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CHAPTER ONE
1923


At a flag stop in Louisiana, a big, yellow-haired man named Jules stepped off a day coach at a settlement of twelve houses and a shoebox station. He was the only passenger to get off, and as soon as his right foot touched the cinder apron of the depot, the conductor pulled the step stool from under his left heel, the air brakes gasped, and the train moved in a clanking jerk of couplers.


Remembering his instructions, he walked south down a weedy spur track and found a geared steam locomotive coupled to a crew car and five empty flats. The engineer leaned out from his cab window. “You the evaluatin’ man?”


Jules put down his bag, glanced up at the engineer and then around him at the big timber rising from oil-dark water. “Well, ain’t you informed. I guess you got a newspaper back in these weeds or maybe a sawmill radio station?”


The engineer looked as though all unnecessary meat had been cooked off of him by the heat of his engine. “The news goes from porch to porch, anyhow.” He spat on the end of a crosstie. “I know somebody better buy this place who knows what he’s doin’.” He nodded to the rear of his train. “Load yourself on the crew car.”


The locomotive steamed backwards into a never-cut woods, the homemade coach rocking drunkenly over rails that in places sprang down under mud. After a few miles, the train backed out of the cypresses into the smoky light of a mill yard, and Jules stepped off the car as it drifted on like a wooden cloud making its own sleepy thunder. Surveying the factory, he saw it was larger than the Texas operation he’d just helped to close down, which was already rusting toward oblivion, marooned in the middle of eight thousand acres of drooling pine stumps. The new mill before him was a series of many iron-roofed, gray-plank structures connected with the logic of vegetation: a towering saw shed sprouted a planing section, and suckering off of it was the boiler house and many low-peaked shelters for the finished lumber. He stood in an evil-smelling mocha puddle, looking in vain for dry ground, then bent to tuck his pants inside his boots. As he straightened up, a man in a white shirt and vest came out of the back door of a weatherboard house and began walking toward him. When he was two hundred feet away, Jules could tell by his star that it was only the constable come to see what outlander had happened onto the property. Beyond him, the sawmill gnawed its trees, and jets of steam plumed high over the cinder-pocked rooftops, skidding off to the west, their sooty shadows dragging across the clearing. A safety valve opened with a roar above the boiler house, a man hollered down at the log pond, and a team of eight fly-haunted mules, their coats running with foam, dragged a mud sled overloaded with slabs bound for the fuel pile. Jules looked at his watch. It was a half hour until lunch time, and everybody on shift was working up to the whistle.


The constable, a solemn-looking man, big in the shoulders, walked up slowly. “Do you have business here?” He pushed back a one-dent Carlsbad hat and stared, deadpan, like an idiot or a man so distracted he’d forgotten to control the look in his eyes.


“I got an appointment with the manager to go over some figures.” Jules reached out and took the constable’s hand but dropped it as soon as he could without giving offense, thinking that if a corpse could shake hands, it would feel like this.


“Some figures,” the man said, as if the phrase held a private meaning. From behind him came a strangled shout and the report of a small pistol, sharp as a clap, but he didn’t turn around.


Jules stepped up onto a crosstie. “I helped ramrod the Brady mill in east Texas until we cut out last month. The owner, well, he lives up North and sent word for me to come over into Louisiana to look for a new tract. Maybe two, if they’re small.” In the distance three men fell fighting out the doorway of what Jules guessed was the company saloon. “This is my eighth mill in as many days.”


“I was from up North,” the constable said, turning to give a brief look at the commotion and then swinging back.


Jules noted how he stood, hands in pockets and thumbs flicking like a horse’s ears. “The hell you say. What you doing down among the alligators?”


On the porch of the saloon, two men were tying the other’s hands behind his back, one making the knot, the other kneeling on his shoulders.


“The mill manager’s office is through that red door over there in the main building,” the constable said.


