television, Jesse sat down hard on the creaking bed. Hardly forty people knew he existed, and now his name had sailed out into the region like parts of his exploded train. Why, he wondered, was it important to name him at all? And sheriff’s officers were in the woods searching for him like he was a criminal. When the news report ended, he turned off the television and wondered if his blood would now test free of alcohol. He decided to eat a big breakfast. Stepping out of his room, he walked over to a run-down strip of glass and blond-colored brick businesses across the highway, entered a smoky café, and sat at the counter. On a shelf over the coffee urn, a grease-stained television blinked and buzzed. A local channel was showing the wreck from ground level. A handsome announcer listed twenty evil-sounding names of chemicals that were burning, spilling, or threatening to explode. He also mentioned that the engineer was a man of average build, with red hair combed straight back, last seen hitching a ride north of the wreck site. The waitresses were absorbed in the broadcast and didn’t see Jesse slowly turn away from the counter and head for the door. Outside, he stood on the curb and felt light-headed, anxious that the next person to lay eyes on him might recognize who he was. He looked up and down the neon-infested highway for escape. Next to the café was a cubbyhole-sized barbershop, and he sidled over to its door and backed inside. Jesse found an Italian-looking gentleman stropping his razor and watching a TV mounted on a rack in the corner. The engineer sat in the chair and wondered how he could ask for his hair to be combed in some new way, maybe with a part on the side, anything different from the straight-back crimson mane he sported at the moment. The barber smiled and clicked his scissors in the air twice.

‘Hey, what you think of the train wreck? Some mess, right?’ He ran a comb through Jesse’s hair slowly, as though admiring it.

Jesse looked at him warily. He hated the big-city accent of New Orleans folks. They sounded like New Yorkers to his piney woods ear. ‘I ain’t heard of a wreck,’ Jesse said.

The barber bobbed his head. ‘Aw yeah. You just come in from the forest, hey? You from Mississippi, right? Hay-baling time and all that shit.’

Jesse found himself nodding, glad to be given some kind of identity. Just then the television screen flashed a stern company photograph of his face. ‘Look here,’ he said, grabbing the barber’s arm and pulling his attention away from the TV, ‘can’t you give me kind of a modern look? Something maybe a little younger?’

The barber sucked in his cheeks and studied Jesse’s head the way an expensive artist might. ‘Yeah, man. I could wash all that oil out, shorten everything up, and kinda spike it.’ He clicked his scissors once. ‘But your friends back in the woods gonna think you a Communist rock star or somethin’.’

Jesse took in a deep breath and watched the white-hot center of the chemical train pulse over the barber’s shoulder. ‘Do it to me,’ he said.

After his haircut, he spent the entire morning in the café next door, reading the newspapers. The noon TV news devoted a full five minutes to the train wreck. At that point he decided he would not call in for a while, that he would wiat a few days until this was past and everyone would begin to forget, that he would lie low along Airline Highway in the Night O’ Delight Motel until everyone and everything cooled off and the poisonous fumes of his train wreck had blown clear of the unlucky town. It took him a good while to decide this, because out-of-the-ordinary decisions seldom came up in his life. The engineer had been running the same routes with the same trains for so many years that lately he found it hard to pay attention to the usual telegraph poles and sweet-gum trees sailing past his cab window. In the same way, the stunted pines along the road to his house, and the little house itself, had become unseeable. Sometimes he imagined himself an unseen part of this faded, repetitive background.

The sense of being invisible made Jesse think he could not be taken seriously, which was why he never voted, hardly ever renewed his driver’s license, and paid attention in church only once a year at revival time. He thought of the plywood church at the end of the dirt lane and wondered what Father Lambrusco would think of it.

