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      Praise for James Lee Burke

      
      ‘Burke tells a story in a style all his own: language that’s alive, electric; he’s a master at setting mood, laying in atmosphere,
         all with quirky, raunchy dialogue that’s a delight’
      

      
      Elmore Leonard

      
      ‘The consistency and excellency of tone, style and subject matter are enough to take one’s breath away . . . The pleasures
         to be got from Lee Burke’s novels emanate from many quarters, not the least of them being his expertise at describing the
         Cajun wetlands of South Louisiana. Again and again, in images Technicolored yet exact, he brings that exotic countryside to
         life . . . It is typical of Lee Burke’s writing that beauty and corruption should both be facets of the same elemental forces’
      

      
      Vincent Banville, Irish Times

      
      ‘. . . makes every other contemporary crime novel look like so much chopped liver’ 

      
      New York Daily News

      
      ‘A masterclass on the page, with Burke effortlessly transcending the genre in which he is lodged’

      
      Literary Review

      
      ‘Burke can embroider a gangster yarn with prose of tremendous lyrical power’ 

      
      Independent

      
      ‘Of all American crime fiction writers James Lee Burke could be described as the most literary, with his grand themes of redemption
         and atonement. In this . . . Burke addresses the big question of the potential to do good or evil’ 
      

      
      Daily Mail

      
      ‘The book makes straight for the heart of American darkness, and the fact that it achieves a kind of redemption . . . marks
         it out as a triumph’ 
      

      
      Mail on Sunday

      
      ‘A thrilling piece of fiction, at once exciting and elegiac . . . In Purple Cane Road he writes with a depth of feeling that is rare in the mystery genre’ 
      

      
      Observer
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      Introduction: Jailhouses,
English Departments
and Electric Chairs
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      Out of the tank! You know the drill! Shake, rattle and roll!’ the jailer yelled into the large stone room that served as the
         main holding area for the parish prison. Inside the room was an enormous castiron box, a room within a room, perforated with
         square holes, subdivided into tiny four-man cells, that served as the ‘tank’ or lock-down area from 5 in the evening until
         7 the next morning, when a mixed bag of drunks, or ‘stewbums,’ traffic offenders, bad-check writers, smalltime boosters, barroom
         knife fighters, armed robbers, and a rapist or two would empty out into the bullrun and form a long line against one wall,
         while the trusties wheeled in the carts that were stacked with stainless-steel cauldrons of grits, coffee and link sausage.
      

      
      We filed out of the tank, across the corridor, into another holding area, where Claude Vidrine had spent his last hours on
         earth.
      

      
      ‘See that stain yonder on the cement?’ a toothless old man next to me said. ‘They say he puked up his last meal there.’

      
      On the floor, right under a barred window whose wire mesh had been recently unbolted and removed, was a reddish-brown area almost the color of dried blood.
      

      
      ‘The cocksuckers are lying,’ Willie, the old man, said. ‘Claude wasn’t no sissy. The trusty told me the leather gag slipped
         off his mouth, and his insides come up. Like burnt cork, he told me.
      

      
      ‘Claude Vidrine was standup. He’d spit in their faces. You bet.’

      
      At noon sharp the jailer shot back the huge bolt on the door to the tank and pushed it open to let in the trusties with the
         food carts. The meal was spaghetti and white bread, all that you could eat. But there would be no more food until 7 the next
         morning. Nineteen hours.
      

      
      ‘You ain’t gonna eat?’ Willie said. 

      
      ‘No, I don’t think so,’ I said. 

      
      ‘You still feel sick?’

      
      ‘A little bit.’

      
      ‘You sure stunk when they brung you in here. You’re too young for this bullshit, son. Eighteen ain’t old enough to fuck yourself
         up. Get in the line.’
      

      
      ‘What for?’ 

      
      ‘Suit yourself. I don’t give a shit.’

      
      While the others ate, I sat by myself on top of a black steam pipe that ran alongside the wall. Then I took a shower and washed
         out my shirt under the spigot. While I was wringing out my shirt, I looked up and saw a narrow-shouldered man watching me,
         his face disjointed, his eyes riveted on my loins.
      

      
      ‘Get away from there, Pookie,’ another man said.

      
      His name was Deek. His shirtless body looked like it was fashioned from coat hangers. His skin was as white as a fish’s belly
         and seemed to crawl with vertebrae and rib protrusions when he moved.
      

      
      ‘Set down on the pipe here a minute,’ he said.

      
      We were alone between the wall and the tank, but down by the end window five men were watching us.

      
      ‘We’re a family here,’ he said. ‘A guy don’t want to eat, that’s his business. But you load up your plate, you pack it down with your spoon, then you load it up some more, and you
         give it to the guys who heat up the stinger before lock-down. It ain’t a big deal, but it’s the way we do it here.’
      

      
      I nodded and didn’t reply. 

      
      ‘Them guys ain’t gonna hurt you. Some guys are just fucked up in the head, you know what I mean?’

      
      ‘Yeah, sure.’ 

      
      ‘We ain’t got broads or money in here. Outside of cigarettes, all we got is scarf.’

      
      ‘What?’ 

      
      ‘Food. It’s valuable. Look, I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but where the fuck you been, man?’

      
      When I was in my second semester of college English, at a small school in south-western Louisiana before the era of creative
         writing programs, Irving Stone was on campus one day, visiting a friend who taught English there. I still remember every statement
         he made about the craft of fiction, as well as the advice he gave us about pursuing it for a career. He was the first professional
         writer I had ever met, but over the years I’ve found that every observation he made that day about fiction writing was correct.
      