“Say, why don’t—”


“Excuse me.” He began walking toward the fight, taking his time going around a broad mud hole, and Jules followed for over a hundred yards, stopping in a plinth of shade cast by the commissary. At the saloon, two men, wearing dark wool caps and suits that fit like a hound’s skin, hauled the squalling man off the high porch and over toward the millpond, and the constable caught up with them as they mounted the levee. Jules barely heard him say, “Stop.”


One of the men, barrel-shaped, his bare chest visible under his suit coat, motioned toward the water. “We gonna give the sonamabitch a swimming lesson,” he called. “He owe the house fifty dollar he don’t got.”


The bound man, a big sawyer in overalls, bent his knees and sat on the ground. “Mr. Byron, these Eyetalians is tryin’ to drown my ass.”


“Aw, naw,” the fat man said. “We just gonna watch him blow bubbles, then we gonna fish him out. That right, Angelo?”


His partner was slim, with a face full of splayed teeth; his response was to tighten his grip on the sawyer’s denim collar.


“Cut him loose.”


“I don’t think so,” the fat one told him, and in a single motion the constable reached under his vest, pulled out a big Colt pistol, and swung it like a hatchet down onto the man’s head, putting his shoulder and back into it. Jules stepped closer to the commissary wall, even at this distance seeing the brassy jet pulsing through the dark pants as the man fell sideways and rolled like an oil drum down the levee. The skinny fellow stepped away from the sawyer, showing his empty palms.


Above Jules, on the commissary porch, a clerk began sweeping boot clods to the ground. He glanced over toward the pond. “Well,” he said, as though he’d spotted a small, unexpected rain cloud.


“A little trouble.”


The broom did not break its rhythm. “He ought to know better than to hammer them dagos,” he said, turning and working the front edge of the gallery.


Jules put a hand to his chin and watched the sawyer stand up and offer his bindings to the constable’s knife. He was thinking of letters he’d exchanged over the years with a man he’d never seen, the absentee owner of his now defunct Texas mill. “What’s that lawman’s last name?”


“Who wants to know?”


“The man who decides whether this mill gets bought.”


The broom ceased its whispery talk. “You the evaluation man they said was coming? Well, you can look around and see the timber, but these fellows running things can’t sell it. They poke around sending telegraphs all over but they couldn’t sell harp strings in heaven.”


Jules looked directly at the clerk, a pale man with skeletal arms. “Tell me his last name.”


The clerk plucked a wad of chewing gum from his broom bristles. “Aldridge.”


Jules glanced back at the millpond, where the smaller man, Angelo, was crouched next to his partner, slapping his bloody jowls. “You think your manager’s in his office about now?”


“That’s the only place he can be. Fell off his horse and broke his foot last week.” The clerk made a final pass with his broom and stepped inside the commissary’s syrupy darkness while Jules walked off toward the grinding thunder that was the mill.


At dusk, after examining the sales accounts, maps, invoices, payroll, pending orders, and the living mill itself, Jules put on his hat and walked toward the constable’s house, glad he’d worn his old scuffed riding boots. A late-afternoon thundershower had turned the mill yard into a muddy reflecting pond where the images of herons and crows skated at cross-purposes. The mill was losing money, but only because it was operated by an Alabama drunkard; it was a financial plum, heavy and ready to be picked.


The site itself, called Nimbus, though that word was not apparent anywhere, was composed of brush-lined lanes twisting among stumps as wide as water tanks. The various foremen and the constable lived in a row of large unpainted houses not far from the railroad. Jules raised his head toward an inconsequential guitar music tinkling down a lane and sounding like raindrops striking a trash pile of tin cans. He recognized the watered-down noise of a Victrola coming through the screen door of the constable’s house, the man himself sitting on the porch in a hide-bottom chair, a flushed and waning sun behind him, his eyes squeezed shut under his stained hat. Jules walked up and listened to a whiny lyric about a sweet old cabin in the pines where a mammy waits with open arms. The constable’s eyeballs moved under his lids like nether creatures, not in time with the music; Jules was at pains to reconcile the saccharine song with the afternoon’s violence. He coughed.