During the afternoon he watched soap operas, amazed at all the little things the characters could get upset about. He laughed as he thought of Lurleen watching the same shows, a cup of coffee in her lap, a cigarette mashed in the saucer. He began to feel some of the gloom brought on by the noon newscast evaporate, and he looked forward to the five o’clock news because he knew it would tell that the crisis was over, people were returning to their homes, and the railroad would be repaired in a day or so. Waiting for the evening news, Jesse pondered life’s good points, how most injuries healed up, most people changed for the better, and whatever was big news today was small potatoes on page thirty tomorrow. He lay back on his bed and studied the rain-stained ceiling and the mismatched paneling on the walls. Even this room would be remodeled someday and no one would suspect how ugly it had been. Things would improve.

But when the local news theme began to play over his scratched motel television, his face froze in a disbelieving stare. A black sky coiled and spread for miles above a crossroads town, and an evil-looking copper blaze flashed at the heart of a mountain of wreckage. The announcer stated that the train’s brakeman had accused the engineer of being intoxicated at the time of the accident. Jesse balled up a fist. ‘Son of a bitch,’ he shouted at the television, ‘that hop-head smokes weed day and night.’ The announcer went on to say that the parish sheriff’s department had a warrant out for the engineer’s arrest and that railroad officials were hiring private investigators to locate the runaway employee. Meanwhile, firefighters were having to let the wreck burn because of an overheated propane tanker and the danger that two cars of chemicals would rupture and mix, producing mustard gas. Jesse’s mouth fell open at this last awful announcement, and he began to fear that somehow everything was being blamed on him. He watched aerial shots of the fire spreading into the town, and as he did, another propane tanker went off like the end of the world, skyborne rills of fire torching a poor neighborhood of wooden houses to the east of the tracks. He sat on the floor, gathering fistfuls of cheap shag carpet, holding on, anchoring himself against the TV’s revelations.

At the end of the report, he was shaking, so he snapped off the set. His name was on the air again, broadcast all over two states. And why did they want to arrest him? The train had come apart on its own. A wheel rim had cracked off, or a rail broke. He hadn’t been speeding. Nobody knew what went wrong. Billy Graham could have been at the throttle of that locomotive and the same thing would have happened. He left the room, crossed the highway, and bought a deck of cards, returning to the little table by the window and dealing a hand of solitaire. He hoped the game would take his mind off the wreck, but after a while he began placing red eights on red nines, and he wished for his wife’s face over his shoulder, telling him where he’d missed a play.

The next day he woke up and glared at the dark set a long time before deciding to shave. He refused to watch the news. Each broadcast injured his notion of who he was, and he would have no more of that. He caught a bus to the French Quarter and in Jackson Square sat on a wrought-iron bench, amazed that no one looked like his friends from his shriveled-up hometown. Jesse missed the red clay ditches and the boiled turpentine smell of Gumwood, Louisiana. He had never seen so many weak-looking men dressed in baggy, strange clothes, but he envied their anonymity, for at the moment he felt as obvious as the soaring statue of Andrew Jackson that rose before him, splattered by pigeons.

He spent all day in the Quarter, poking his sharp face into the doors of antique shops and bars, hankering for a hot charge of supermarket whiskey but holding back. Whenever he passed a newspaper vending machine, he saw a smoky photograph on the front page and felt a twinge of remorse. He wondered if he should turn himself in.

At the motel, he avoided the local news, deciding to turn the set on only for the national stuff, where, he was thinking, he would see the really important events, nothing about some local train burning a pissant town off the map. But as the CBS evening news played its intro theme over a film snippet of the main story, Jesse let out a pained yelp.

There on the screen was his wife, Lurleen, shaking her rat-gray hair and telling a reporter, ‘I don’t know where he run off to leaving a blowed-up train behind like that.’ She sniffed and pointed a finger toward the camera. ‘But it don’t surprise me one bit,’ she said to the world. ‘No sir, not one thing that man would do would surprise a jumpy cat.’ Jesse interlaced his fingers and placed his hands on top of his brushy head. On the screen, Lurleen looked powerful and almost attractive, in a dirt road kind of way. The program cut to an anchorman, and Jesse was thankful, for he half-expected Lurleen to start telling about him not paying her nephew for painting the house, and then everyone in red-white-and-blue America would know he was too lazy to paint his own damned living room. The announcer, low-voiced and serious in a blue sport coat, told how a white cloud of escaped chemical had rolled over a chicken farm and killed ten thousand hens, how three firemen were seriously injured when the wind shifted and they were overtaken by a toxic blanket.