      
      One student asked if a writer should be willing to compromise with the market, ‘to sell out,’ as he put it.

      
      ‘Oh no, I wouldn’t think that way about it,’ Stone said. ‘Look, if you write a story to pay the rent, you’ll never pay the
         rent. Just write it for yourself, write it as well as you can, and take pleasure in doing it. That’s reward enough. If you
         do that, the publications and the checks will follow.’
      

      
      I never forgot his advice. But I also found that integrity in your art, like choices between good and evil in your life, can
         be an ongoing and contentious affair.
      

      
      I also discovered, at least in my case, that aesthetic vanity and stubbornness could mask themselves as artistic probity.

      
      
      I finished the rewrite of my first novel, Half of Paradise, two weeks after my 24th birthday, in December 1960. I thought I only needed to send it to an agent, and somehow the mysterious
         process of publishing would take care of itself.
      

      
      Wrong.

      
      For openers, I couldn’t get an agent, not at gunpoint. So I submitted the novel to publishers directly, unsolicited. I wrote
         eloquent cover letters to accompany the manuscript. I added many more printed rejection slips to my collection.
      

      
      The novel was in limbo for four years. During that time I wrote another book, began a third one, taught English a while, became
         a land surveyor in Colorado and a social worker on skid row in Los Angeles. Then I met a writer who introduced me to the agent
         Kurt Helmer in New York.
      

      
      Kurt sold Half of Paradise to Houghton Mifflin, and I began my first experience at revising a book-length manuscript with a literary editor. But I had
         a problem. I believed I had shot my way into Dodge City, and no one, by God, was going to tell me what I should change in
         my art. When the editor marked out lines or scenes, I typed them right back in. I told her that ‘revising at someone else’s
         request was like shooting dice with a cup.’
      

      
      I considered my attitude one of artistic integrity. I persevered, I got my way. I also won the right to live with mistakes
         that became cut in stone.
      

      
      I wrote another novel, To the Bright and Shining Sun. I loved this book, a story about the Kentucky coal fields and the people of the Cumberland Mountains, and was convinced
         that it would remain as one of the best things I ever wrote. I received a solid advance from Houghton Mifflin to work on the
         revisions, which took two months. This time I believed that I had done everything reasonable in the way of editorial changes,
         and I sent the manuscript back to the publisher, confident that a fine future lay in store for it.
      

      
      Wrong. Big time.

      
      Two months passed with no response. When I finally telephoned the publisher, I was told there were serious problems with the
         book and that I needed to go back, chapter by chapter, and begin a far more dramatic revision.
      

      
      I was stunned and angry. I broke the contract, asked for the novel back and, in so doing, incurred a large financial debt,
         because I had already spent the advance.
      

      
      The following year was a dreary one. My first novel was out of print, I was without a publisher again, and I now had three
         book-length manuscripts that I couldn’t sell. I also did not get tenure at the university where I was teaching, and my wife
         was pregnant with our fourth child.
      

      
      I sent out 212 letters of application for teaching positions and received one affirmative reply, from a junior college in
         Florida.
      

      
      Then, after 14 rejections, Bruce Carrick at Charles Scribner’s Sons bought To the Bright and Shining Sun,as is, with no requests for even minor revisions.
      

      
      Today I am convinced that if I had made the editorial changes asked by Houghton Mifflin, I would have destroyed the novel.

      
      But during the rewrite of my next novel, Lay Down My Sword and Shield, I refused to listen to Bruce’s suggestion that I cut some of the profanity in the dialogue and the wiseguy cynicism of the
         narrator, and once again I won the right to live with the consequence of refusing to listen to an intelligent and friendly
         voice.
      

      
      By age 34 I had published three hard-cover novels in New York, with a fair amount of critical success, and had been given
         a Breadloaf Fellowship for To the Bright and Shining Sun. I thought I had arrived.
      

      
      Wrong.

      
      It took 13 years before I published again in hardcover. It wasn’t an easy time. A major literary agent, one with whom I had been for seven years, returned all my material. The best
         novel I had written to date, The Lost Get-Back Boogie, was rejected by virtually everyone in New York publishing. (It received about a hundred editorial rejections over nine years,
         before it was finally published by Louisiana State University Press and nominated for a Pulitzer Prize.)
      

      
      I used to have a peculiar dream when sliding off the edge of delirium tremens.

      
      The dream took place in a darkened, third-floor room that smelled of mildew, wet stone, a cement floor that had been scoured
         with antiseptic. The wire-mesh screen had been unbolted from the single barred window, and you could smell the coldness of
         a storm and ozone and salt and wet trees in the wind and the fecund odor of humus in a swamp. In the south, the clouds pulsed
         with veins of lightning, like heated wires that flickered on and off. From below in the street, hillbilly music and the sound
         of people laughing rose from a jukejoint.
      

      
      Claude Vidrine’s freshly shaved head was running with sweat when they sat him down in the straight-back reenforced oak chair
         and began buckling the straps across his calves and forearms. Men whom he had never seen before, against whom he had no grievance,
         nor had harmed in any way, rubbed electrode paste on his ankles, wrists and temples, used ropes to hoist the rubber power
         cables through the barred window from far below, set metal pins in the skull cap that was about to be lowered on his head,
         spun wing nuts into place, carefully tightened a Phillips screw close by his neck, all with a singleness of purpose and a
         level of certainty that made him want to interrupt their work, to tell them that certainly a mistake had been made, that he
         was only one man and could not be this important in the scheme of things.
      