“I know you’re there,” the man said, not opening his eyes.


Jules took off his Stetson. “That’s some music.”


“I’m trying to go back to how it was,” the constable said quietly.


“Pardon?”


“This song. It used to be one way. Now it’s another.” Inside the house the music died and the record clicked off.


Jules settled his sweaty hat higher on his brow and looked up over the sun-gilded porch boards. He’d seen a picture once of a younger man, but this was the one they’d been hunting for years. “Things change when that old clock goes ’round,” he said.


When Byron Aldridge opened his eyes, they were like those of a great horse strangling in a dollar’s worth of fence wire. “Can I last ’til things change back?”





CHAPTER TWO


When the telegram arrived at the Pittsburgh office, Randolph Aldridge read it and looked out the window as if he could see the thousand miles of bird-limed copper wire that carried this information from New Orleans. Telegraphy interested him because of the way it compacted the world, destroying its mysteries, good as well as bad.


Jules Blake, an employee, had located his brother. Randolph told his father, Noah, and when they examined subsequent messages arriving later that day, they decided to buy the Nimbus tract, brother and all. The following week, at the father’s large house just beyond the sootfall of the city’s smokestacks, they went into a drawing room and spread open a map.


“You can stay for three or four months,” his father told him. “Just to straighten things out and convince your brother to come back.”


“It’ll be hard on Lillian,” he said.


“Bringing Byron home will outweigh that.” Noah bent closer to the map. “A good wife will understand.”


“What about City Mill?” Randolph thought of the gleaming plant his father had placed in his charge, a small but modern hardwood mill with paved lanes, in fact a company village stippled with white cottages, electric engines, boilers fueled with clean-burning anthracite, where the title of mill manager held a weight similar to that of mayor or judge.


“You’ve done such a good job there, the place can run itself for a while.” His father looked up as if to check him for doubt. “Suffering down South will make you appreciate what we have here.”


Randolph had heard a great deal about suffering but had experienced none of it and discounted even his father’s tales of his own hard youth; it was his grandfather who had built the company, starting with a third-hand steam engine after the Civil War and cutting crossties for government contracts. Randolph bent down to the broad mahogany table and set his brandy glass on a corner of the map. Below this Louisiana mill was a spongy green area, a cypress swamp that had been explored mostly by snakes, and below that a thin picket of marsh above the pale blue waters of the Gulf. Twenty-five miles to the west of Nimbus, the map showed a town they’d inquired about, a hard-drinking place called Tiger Island, a port on the Chieftan River and a small railroad hub. Some twenty miles to the east of the mill tract was Shirmer and the sugar cane plantations of the Terrebonne region. Directly north by five miles was a particle on the Southern Pacific main line named Poachum, and north of that was seventy miles of uninhabited land visited only by survey crews planning its destruction, for it was pregnant with oil, timber, natural gas, sulfur, and fur-bearing animals.


He had read Jules’s much-misspelled but lengthy report and knew that this country was packed with soaring tidewater cypress, bug-proof, rot-proof shafts of butter-smooth grain, trees nine feet thick at the base, waiting to be made into boards that would outlast by three hundred years the bankers and lawyers sitting on their lake-cottage porches and smelling the sweet, peppery wood taken off the earth to furnish their leisure. Randolph put a forefinger down below Poachum but could not picture this teeming sponge of land, nor could he imagine his brother in such a place, serving law and making enemies at the edge of the world. He picked up his glass and took a drink. “This is two birds with one stone. A good mill and Byron both.”


His father straightened up and pinched off his glasses. “I’ve given instructions that the purchase not be noised about that camp until you arrive.”


“Think he’ll bolt?”


“He will if he hears about it before you step up on his porch.” His father touched him briefly on the shoulder the way a waiter might. “You’re the one who can bring him back to us. You’ve got to remember that.”