‘But the real mystery,’ the announcer continued, ‘is Jesse McNeil, the fifty-year-old engineer from Gumwood, Louisiana, who ran away from the scene of the accident. There are many speculations about his disappearance. Fellow workers suggest that McNeil was depressed because of his fiftieth birthday and was having marital and family problems. Whatever the reasons, he left behind a growing scene of destruction and pollution perhaps unequaled in American railroad history. Our live coverage continues from southeast Louisiana.’ And there it was. Jesse’s eyes widened as a camera did a slow pan of his home on Loblolly Road, and he watched his partially bald yard, his house, which from this angle looked like a masonite-covered shoe box, and his carport, which seemed wobbly and anemic under its load of pine straw. He imagined voices all over America saying, ‘Is that the best he could do after fifty years?’ And there was Lurleen, sitting on the sofa in front of the big picture of the ocean surf, talking to the reporter about her husband. What could be worse than this, Jesse wondered, to be introduced to the English-speaking world by Lurleen McNeil, a chain-smoking canasta dragon whose biggest ambition in life was to have everything they owned painted sea-foam green by a dopehead nephew who never got out of the sixth grade? He listened as Lurleen told the world about him.

She leaned back on the couch and he saw her checkered shirt tighten at the shoulders. She looked thoughtful and not as dowdy as usual; he had never seen her like this. ‘Sometimes he’s a little out of it,’ Lurleen said, blowing a stream of smoke from the side of her mouth and looking off in the opposite direction. ‘I don’t mean to say he’s a bad man, but whenever he gets upset he tends to drink a little too much, if you know what I mean.’

Jesse jumped up straight as a rail. ‘And who the hell wouldn’t take a drink if they was married to a slave-driving snapping turtle?’

Lurleen looked into the camera as though she had heard the remark. ‘I just wish he could put all this mess behind him and come home to help paint the living room.’

‘The living room,’ Jesse yelled, jerking his fists out from his sides. ‘My name is on national TV and all you can think about is hiding that cheap paneling you put up last year.’

Lurleen gave the camera a wry smile and she was off; more footage of the wreck followed, more details of chemicals, casualties, government inspection teams. Agents from the Environmental Protection Agency were now looking for Jesse McNeil. The president of the local Sierra Club, a fashionably dressed thirtyish woman, stated flatly that Jesse should be hunted down like a dangerous criminal.

‘What have I done to you?’ he yelled, holding his outstretched palms toward the screen. ‘You don’t even know me. I’m nobody important.’

After the news report, Jesse went into the bathroom to splash water on his face, a face framed in the mirror by a spiked crown of hair shaped like a thistle bloom. He should have stayed at the site of the wreck, he told himself. He would have been fired and fined, but there would have been nothing like the publicity he was generating.

In his absence, what he had done was growing like a thunderstorm feeding on hot air and invisible moisture, or bigger, like a tropical storm, spinning out of control, created by TV people just because it was good business. He could not for the life of him imagine how drinking a half-pint of whiskey could generate such a hurricane of interest in who he was, or why the people of the United States had been brought into his unpainted living room to find out about him. He went back to the bed, sat down, and put his head in his hands. ‘No more news for me,’ he said aloud. ‘Not for a while.’

For four days he avoided the newspapers and television. He rode the bus downtown, watching the faces of his fellow riders for any trace of recognition, for now he felt as famous as Johnny Carson, guilty as Hitler, and half-expected the next old lady he saw to throw up her arms and exclaim, ‘It’s him. It’s the train wrecker.’ He slouched on a bench in Jackson Square, across from the cathedral, again wondering at all the tourists, worried that even some Korean or German might recognize him. He wondered once more why a man’s mistake grows with importance according to how many people know about it.