      
      Then there was another smell, too, even greater than the foul odor of sweat and fear that drifted from his armpits.
      

      
      It ain’t my fault. They wouldn’t give me time to use the toilet. I ax them, he wanted to say.
      

      
      But they had already fitted the leather gag across his mouth, bulging his eyes, wrenching his head back against the leather
         pad on the chair.
      

      
      He wanted to signal them, to tell them that he forgave or that he didn’t forgive them, to leap inside the collective mirror
         of their eyes, to live a little longer in the strangled reflection that he saw there.
      

      
      But a tall man in polished cowboy boots and a pearl-gray Stetson flipped a black cloth over Claude Vidrine’s face as though
         he were closing a fly trap.
      

      
      Did he hear someone say You got to be standup, Claude? Did his colon constrict when he felt his own excrement sliding down his buttocks and thighs? As his heart thundered in his
         chest, did he imagine, behind the face cloth, that he saw a single bolt of lightning leap from the black vault of sky overhead
         to the Gulf’s watery horizon, or for just a second did he actually feel the electric arc that cooked his brain and exploded
         his insides and caused his body to buckle and vibrate with such energy that his executioners involuntarily stepped back from
         him?
      

      
      In 1978, through my cousin Andre Dubus, I met my current agent, Philip Spitzer. He worked out of his house, used only a part-time
         assistant, and often represented literary writers off whose work he made little in the way of commissions. But he worked seven
         days a week, never gave up if he believed in a manuscript, and never wavered in his personal loyalties.
      

      
      I knew that I had the right man. I didn’t drink anymore, either. And I had a new job, as an associate professor in a graduate
         creative writing program.
      

      
      But I still couldn’t sell a book.

      
      
      I wrote Two for Texas, a historical novel about the Texas Revolution of 1835–36. When no one wanted to publish it in hardcover, Philip began offering
         it to mass-market paperback companies. I wondered if I was selling out.
      

      
      Then I wrote Heaven’s Prisoners, a novel about a young boxer from New Iberia. I thought it was a fine book. Philip did, too.
      

      
      No one was interested.

      
      I wrote a long allegorical novel, set in modern-day Texas, about the search for the Holy Grail. I was sure that this time
         I had written a publishable book. So was Philip.
      

      
      Wrong. My letters of rejection were reaching into the hundreds.

      
      Then, in the summer of 1984, a novelist friend of mine, Rick DeMarinis, and I were fishing on the Bitterroot River in western
         Montana.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you try writing a crime novel?’ he said.

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘You’ve written everything else. All you’ve got to do is write one good chapter, and you can get an advance on it.’

      
      That fall I again went back to work in earnest. I rewrote The Lost Get-Back Boogie a third time, began putting together a short story collection, and wrote two chapters of a crime novel titled The Neon Rain. I liked the two chapters, but they were obviously within a genre that was not considered literary. Was I selling out, I
         asked myself.
      

      
      Then I asked myself another question: How is it possible to sell out when the fact is you can’t sell anything?
      

      
      The following year Louisiana State University Press published my collection of short stories under the title The Convict. They also accepted The Lost Get-Back Boogie and told me it was perhaps the best novel ever to come across their desks. I completed The Neon Rain,and Philip submitted it to three New York publishing houses. I prepared myself for more rejection letters.
      

      
      All three houses made bids for the book.

      
      I had been worried over the years about literary compromise. But like the venial sins I would confess as a child and which
         would fill me with such angst, I discovered that my concerns about aesthetic integrity were the stuff of self-manufactured
         illusion.
      

      
      The real enemy was much closer at hand.

      
      When I recall my university teaching experience, I like most to remember those fall mornings when maple leaves swirled across
         the lawns between red-brick buildings, and I walked to my lit class with a genuine feeling of expectation and happiness about
         the day that lay ahead.
      

      
      But I learned another reality about university life. When money becomes short, when jobs are endangered, a pervasive and abiding
         fear can engender itself in the faculty and cause them to behave in a manner that you would not associate with higher education.
      

      
      Don’t get involved, I would tell myself. It’s their bailiwick, stay out of it, you’ll only lose.

      
      Sometimes I took my own counsel. Often I did not. And I lost every time. I had forgotten the lesson from that parish prison
         of years ago. I had forgotten that collective fear can make murderers of us all.
      

      
      Fear was the enemy, I thought. Fear allows the ape to be reborn in us. It kills all joy and charity in our lives. It gives
         us the memory of Claude Vidrine and the memory of the man he murdered. It alone was responsible for almost every mistake in
         my life, even my grandiose desire to impose what I thought was academic integrity on those around me. My frustration and anger
         were based on vanity and the desire to control, and my vanity and presumption of righteousness were so great I was even willing
         to let them damage my art.
      

      
      Even though I no longer kicked over baskets of snakes in my mind with whatever kind of alcohol was at hand, I had found another way that worked just as well.
      

      
      I think Claude Vidrine was probably standup. He had to be, or he would have taken his own life before the night they shaved
         his head and rubbed the electrode paste on his skin with wood spatulas because they considered him so different from themselves
         they didn’t want to unnecessarily touch his person.
      

      
      When he heard music drift up from the street far below and the laughter of people who would go home that night and make love,
         when he smelled the cold, ozone-laced odor of the impending storm, I wonder if he learned a secret that he wanted to whisper
         to us from behind that black face cloth.
      