“My wife—”


“You’re the one,” the old man repeated, turning and leaving the room.


Randolph walked over to the piano and pressed down a C chord. His older brother was well educated, big, and handsome, and in spite of a disposition oscillating between manic elation and mannequin somberness, he’d been destined to take over management of the family’s mills and timber. Then he’d gone off to the war, coming back neither elated nor somber but with the haunted expression of a poisoned dog, unable to touch anyone or speak for more than a few seconds without turning slowly to look over his shoulder. Randolph saw on the mantel the sepia photograph of a young man with dark hair laid over to the side, a sharp-eyed fellow who looked as though he had a politician’s gift for talking to strangers and putting them at ease. After France, Byron spoke to people with his eyes wide, sometimes vibrating with panic, as if he expected them suddenly to burst into flames. Late in 1918 he had joined the police force in Pittsburgh, his father angry and ashamed that his eldest son would rather wrestle with the city’s thugs and factory trash than come to work in the business he’d been born to.


After six weeks Byron disappeared, and Randolph was given the task of finding him, but none of the investigators he hired turned up a trace.


When letters began arriving in 1919 from Gary, Indiana, his father sent a detective to find him, but without success. Two months later, a postcard appeared from Cape Girardeau, Missouri, then a one-sentence note from Heber Springs, Arkansas. After that came a long silence when the family could speak of him only in the polite evening language of holidays and Sunday dinners. In 1921 a paragraph from a little town in Kansas told of police work and jail tending, followed by a penciled note from farther west in Kansas, and a month later one from a New Mexico town that didn’t appear on any map. Then, for a year now, they’d received not a word, as though Byron had at last found a place in which he was the only citizen, and somehow had gone beyond even that in his solitude.


In his brother’s absence, Randolph began to understand that most of what he knew about music, women, or the business, he’d learned from Byron. He and the old man brought out detailed timberman’s maps, running their fingers down canyons, across state lines, out of forests and into the white space of deserts, guessing at where he was. Now they knew, and their spirits lifted.


Leaving Pittsburgh, Randolph kept his face at the window of his sleeping car as it rolled down through the ordered farms whose crops covered the low hills like squares in a quilt, through modern towns and their scrubbed and turreted brick stations, their electric streetcar lines, their corn-rows of automobiles parked in front of stores burgeoning with anything an American could want. His efficient eye noted the just-built macadam roads, and he imagined a view of the region from an aeroplane, the new avenues spidering out to highways and turnpikes, webs of pavement binding tight the prospering soil.


He changed trains in Richmond, boarding an older coach furnished with plush seats and varnished wood worn to a satin finish, and then watched the night country fly by as the station buildings became smaller and more decrepit, the roads behind them now made of graded gravel. The next day further south he changed trains again and saw gaunt men standing in the fields as if sunstruck, their clothes a sagging second skin of denim and copper rivets, their tobacco crops bug-bitten and jaundiced in the heat. Here were no stone houses at all, no paved thoroughfares, and only a few factory smokestacks divided the horizon. Randolph wondered if the sun-blistered barns of Georgia could offer some clue to his brother’s wanderings. Why this direction, he kept asking himself. Away from money, and from people like him? He stared out at this strange country, the South, at the dark heat, and the used-up, coppery soil scratched over by mules.


At dinner a steward seated him with a woman wearing a stylish drop-waist dress, whose young daughter fidgeted at her side. Randolph envied the energy and quickness of children, and for six years had tried with his wife to produce a baby. He ordered, then fixed the child with a flat look. “Tell me a joke,” he said.


The girl looked at her mother, who shrugged politely. “Don’t know one, mister.”


He was stuck by her accent, backwoods, whiny. “Sure you do. Smart girls like you can remember all sorts of jokes. Think of one your grandpa told.”


The girl rolled her eyes under her bangs and said nothing. The waiter brought salads balanced up his arms and refilled the water glasses with long streams that took on the sideways jostle of the coach. The mother said little, only that they were going to a funeral, and Randolph worried that neither of them was very bright.