He was so deep in thought, he didn’t notice when an old priest sat next to him and unfurled a fresh copy of the Times-Picayune. The priest, a bald man with a silver ring of hair above the ears, was on Jesse’s right, so the engineer had a good view of the open front page, which carried a photo of a blazing boxcar. The priest looked over the page at Jesse. ‘Are you still out of work?’ It was Father Lambrusco.

‘Uh, yeah. Sort of,’ Jesse growled.

‘Would you like a section?’ he asked, shaking the paper at him.

‘Uh, naw. I was just reading about the train wreck.’

The priest folded the paper half-size in his lap, studying the photograph. ‘That’s a big mess. I hope they get the fellow who did it.’

The phrase ‘the fellow who did it’ gave Jesse a brief chill. He felt obligated to mount a defense. ‘The engineer was just in the cab when it happened. He might not’ve had anything to do with why the train came apart.’

The priest turned to him then, his dewlap flowing over his Roman collar. ‘He’d been drinking and he ran away. You’ve got to admit that looks bad.’

Jesse scowled and kicked at a pigeon wandering too close to his shoe. ‘Maybe the newspeople are blowing this thing up too much. You know, the more they yak about it, the worse it gets.’

The priest sucked a tooth and thought a moment. ‘You mean, if someone does something wrong, and no one finds out, then it’s not really all that wrong?’

Jesse sat back on the bench as though the priest had touched him in a sore spot. ‘I didn’t say that, exactly.’

‘Secrecy is not innocence,’ the priest said. ‘If the engineer is not responsible, the facts should be brought out to that effect. But he’s gone into hiding somewhere locally . . .’

Jesse lurched forward, sending two pigeons fluttering off toward General Jackson’s statue. ‘Does the paper say that?’

‘The police think he’s been sighted in New Orleans,’ the priest said, picking up the paper and opening it again.

Jesse stood up then, pretending to dust off his pants, casually looking around. ‘I’ve got to get going. So long.’

‘So long,’ the priest said, turning a page. ‘You had lunch yet?’

‘No,’ he said, walking backward a couple steps. ‘I’ve got to go.’

‘Well, if you come around this time of day and I’m here, I’ll buy you lunch.’ The priest raised up the front page and began reading an article on the back of it.

Another day dragged by. Jesse was seated in the grim motel room, rubbing his hands together, staring at the dead television. The statement ‘Secrecy is not innocence’ kept running through his head, and he now wondered whether the newspeople were right in exposing his drunkenness, whether he might have noticed something wrong with his train had he been completely sober. Jesse McNeil looked back over his whole life much as a newscaster would do in a thumbnail sketch, and he shuddered to think that he had been guilty of many mistakes. He craved the television set, but he would not let himself touch the knobs that would bring him more bad news to feed his growing guilt. He pulled his wallet and saw that he was nearly out of money. He guessed it would not be long before they would find him.

Then he called his wife in Gumwood, figuring that she would tear into his shortcomings like a tent preacher. But she didn’t. She was worried about him.

‘Jesse,’ she whispered, ‘they’re all around here in the woods waiting for you to come home. I know you messed up big, but please don’t come back here. If you turn yourself in, find a single policeman somewhere and do it. Baby, these people think you’re something awful, and I’m worried they might hurt you.’ She told him what it had been like for the past few days, and he listened, moved by her care for him. For a moment he thought he had the wrong number, and then with a pang he realized that there might be more to Lurleen than he’d noticed. While she pleaded with him to be careful, he worried that she had become one of the details of his life that he no longer saw, like a telegraph pole flying by his engine window for the thousandth time. A series of clicks sounded in the background, and his wife cried for him to hang up because the line might be tapped. He slammed down the receiver and thought of her voice wavering on the wire. It took a lot to shake his wife’s confidence, and it scared him to think of what she had been told.