      
      I suspect that he did.

   



      
      
      Uncle Sidney and the Mexicans

      [image: image]

      
      Billy Haskel and I were picking tomatoes in the same row, dropping them by the handful in the baskets on the mule-drawn wood
         sled, when the crop duster came in low over the line of trees by the river and began spraying the field next to us.
      

      
      ‘The wind’s going to drift it right across us,’ Billy Haskel said. ‘Turn away from it and hold your breath.’

      
      Billy Haskel was white, but he made his living as a picker just like the Mexicans did. The only other white pickers in the
         field were a couple of high school kids like myself. People said Billy had been in the South Pacific during the war, and that
         was why he wasn’t right in the head and drank all the time. He kept a pint of wine in the bib of his overalls, and when we
         completed a row he’d kneel down below the level of the tomato bushes as though he were going to take a leak and raise the
         bottle high enough for two deep swallows. By midafternoon, when the sun was white and scalding, the heat and wine would take
         him and he would talk in the lyrics from hillbilly songs.
      

      
      
      
         My woman has gone 

         To the wild side of life

         Where the wine and whiskey flow,

         And now my little boy

         Calls another man Daddy.

      

      
      But this morning he was still sober and his mind was on the dust.

      
      ‘The grower tells you it don’t hurt you to breathe it. That ain’t true. It works in your lungs like little sparks. They make
         holes in you so the air goes out in your chest and don’t come back out your windpipe. You ain’t listening to me, are you?’
      

      
      ‘Sure I was.’

      
      ‘You got your mind on Juanita over there. I don’t blame you. If I hadn’t got old I’d be looking at her too.’

      
      I was watching her, sometimes without even knowing it. She was picking ahead of us three rows over, and her brown legs and
         the fold of her midriff where she had tied back her denim shirt under her breasts were always in the corner of my eye. Her
         hands and arms were dusty, and when she tried to push the damp hair out of her eyes with the back of her wrist, she left a
         gray wet streak on her forehead. Sometimes when I was picking even in the row with her I saw her look at her shirtfront to
         see if it was buttoned all the way.
      

      
      I wanted to talk with her, to say something natural and casual as I picked along beside her, but when I planned the words
         they seemed stupid and embarrassing. I knew she wanted me to talk with her, too, because sometimes she spoke to Billy Haskel
         when he was working between us, but it was as though she were aiming through him at me. If only I could be as relaxed and
         easy as Billy was, I thought, even though he did talk in disjointed song lyrics.
      

      
      It was raining hard Saturday morning, and we had to wait two hours on the crew bus before we could go into the field. Billy was in a hung-over stupor from Friday night, and he must have slept in his clothes because they smelled of stale
         beer and I saw talcum powder from the poolroom on his sleeves. He stared sleepily out the window at the raindrops and started
         to pull on a pint bottle of urine-yellow muscatel. By the time the sky cleared he had finished it and started on a short dog,
         a thirty-nine-cent bottle he bought for a dollar from a Mexican on the bus.
      

      
      He was in great shape the rest of the morning. While we were bent over the tomatoes, he appointed himself driver of the sled
         and monitor of our work. He must have recited every lyric ever sung on the ‘Grand Ole Opry.’ When we passed close to a clump
         of live oaks, he started to eye the tomatoes in the baskets and the trunks of the trees.
      

      
      ‘Some of these ’maters has already got soft. Not even good for canning,’ he said. ‘Do you know I tried out for Waco before
         the war? I probably could have made it if I hadn’t got drafted.’
      

      
      Then he let fly with a tomato and nailed an oak tree dead center in a shower of red pulp.

      
      The preacher, Mr. Willis, saw him from across the field. I watched him walk slowly across the rows toward where we were picking,
         his back erect, his ironed dark blue overalls and cork sun helmet like a uniform. Mr. Willis had a church just outside of
         Yoakum and was also on the town council. My Uncle Sidney said that Mr. Willis made sure no evangelist got a permit to hold
         a revival anywhere in the county so that all the Baptist soul-saving would be done in one church house only.
      

      
      I bent into the tomatoes, but I could feel him standing behind me.

      
      ‘Is Billy been drinking in the field again?’ he said.

      
      ‘Sir?’

      
      ‘There’s nothing wrong with your hearing, is there, Hack? Did you see Billy with a bottle this morning?’

      
      ‘I wasn’t paying him much mind.’

      
      ‘What about you, Juanita?’

      
      
      ‘Why do you ask me?’ She kept working along the row without looking up.

      
      ‘Because sometimes your brother brings short dogs on the bus and sells them to people like Billy Haskel.’

      
      ‘Then you can talk with my brother and Billy Haskel. Then when my brother calls you a liar you can fire him, and the rest
         of us will leave too.’
      

      
      Both Mr. Willis and I stared at her. At that time in Texas a Mexican, particularly a young girl who did piecework in a vegetable
         field, didn’t talk back to a white person. Mr. Willis’ grey eyes were so hot and intense that he didn’t even blink at the
         drops of sweat that rolled from the liner of his sun helmet into his brows.
      

      
      ‘Billy’s been picking along with the rest of us, Mr. Willis,’ I said. ‘He just cuts up sometime when it’s payday.’

      
      ‘You know that, huh?’

      
      I hated his sarcasm and righteousness and wondered how anyone could be fool enough to sit in a church and listen to this man
         talk about the gospel.
      