After the lettuce and the pork chops, the apple pie and coffee, the mill manager looked at his check and stretched a foot out into the carpeted aisle.


“A lady asked a farmer,” the girl blurted out.


“What?” He was in the act of hoisting himself out of the chair. The mother turned her face to the dark window, and her reflection was not amused.


“She asked him how deep was his pond.” The girl’s pink hand flipped through her blond hair like a butterfly, then dropped into her lap.


“And what did he tell her?”


She straightened in her chair and drew a line with one finger along her collarbone. “He said, ‘It comes up to here on my ducks.’”


At first, he was too startled to laugh, and then did, excessively, complimenting the woman on her daughter’s sense of timing before wishing them a good evening and heading back to his compartment. He knew he’d behaved oddly, acting too surprised, but the joke was one his brother had told twenty years before, when they were lying in the big carpenter-built tree house behind their country place south of Pittsburgh. Byron had been a natural joke teller, easing a listener into what seemed just a bland story and then springing the punch line like a slap on the back. The mill manager stared down out of his window at the edge of roadbed racing past in a rectangle of light, remembering other answers the farmer had given about the depth of his pond. “Why, it goes all the way to the bottom,” and “Deep enough to walk away because it’s got at least two feet in it.” He saw each line formed in his brother’s mouth and closed his eyes as the words came back to him.


At first light in Alabama, he saw that the stations were mostly board and batten, indifferently whitewashed, and the rouge-colored mud fields fit only for making brick. He changed trains again—the coaches older, the locomotive smaller—and watched the field workers as they bent between the cotton rows or sulked away from the sun, lounging on loads of melons in dung-spattered spring wagons. In Meridian, Mississippi, stepping out into the humidity, he recalled that his grandfather had been a captain there with Sherman. Meridian was where war had been invented, the old man had told him, where the general had first ordered his troops to dismantle every machine they could find and beat the gear teeth with mauls, pound open the boilers, fracture the castings of steam engines, bend rails around trees, and roll all flywheels into rim-cracking fires until the town held not a single working mechanism. Randolph noticed only two sets of factory chimneys before he was called back aboard, and as the train snaked south into even denser heat he wondered what industries would have been steaming along in town had there been no war, what prosperity would have graced its people, what forest of black iron stacks would have risen into the sky like the masts of ships in a harbor.


That afternoon the train left the last belt of pine and slid down into a marshy lowland, rocking over a series of longer and longer wooden trestles until it broke out over the inland sea of Lake Pontchartrain. On his way to the dining car, Randolph passed through several day coaches where passengers wore bandannas around their sweating necks to keep the soot off their collars. The windows were wide open in the heat, the locomotive’s stack trailing a roil of cinders that flurried down the lurching coaches, blowing in the eyes of anyone foolish enough to hang his head out in the waterlogged breeze.


His sleeper rolled into New Orleans, and he got off in a warm rain. In the station he was told by a ticket agent wearing an enormous mustache that the railroad trestle at Lafourche Crossing had collapsed into the bayou and he would have to take a steamboat all the way to Tiger Island, then double back east on the train to Poachum, the town at the end of his ticket.


The little man made a show of pulling out forms and pounding them with rubber stamps. “You can wait four days for the line to open up, or I can call and book you on the E. B. Newman for Tiger Island.”


Randolph put a thumb in a vest pocket. “I want to go to Poachum, and not by boat. Isn’t there a bus?”


The agent glanced up. “You not from around here.”


“Pennsylvania.”


The man jerked another form from a slot. “Mister Pennsylvania, we don’t have too many paved roads. It’s rained every day for three weeks and Highway 90 is no better than a slop jar. A bus can’t hardly make it over that swampy stretch in good weather.”


Randolph looked at his porter, who was balancing his luggage on a dolly, ignoring the conversation, and then turned back to the agent. “I thought passenger steamboats were a thing of the past.”