He got off a bus at midday and found the old priest reading The Catholic Commentator on a bench in front of the cathedral. They had lunch in a café facing the square. Jesse marveled at the hamburger he was served, a domed giant with pickle spears on the side, nothing like the flat, bland burgers he bought at the Gumwood Café. The priest made him taste one of his french fries, which was as big as a spike. ‘Go on,’ he said, ‘have another. I love it when they leave the skin on.’ He and Father Lambrusco talked vaguely about the weather and then the priest spoke about guilt, as though the two were somehow related. Eventually, Jesse twisted the conversation like a stiff wire back to the train wreck. ‘Now take that poor engineer we were talking about the other day,’ he told the priest. ‘What he did might have been bad, all right, but the press blew the dang thing up so much, he seems like some sort of public enemy number one.’

Father Lambrusco took a sip of wine and looked off toward the square. He suddenly laughed. ‘I once saw a cartoon in which someone had installed loudspeakers on top of a church and a microphone in the confessional, and all over town these sins were being broadcast.’

‘Good Lord,’ Jesse said, wincing.

The priest put down his glass, a strange small grin on his lips. ‘Now that I think of it, I wonder what the newspapers would do with some of the things I hear in the confessional. What would the sinner’s employers do, his neighbors?’ He gave Jesse a piercing look with his dark, earnest eyes. ‘What would you think of me if you knew what was in my heart? Would you even talk to me?’

Jesse put down his hamburger. It was so big it took away his appetite. ‘I’m the one wrecked the train,’ he said in a low voice, glancing quickly at the diners at a small table near them.

‘The train in the paper? The burning train?’

‘Yes.’

The priest sat back and sucked his lower lip. ‘What are you going to do?’

Jesse wagged his head. ‘I thought the longer I stayed put, the more people would forget. But it’s the other way around. If I stay out one more week, I’ll be right up there with Charlie Manson.’

The priest sniffed and looked again toward the square. ‘You know, one of our missions burned to the ground in that little village.’

‘I didn’t carry a torch to it,’ Jesse whined.

Father Lambrusco closed his eyes. ‘When you throw a rock in a pond, you make ripples.’

Now Jesse stared off toward the cathedral, where he noticed a white pigeon perched on a gatepost. According to the priest, he was directly responsible for every poisoned and burned board in the ruined crossroads. ‘What can I do?’ he asked.

‘Nothing,’ the priest said. ‘It can’t be undone. Just turn yourself in. Ask forgiveness.’

Jesse scratched his jaw. Forgiveness from whom? he thought. The railroad? The crossroads town? The millions and millions who followed his mistake on television? For some reason he thought of Judas and wondered if he realized as he climbed the limbs of the fig tree, the hanging rope slung over his shoulder, how many people would come to know about him down through the years, how many would grow to hate his name. ‘Do me a favor, Father. About news time tonight, ten o’clock, call somebody and turn me in.’ He explained where he was staying and the priest bobbed his head, closed his eyes, and tasted a french fry. Jesse walked out onto the sidewalk and blended with the tourists. He wandered, distracted and haunted by a need for a drink, until he found a liquor store near Canal Street, where he purchased a fifth of Old Overholt rye. He told himself he needed one stiff shot to calm his nerves.

By news time that night, he was staggering drunk. He found the Gideon Bible next to the telephone and started reading Genesis for some clue to how everybody’s troubles began. At news time he swayed from the bed and turned on the local station. The first story showed the train wreck. Additional cars had become involved, one new leak in a tanker of chlorine was keeping fire crews away still, and the little town was now a smudge on the map, a garden of chimneys and iron pipe rising from plots of ash. The screen showed a man in a lab coat standing a mile from the wreck, the smoke plume blossoming over his shoulder. He announced that such a deadly stew of chemicals had been spilled that the town could never be inhabited again, that all the soil for one square mile would have to be removed down to six feet, treated, and hauled off to a toxic-waste pit at a cost of tens of millions. The numbers spun slowly in Jesse’s head.

There was a loud knock at the door, but he ignored it, turning the volume up high. The anchorman came back on with a somber comment: ‘Rumor has it he was spotted in New Orleans, but so far he has eluded the many agencies seeking his arrest. But what kind of person is Jesse McNeil, a man who would father such devastation and disappear?’ Following the question was Jesse’s biography, starting with a bucktoothed photograph from his grammar school year-book and ending, after a one-minute narrative of the main events of his life, with a photo of him seated on a bar stool, a detached, ordinary smile given to the world at large.