      
      He walked away from us, stepping carefully over each row, his starched overalls creasing neatly behind the knees. Billy was
         at the water can in the shade of the oaks with his back to Mr. Willis and was just buttoning his shirt over his stomach when
         he heard or felt Mr. Willis behind him.
      

      
      ‘Lord God Almighty, you give me a start there, Preacher,’ he said.

      
      ‘You know my rule, Billy.’

      
      ‘If you mean chunking the ’mater, I guess you got me.’

      
      Mr. Willis reached out and took the bottle from under the flap of Billy’s shirt. He unscrewed the cap and poured the wine
         on the ground. Billy’s face reddened and he opened and closed his hands in desperation.
      

      
      ‘Oh, sweet Lord, you do punish a man,’ he said.

      
      Mr. Willis started walking toward his house at the far end of the field, holding the bottle lightly with two fingers and swinging the last drops onto the ground. Then he stopped, his back still turned toward us, as though a thought were working
         itself towards completion in his head, and came back to the water can with his gray eyes fixed benignly on Billy Haskel’s
         face.
      

      
      ‘I can’t pay a man for drinking in the field,’ he said. ‘You had better go on home today.’

      
      ‘I picked for you many a season, Preacher.’ 

      
      ‘That’s right, and so you knew my rule. This stuff’s going to kill you one day, and that’s why I can’t pay you while you do
         it.’
      

      
      Billy swallowed and shook his head. He needed the work, and he was on the edge of humiliating himself in front of the rest
         of us. Then he blinked his eyes and blew his breath up into his face.
      

      
      ‘Well, like they say, I was looking for a job when I found this one,’ he said. ‘I’ll get my brother to drive me out this afternoon
         for my check.’
      

      
      He walked to the blacktop, and I watched him grow smaller in the distant pools of heat that shimmered on the tar surfacing.
         Then he walked over a rise between two cornfields and was gone.
      

      
      ‘That’s my fault,’ Juanita said. 

      
      ‘He would have fired him anyway. I’ve seen him do it to people before.’

      
      ‘No, he stopped and came back because he was thinking of what I said. He couldn’t have gone to his house without showing us
         something.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t know Mr. Willis. He won’t pay Billy for today, and that’s one day’s wage he’s kept in his pocket.’

      
      She didn’t answer, and I knew that she wasn’t going to talk the rest of the afternoon. I wanted to do something awful to Mr.
         Willis.
      

      
      At five o’clock we lined up by the bus to be paid. Clouds had moved across the sun, and the breeze was cool off the river.
         In the shadow of the bus the sweat dried on our faces and left lines in the dust film like brown worms. Billy’s brother came out in a pickup truck to get Billy’s check. I was right about Mr. Willis: he didn’t pay Billy for that day.
         The brother started to argue, then gave it up and said, ‘I reckon the sun would come up green if you didn’t try to sharp him,
         Preacher.’
      

      
      Juanita was standing in front of me. She had taken her bandanna down, and her Indian hair fell on her shoulders like flat
         star points. She began pushing it away from the nape of her neck until it lay evenly across her back. Someone bumped against
         me and made me brush right into her rump. I had to bite my teeth at the quiver that went through my loins.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to go to the root beer place on the highway?’ I said.

      
      ‘I never go there.’

      
      ‘So tonight’s a good time to start.’

      
      ‘All right.’

      
      That easy, I thought. Why didn’t I do it before? But maybe I knew, and if I didn’t, Mr. Willis was just about to tell me.

      
      After he gave me my check he asked me to walk to his car with him before I got on the bus.

      
      ‘During the summer a boy can get away from his regular friends and make other friends that don’t have anything to do with
         his life. Do you know what I mean?’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Maybe I don’t want to know what you mean, Mr. Willis.’

      
      ‘Your father is a university teacher. I don’t think he’d like what you’re doing.’

      
      My face felt dead and flat, as though it had been stung with his open hand.

      
      ‘I’m not going to talk with you anymore. I’m going to get on the bus now,’ I said.

      
      ‘All right, but you remember this, Hack – a redbird doesn’t sit on a blackbird’s nest.’

      
      I stepped onto the bus and pulled the folding doors closed behind me. Mr. Willis’ face slipped by the windows as we headed down the dusty lane. Somebody was already sitting next to Juanita, and I was glad because I was so angry I couldn’t
         have talked to anyone.
      

      
      We got to the produce market in Yoakum, Juanita gave me her address (a street name belonging to a vague part of town with
         clapboard houses and dirt yards), and I drove Uncle Sidney’s pickup out to his house in the country.
      

      
      My mother was dead and my father was teaching southern history for the summer at the university in Austin, and so I lived
         with my Uncle Sidney. He raised tomatoes, melons, beans, corn, and squash, and anything he planted grew better and bigger
         than any other crop in the county. He always had the fattest turkeys and best-fed Angus and Brahmas, and each year his preserves
         won a couple of prizes at the county fair.
      

      
      But he was also the most profane man I ever knew. When provoked he could use obscenities in combinations that made people’s
         heads reel. My father said Uncle Sidney used to drink a lot when he was younger, and when he got drunk in a beer joint in
         Yoakum or Cuero, it would take six policemen to put him in jail. He had been a marine in the trenches during World War I and
         had brought tuberculosis home with him and over the years had had two relapses because he smoked constantly. He rolled cigarettes
         out of five-cent Bull Durham bags, but he would roll only two or three cigarettes before he threw the bag away and opened
         another one. So there were Bull Durham sacks all over the farm, stained brown with the rain and running into the soil.
      