The man studied Randolph’s clothes, as if trying to figure out what the place he called home might be like. “Mister, we still got towns down here with no roads going to ’em.” He pulled a scissors phone away from the wall, and booked passage on the E. B. Newman, stamped another sheaf of papers, and handed Randolph an elaborate green ticket running with the filigree of currency. “When you get off at Tiger Island, you can make a connection with a mixed train for the last twenty-two miles to Poachum.”


The mill manager looked over his tickets, unable to read the tiny print. “Is there a station building there?”


“You could call it that.”


“And there’s a lumber-company train from there to Nimbus?”


The agent glanced down at Randolph’s gleaming leather luggage, then laughed meanly. “Nimbus,” he said. “I hope you got boots.”


The E. B. Newman was a ghost of a boat, a listing stern-wheeler buckled in the hull, its paint sliding off like burned skin. Two rusting smokestacks stood in front of a pilothouse edged above the eaves with sooty gingerbread. In Randolph’s dark and boxy stateroom he removed his shirt and scrubbed the train’s grit off his face, soaping his underarms using a pitcher of river water and a varnish-colored bar of soap. He brushed back his hair and dried off with a limp towel stained by the imprint of a rusted nail driven into the wall above the washbowl. The air in the room was thick with mildew, so he went out and stood on the boiler deck, resting his elbows on the rail and looking down to the stage plank where roustabouts were carrying on their backs wooden boxes marked BLACK IRON ELBOWS and sacks of cottonseed the size of stuffed chairs.


“Go on you crippled sows,” the big chief mate hollered when the line of sweating men backed up on the plank. “You load like mammys slipping in pig shit.” The mill manager was impressed by the man’s businesslike anger, since efficiency of any type—long his father’s obsession—turned his head like the clink of a silver coin on pavement. Efficiency was the one thing his father had ingrained in him. He studied the men straining up the stage plank through a sweating cloud of profane guidance and graded them like lumber, knowing these to be hardwood, twisted in the grain.


After the freight was brought on board, it was time for a herd of mules and donkeys to come over the stage and step into a roughboard pen ahead of the boilers. The first mule balked at the ramp, and Randolph was amazed when four blocky young rousters put their shoulders next to the animal’s legs and lifted him up, eight hundred pounds of live weight. The lead man arched an arm over his head and twisted the mule’s ear like a dishrag while it pissed a splattering stream up the ramp. The rousters loaded six more plow mules and then five of the donkeys without trouble until the sixth backed down, braying, his eyes rolling up in a wooly gray skull. Two men hoisted him along and threw him like a loaf into the straw and droppings of the pen.


The last mule was a big hinny, long in the pastern, a bridled riding mule that stopped dead halfway up the ramp. No amount of bootblows or lashes with a deck rope could convince it to board. The chief mate, bearded, sunburned as a brick, pulled a hickory shaft out of a capstan and struck the mule a blow between the eyes that brought it down in a rumble of skidding knee bone. Randolph heard a sash slide open above him and looked up to the pilothouse, where the captain leaned out in a blue deepwater uniform. “Mr. Breaux, has that animal hurt himself?”


The chief mate pushed up one of the mule’s lids with the hickory. “No sir,” he called. “The big screw’s just been educated is all.” The animal drunkenly tried to stand, but two legs went over the edge and it fell thrashing into the river, detonating against the water’s surface. “Lollis,” the mate hollered, and a black rouster crab-walked down the canted wharf and jumped onto the mule’s back, fishing up the reins and slapping its rump until his mount’s forelegs caught lumber and pulled them both from the current. The rouster gave a whoop and rode the bleeding mule around a pile of coffee sacks in a barrel-race sweep and thundered up the stage plank into the deck pen, where the animal skidded on his iron shoes across a glaze of shit and slammed broadside against a bulkhead.


Randolph turned to the main cabin, where he was seated at once by the Negro waiter, and ordered a meal. He was sipping lemonade when the drone of the whistle sent his table’s china into a sympathetic buzz, and he saw the dock drift away as the boat backed out, the paddle wheel biting water in a susurrant rush.