He stood and slammed his palm against the side of the television, which bobbled toward the door on its wheeled rack.

‘Everybody knows me,’ he roared, waving his fists toward the ceiling. ‘Everybody knows who I am or what happened.’ He lurched to the scratched metal door of his room and pulled it open. ‘You know me,’ he shouted into the parking lot. Two policemen were standing a few feet away, cradling shotguns. Jesse held out his hands to them. ‘I read in the Bible where Noah got drunk in his tent, yet he was the one they let run the ark.’ Five men wearing suits walked in briskly from the highway. Behind Jesse, the announcer told of an upcoming live scene in a late-breaking story.

‘The Lord trusted him to save our bacon,’ he told them all. To the left Jesse saw men in military garb or SWAT uniforms trotting out of sight behind a building. More policemen walked stiff-legged out of the darkness. Above him, on the roof, was the sound of boots stirring gravel. He heard a helicopter somewhere and soon a spotlight lit up the parking lot, casting Jesse’s hair in a bristly glow. What do they all know? he wondered. They think I’m the most dangerous man alive.

Another brutal light fired up in the parking lot and a news camera poked between two worried-looking sheriff’s deputies. No one said anything and no one touched him. They seemed to be looking past him into the motel room, and he turned to see on the television most of the law officers and a pitiful figure in the center, staggering in wilted coveralls and a botched haircut like the most worthless old drunk imaginable. Everyone was frozen, watching the screen to see what would happen next. Could he say something to the world? He shook his head. Everyone knew it all, or nobody knew the first thing.

The announcer’s voice was underlined with the adventure of the capture: ‘Jesse McNeil has been surrounded by local, state, and federal agents at the Night O’Delight Motel on Airline Highway in New Orleans. He appears intoxicated and unable to speak now at the end of a nationwide search for the man who is at the heart of one of the largest ecological and industrial disasters the country has ever known.’ For all the policemen, the truth was in the bright eye of the television. Only Jesse turned away, ashamed of the drunk on the set, yet able to stare defiantly at the crowd of officers around him. He wavered in the peeling doorway, feeling as empty-handed and innocent as every man on earth.

The cop nearest him finally touched his arm. ‘Are you Jesse McNeil?’ he asked.

‘I feel like I’m two different people,’ Jesse said feebly.

The cop began to close handcuffs around his wrists. ‘Well, bud, we’ll just have to put both of you in jail.’ A mean-spirited crackle of laughter ringed the parking lot, and a dozen more camera lights flooded on. Jesse was pulled through the fierce blaze until he felt a policeman’s moist hand on the top of his head, shoving him under the river of light and into the backseat of a cruiser, which at once moved onto the highway, bathed by strobes and headlights and stares, locked in inescapable beams.


Died and Gone to Vegas

Raynelle Bullfinch told the young oiler that the only sense of mystery in her life was provided by a deck of cards. As she set up the card table in the engine room of the Leo B. Canterbury, a government steam dredge anchored in a pass at the mouth of the Mississippi River, she lectured him. ‘Nick, you’re just a college boy laying out a bit until you get money to go back to school, but for me, this is it.’ She pulled a coppery braid from under her overalls strap, looked around at the steam chests and piping, and sniffed at the smell of heatproof red enamel. In the glass of a steam gauge she checked her round, bright cheeks for grease and ran a white finger over the blue arcs of her eyebrows. She was the cook on the big boat, which was idle for a couple days because of high winter winds. ‘My big adventure is cards. One day I’ll save up enough to play with the skill boys in Vegas. Set up those folding chairs,’ she told him. ‘Seven in all.’

‘I don’t know how to play bourrée, ma’am.’ Nick Montalbano ran a hand through long hair shiny with dressing. ‘I only had one semester of college.’ He looked sideways at the power straining the bronze buckles of the tall woman’s bib and avoided her green eyes, which were deep set and full of intense judgment.
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