      
      When Uncle Sidney was serious about something, it came out in a subtle, intense, and unexpected way that embedded itself under
         the skin like a thorn. One day two summers earlier I had been hunting jackrabbits on his place with his Winchester .22 automatic
         and I hadn’t had a shot all afternoon. I just wanted to shoot something, anything, and hear the snap of the rifle and smell
         the cordite in the hot air. A solitary dove flew from a grove of blackjacks, and I led her with the rifle and let off three quick
         shots. The third one snipped her head off right at the shoulders. It was an incredible shot. I carried her in my pocket back
         to the house and showed her to Uncle Sidney, the fact that I had killed a dove two months out of season far from my mind.
      

      
      ‘You think that’s slick, do you?’ he said. ‘Are you going to feed her young in the nest? Are you going to be there when their
         hunger sounds bring a fox down on them? You put my rifle in the rack and don’t touch it again.’
      

      
      I pulled the pickup truck into the yard and cut the engine, but the cylinders continued to fire with postignition for another
         fifteen seconds. The pickup was actually a wreck without two inches of the original paint on it in one place and with the
         World War II gas-rationing stickers still on the cracked windshield even though it was 1947. I walked around behind the house
         and took the chain off the windmill, undressed, and began pulling the ticks off my body in the jet of water that pumped out
         of the pipe over the trough. Some of the ticks that had been on me since early morning had worked their heads deep into the
         skin and were as big as pennies with my blood. I shivered each time I dug one out with my fingernails and popped it in a red
         spray.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be goddamn go-to-hell if it ain’t ole Satchel-ass,’ Uncle Sidney said from the back porch.

      
      Sidney’s battered straw hat, curled up at the brim and slanted sideways on his head, and his cowboy boots, which were worn
         down at the heels, always made him look like he was rocking when he walked. He was all angles: elbows stuck out as though
         they were about to cave a rib cage, knees askew from the direction of his boots, a quizzically turned head, a crooked smile.
         His skin was burned and cracked by the sun, and he had a grip and callouses that could shale the edge off of old brick. He
         had ridden in rodeos when he was younger and had been slammed into the boards so many times by Brahmas that every bone in him popped when he got out of a chair.
      

      
      I chained the blades on the windmill and started into the house to finish my bath in the tub.

      
      ‘Can I use the pickup tonight?’ I said. 

      
      ‘Sure. But you don’t look too happy about wherever it is you’re going.’

      
      ‘It’s that damn Mr. Willis.’ 

      
      ‘What did he do to you?’ 

      
      ‘He didn’t do anything to me. He fired Billy Haskel.’

      
      ‘Was Billy drinking in the field again?’ 

      
      ‘It was the way he did it. He treated him like a child.’

      
      ‘Billy’s a grown man. He can take care of himself.’

      
      ‘That’s just it. Billy was fighting the Japs while Mr. Willis was cleaning up selling to the government.’

      
      ‘Satch, what you done in last Saturday’s ball game ain’t worth piss on a rock.’

      
      An hour later I was driving down the blacktop in the mauve-colored evening, my hair combed back wet, the smell of the fields
         blowing cool in my face. Rain clouds hung like bruised fruit on the horizon, and the crack of dying sun on the edge of the
         land sent long shafts of spinning light across the sky. The breeze bent the corn along the tops of the stalks, and jackrabbits
         sat in the short grass by the side of the road with their ears turned up in vees. Dead and salted crows had been nailed to
         the cedar fence posts to keep the live ones out of the field, and their feathers fluttered like a bad afterthought.
      

      
      I didn’t understand the feeling I had, but it was like both fear and guilt and at the same time neither one. I had never thought
         of myself as being afraid of other people, but maybe that was because I had never been in a situation when I had had to be
         afraid. Now people whom I had never thought about came into my mind: boys at school who never called Mexicans anything but
         pepper-bellies, the café owner who would turn a Mexican around in the door before he could even reach the serving counter;
         the theater manager in Cuero who was suddenly sold out of tickets when anyone with skin darker than a suntan came to his box office.
      

      
      I saw her sitting in a swing on her front porch. She wore a white blouse with a round collar and a full flower-print skirt,
         and she had put a red hibiscus in her hair. She closed the truck door, and we banged over the ruts and drove out on the highway
         toward the root beer stand.
      

      
      ‘I talked with my father about Billy Haskel,’ she said. ‘He’s an organizer for the pickers. He’s going to try to get him on in another field.’

      
      ‘Your father’s in that?’ 

      
      ‘Yes. Why?’ She turned her head at me, and the wind blew her hair across her cheek.

      
      ‘Nothing. I just heard some things the growers say about it.’

      
      ‘What do they say?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, they’re communists, stuff like that.’

      
      ‘My father’s not a communist. None of them are.’

      
      ‘I don’t care about that kind of stuff, Juanita.’

      
      ‘Your uncle is a grower.’ 

      
      ‘He’s nothing like Mr. Willis, or some of the others. He doesn’t hire wetbacks and he wouldn’t fire somebody for drinking
         in the field.’
      

      
      Up ahead we saw the lights of the root beer stand and the cars and pickups with metal trays on the windows parked in the gravel
         under the canvas awning.
      

      
      ‘Are we going inside?’ she said. 

      
      ‘I don’t care.’

      
      ‘Let’s get it in the truck.’ 

      
      ‘Sure, if you want to.’

      
      ‘Hack, you don’t have to take me here. We can just go for a drive.’