The waiter set down a plate of chops and potatoes with a little mocking bow of the head. “You need something else, sah?”


The mill manager looked up. From a distance, the man’s navy, brass-buttoned uniform had appeared immaculate, but on close inspection it was like everything on the steamboat, carefully patched and dull with wear. “You’ll be waiting on me for a day and a half. My name is Randolph Aldridge. What’s yours?”


The Negro’s face, nettled with a short stubble, did not change. He bowed closer. “They calls me Speck, sah.”


“What’s your real name?” Randolph spread a cloth napkin in his lap.


“I reckon that’s it,” he said, his eyes taking on the throb of the yellow electric light that pulsed under a dusty ceiling fan.


“Do you live around Tiger Island?”


“Not that place. No indeed.” He shook his head glumly. “The engineer stay there, though. That be all, sah?”


The mill manager took a sip of his drink. “How much do you make, Speck?”


The man’s dark eyes flicked toward the far end of the cabin, where a large gilded mirror doubled the room, to make sure the head steward wasn’t watching. “About a dollar a day, plus a crib and my eats, sah. And some people’s nice enough to leave a nickel under they plate if I gives good service.” He tucked the tray under an arm and backed off, ending the conversation. After Randolph finished eating, he drew out a handful of pocket change and slipped a coin under the edge of the plate. Four quarters remained in his palm, and he closed his hand into a fist and thought about the man he held there, for a day.


The next morning the E. B. Newman discharged its animals at a dirt landing called Vane, where a band of half-naked drovers caned them up the levee in a struggle of flying mud. The boat waddled back out into a high river and the pilot began searching for easy water along the insides of the bends, as though the engines hadn’t the strength to fight the current coursing midstream in mud caps. About sundown the boat drifted into the stained concrete vault of the Plaquemine lock. Randolph watched the chamber pump out and the boat go down like a coffin after prayers. He entered the cabin for supper and found only three other tables occupied and those by men without ties, their oily pants hitched up by suspenders. The lights burned infirmly, pulsing with every turn of the generator. After his meal, Randolph stared at the bulbs’ convulsions above the filigreed turmoil of the salon, then walked down between the tarnished brass rails of the grand staircase to the main deck, moving aft toward the engine room. Inside, an oiler was filling the brass drip cups on the port engine, oblivious to the tons of machinery flying back and forth an inch beneath his arms. On a chair next to a wall of gleaming bronze steam gauges sat the chief engineer, a short man with a big mustache and hair the color of steel wool. He wore navy-blue pants, a black vest, and a string tie drooping over a white shirt, the cuffs held off his hands by garters.


“Mind if I come in?” Randolph asked.


The little man looked up from his chair, then down at Randolph’s expensive shoes. “Mais, you can come in if you want, yeah,” he said.


The mill manager stepped into the smell of hot enamel and the oaty essence of saturated steam, looking over at the generator and its attendant electrical panel, a black porcelain expanse containing meters and knife-blade switches and one rheostat the size of a small drum. He reached out and rotated its handle an inch, and the lights came up, their pulsing diminished. “Some of the contacts are dirty.”


The engineer looked away.


“Where’s your home?”


The man looked back and saw the suit, the gold watch chain, the clean collar. “My house is in Tiger Island.”


“You must know the other licensed engineers in town.”


He nodded. “I know some. At the mills.”


“What about at Nimbus?” Randolph blinked at the tap of a gong bolted to a beam above his head. The engineer stood up, gave a gleaming steel wheel a half turn, and the port and starboard piston rods slowed.


“That’s way out in the swamp. I don’t hear much about him, me.”


“He’s a German, I believe.”


“That’s what I hear,” the engineer said, giving the throttle wheel another nudge. “A damned hun.”


“You hear any news about that mill?”


“What kind of news you want, you?” He leaned on the hot wheel and narrowed his eyes.