      
      ‘What’s the big deal about a root beer stand? I should have asked you to the show, except they’re still playing Johnny Mack
         Brown.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t have to prove something for me. I know you’re a good person.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t talk like that. We’re just getting some root beer.’ 

      
      But while we waited for the waitress to walk out to the pickup, my hands were damp on the steering wheel and I was conscious
         of the conversations and the glow of cigarettes in the cars around us. The waitress in red-and-white uniform set the tray
         on the window and looked at me for the order, then her eyes went past my face into Juanita’s.
      

      
      ‘What, say it again,’ she said. 

      
      ‘Two root beers. One root beer and then another one on the same tray,’ I said.

      
      The waitress went away and then looked back over her shoulder at us.

      
      ‘Don’t be sarcastic with her,’ Juanita said.

      
      ‘I know that girl. She’s got tractor oil in her head.’

      
      After the waitress brought our root beers, I picked up one of the heavy ice-filmed mugs and handed it to Juanita. When I reached
         back for mine, I saw a boy from my baseball team walking past the window toward the rest room.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Hack. You keeping your arm in shape for next year?’ He looked into the truck, his eyes full of light and curiosity.

      
      ‘I throw a few every evening against a target on my uncle’s barn.’

      
      ‘This man’s a mean motor scooter on the mound,’ he said to Juanita. ‘He’s got a Carl Hubbell screwball that wipes the letters
         off a batter.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I’m so good I dusted three guys in our district game.’

      
      ‘That don’t matter. Those guys thought sheep-dip didn’t stink till you put their noses in it.’

      
      ‘I’ll have better control next season. Look, we’ll see you later, Ben.’

      
      ‘Sure. Take it easy, Hack.’

      
      A minute later he backed his car around to leave the lot, and I saw the white oval faces of two people looking out the back window at us. He burned out onto the highway in a scorch of gravel.
      

      
      *

      
      A week later Johnny Mack Brown was still playing at the theater in town, so I took Juanita to the double feature at the drive-in.
         I parked the pickup to the side of the concession stand, and when the lot darkened I put my arm around her shoulders. Her
         eyes were still on the screen, but when I lowered my head against hers she turned her face up at me with her lips parted.
         She laid her wrist on the back of my neck when we kissed and brushed her lips sideways on my mouth. I put my face in her hair
         and could smell the soap and baby powder on her shoulders.
      

      
      The cab of the pickup had not been designed for romance. The floor stick, even jammed into reverse, stuck up between us like
         a convent wall, and our elbows and knees banged against the dashboard, the windows, the door handles, and the gun rack. By
         intermission I had another problem, too: what we used to call the hot rocks, a thick ache in the genitals that made you think
         someone had poured concrete in your fly. Usually the only way to get rid of it, besides the most obvious way, was to get out
         and lift the truck bumper. This went on all the time back on neckers’ row, but I waited for the intermission and just sat
         quietly behind the steering wheel for five minutes and then headed for the concession stand.
      

      
      That was a mistake.

      
      When I went into the men’s room – a hot, fetid place that reeked of disinfectant and urinated beer, with an exhaust fan on
         one wall – a dozen high school boys were inside, leaning over the troughs and passing around a bottle of sloe gin in a paper
         sack. Someone was throwing up in the toilet cubicle. The room was almost silent while I waited for my turn at the trough.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Hack, who’s that girl in your truck?’

      
      ‘Just a friend.’

      
      ‘Is she a Mexican?’ It was the same boy, and his question was almost innocent.
      

      
      ‘It’s none of your damn business what she is.’

      
      There was no sound except the dirty noise of the exhaust fan. Then, from a tall kid in cowboy boots, blue jeans, an immaculate
         white T-shirt, and a straw hat, who leaned against the wall with one foot propped behind him:
      

      
      ‘Is is true that Mexican fur burger tastes like jalapen˜o?’

      
      A left-handed pitcher has certain advantages on the mound, but so does a left-handed fistfighter, because your opponent instinctively
         watches your right hand as the area of potential damage. I swung upwards from my left side and caught him on the mouth and
         knocked his head into the cinder-block wall. When he wrenched his head straight again, his fists already flying out at me,
         I saw the blood in his teeth like a smear of food dye. We fought all over the room (someone shot the bolt on the door so the
         manager couldn’t get in), careening against bodies and troughs and trash cans, and I got him twice more in the face and once
         so hard in the throat that spittle flew from his mouth, but his arms were longer than mine and he clubbed me into a corner
         between the toilet cubicle and the wall and I couldn’t get my elbows back to swing. His fists, white and ridged with bone,
         seemed to appear and explode against my face so fast that for a moment I thought someone else was swinging with him.
      

      
      But the other person turned out to be the manager, who had broken the door jamb and was pulling the tall boy off me.

      
      The boy relaxed his arms and caught his breath. 

      
      ‘The next time you bring a greaser to the drive-in, you better be able to take it,’he said.

      
      I wanted to hit him again, but I was finished. I walked out into the parking lot past groups of people who stared at my torn
         and blood-streaked clothes and the long strip of damp toilet paper that was stuck to one of my loafers. I got into the pickup
         and slammed the door. Juanita’s mouth opened and her fingers jerked up toward her face.
      

      
      
      ‘Forget it,’ I said. I started the engine and bounced out into the aisle, then I heard glass snap and heavy iron smash against
         the rear fender. I had forgotten to remove the speaker and had torn the pipe and concrete base right out of the ground, which
         was all right, but I had also broken off the top half of Uncle Sidney’s window.
      

      
      Uncle Sidney started attending the meetings of the Growers’ Association. They met on Tuesday nights at the Baptist church,
         and if you drove by and saw the pickups parked in the grove of oak trees, the fireflies sparkling in the summer dark, and
         the heads of men through the lighted windows, you thought only that a church meeting was going on and a group trip to Dallas
         or a new building was being planned. But beyond the noise of the cicadas they were talking about the Mexican farm workers’
         union and communists, their minds melding together in fear, their vocabulary finding words that were as foreign to their world
         as peasants’ revolutions in Russia.
      

      
      ‘Why do you have to go there?’ I said to Uncle Sid. He was sitting on the porch step in his shiny suit with the trousers tucked
         inside his boots. The fire of his hand-rolled, brown-streaked cigarette was no more than a quarter inch from his lips.
      

      
      ‘Why shouldn’t I go there?’ 

      
      ‘Because they’re dumb people.’ 

      
      ‘Well, there is a couple that was probably playing with their knobs when God passed out the brains. But sometimes you got
         to stick together, Satchel-ass. If these Mexicans are serious about a strike, they can do us some real harm.’
      

      
      I watched him drive down the road in the dusty twilight, past the pond where under the surface the late sun was trapped in
         a red ball as motionless and dead as my heart.
      

      
      But I should have had more faith in Uncle Sid. I should have known he was too angular to fit very long with a bunch like the
         Growers’ Association. The next Tuesday night, when I had gotten Juanita to come over for dinner, he came back from the meeting so mad that you could have lighted
         a kitchen match by touching it to his face.
      

      
      ‘What happened?’ I said.

      
      ‘That little whipsnip of a preacher stood up in front of the meeting and said I was working a couple of Mexicans that was
         communists. And anybody that kept communists on his payroll after he knew about them might just stand some looking into himself.
         Then a couple other of them mealymouth sons of bitches turned around and looked at me and said maybe every grower ought to
         make out a list of who was working for him.’
      

      
      ‘Mr. Willis likes to put a finger in your eye if he can.’

      
      ‘Juanita, I got to hire on six more men next week. You ask your daddy to send me a half dozen of them union Mexicans or nigras
         or whatever they are. I don’t bargain on wages, I pay by the piece, but they’ll get more than they will from the likes of
         that preacher. Just make sure your daddy gets me six hard workers that ain’t welcomed nowhere.’
      

      
      It was a strange collection that showed up at the house the next week: two old men, a boy, a one-armed man, a Negro, and Billy
         Haskel.
      

      
      ‘When did you get in the union, Billy?’ Uncle Sid said.

      
      ‘I figured it wouldn’t do no harm. I ain’t worked nowhere since Mr. Willis run me off.’

      
      ‘Is that you, José? I thought you were in the pen.’

      
      ‘They let me out.’

      
      ‘Well, all right, boys. You can pick up your baskets at the barn. Come back to the house at noon for your lunch.’

      
      Uncle Sid watched them walk across the lot, his hat tilted sideways on his head.

      
      ‘Damn, is that the bunch that’s got people spraying in their britches all over the county?’ he said.

      
      Two nights later it was hot and breathless, and dry lightning was flashing on the horizon. I kept waking up every hour, caught
         between bad dreams and the hot silence of the house. Toward morning I felt the heat begin to go out of the air, and as my eyes closed with real sleep, I
         saw the lightning patterns flicker on the wallpaper. Then something in my sleep told me that the color was wrong – the cobalt
         white had been replaced by red and yellow, and there was a smell of rubber burning.
      

      
      I heard Uncle Sidney walk from his bedroom to the gun rack in the kitchen and then open the front screen door.

      
      ‘What is it?’ I said, pulling on my Levis.

      
      ‘Look there. It was done by somebody with experience. They nailed strips of tires along the wood to give it extra heat.’

      
      The cross was fifteen feet high and burning brightly from top to bottom. Strings of smoke rose from the crosspiece like dirty
         handkerchiefs, and in the distance I saw a flatbed truck roaring down the dirt road toward the blacktop.
      

      
      Uncle Sid shaved, put on a fresh pair of overalls, and sat down at the kitchen table with a coffee cup and note pad.

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ I said. Outside, the light had climbed into the sky, and I could hear a breeze rattle the windmill blades.

      
      ‘Making out a list of genuine sons of bitches and possible sons of bitches. While I’m doing this, Satch, see if Billy Haskel’s
         here yet, and you and him put that cross in the back of the pickup. It probably won’t fit, so get a boomer chain out of the
         barn.’
      

      
      Billy and I loaded up the charred cross and propped the top end against the cab and stretched a chain across the shaft. I
         hooked on a boomer and locked it down tight.
      

      
      ‘The sheriff ain’t going to be too happy when your uncle drops this smelly thing in his office,’ Billy said.

      
      Uncle Sidney walked out of the house with his note pad in his shirt pocket. He had on his new short-brim Stetson hat, a cigarette
         twisted in the side of his mouth. His knees rose against his stiff overalls.
      

      
      
      ‘What are we doing?’ I said. 

      
      ‘Cutting a notch in their butts. You boys hop in.’

      
      We drove out to Mr. Willis’ farm and saw him in the field not far from the road. He tried to ignore us at first by looking
         in the other direction, but Uncle Sidney began blowing on the horn until every picker in the rows had stopped and was staring
         past Mr. Willis at us. His face was tight when he walked over to us.
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