“My brother is the lawman for the mill town. I haven’t seen him in four years.”


A small bell hanging overhead on a spring coil rattled, and the engineer slung the valve wide, the engines paying the wooden pittman shafts out to the paddle wheel faster, the polished valve gear clacking up and down. “Wish I hadn’t seen my brother in four years,” he said. “I’d still have me a bank account.” He walked over and said something in French to the oiler, who nodded and walked out into the night.


Randolph stood next to the starboard engine, watching the seven-foot piston shaft play in and out of the cylinder. “Are the valves always this noisy?”


“Aw, that’s California cut off for you.” He wiped his hands and shook the rag at the engine. “The damned machine’s older than me. Another ten or fifteen year you won’t find a engine like this working noplace. Things are changing over, yeah.” He stuffed a corner of the rag in his back pocket.


“What do you mean?”


“I been reading some.” The engineer held out his pointing finger. “A diesel engine turns thirty percent of its fuel to mechanical energy. With steam you lucky to get five percent.” He swatted the engine’s asbestos lagging,  which was as white as a plaster cast. “You watch. Ten years. It’s scary, the way things go.”


Randolph talked about steam engines, for that, too, was part of his education. After a while, the little engineer put on a glove and reached in between two rising and falling poppet-valve levers to retrieve a Mason jar of hot coffee. “You want some? The galley sent it down a couple hours ago.” He retrieved two ironware mugs from hooks under the main steam gauge and poured.


The mill manager took a swallow of the strong dark roast, noting how it endured on his tongue. “Many boats like this still running?”


The engineer sat down in his chair and put a foot against a long lever. Behind him, the piston rods hissed and spat like cats fighting. “Non. Maybe two boats on the Natchez trade, one on Lake Pontchartrain and that direction. One on the Atchafalaya and Bayou Teche. Captain Cooley, he still runs up the Ouchita River where them poor people got no roads.” He took a drink. “But nobody’s making money. If our pilot put a log through the hull of this thing, we’d row home in the skiff and forget about it.”


“Where would you work then?”


“Ferries. The icehouse. Maybe a sawmill. They got some pissant rafting steamers I could work on.” He looked up at Randolph. “What you do? Lumber buyer? You dress too good for a salesman.”


“I’m the new manager for Nimbus. My name’s Randolph Aldridge.”


The engineer seemed unimpressed, but he put out his hand anyway. “Minos Thibodeaux,” he said.


“Your family always live in Tiger Island?”


“Since caveman days.” He poured another slug of coffee into his mug, then the mill manager’s. “Where you from?”


“Pennsylvania.”


“That’s where that snow flies.”


“I haven’t heard much from my brother,” he said, pretending to read a gauge.


Minos looked away, sniffed his mustache. “You lose track of him, yeah?”


“He disappeared out west for a while.”


“You come to check up on him or something?”


“I’m going to run the mill and make sure he’s doing a good job.”


The engineer gave him a hard look. “You’d fire your own brother?”


“No. I mean, I’m worried about him.”


Minos seemed to think about this. “Maybe you need to.”


Randolph put his cup down next to an oilcan. “Why’s that?”


“Some ’talian gentlemen down at Tiger Island would like to send him back to Pennsylvania.”


The mill manager laughed. “He can get people perturbed, all right.”


“Cut up in a jug.”


Randolph turned his head away. “He’s a lawman,” he mumbled. “He’s bound to make a few enemies, I’d guess.”


“These enemies was made before he met ’em.”


Just then a big silver backing gong banged and Minos leaped to his throttle wheel and lever, reversing the machinery. The boat shuddered, backing out of whatever problem the pilot had steered it into.


Randolph went up to the dark cabin deck and felt his way along the outside rail. The boat struggled along a bayou as narrow as a ditch, the icicle beam of the carbon-arc headlight igniting the tops of stumps rising from the obsidian water. Something like a longhaired wolf drifted toward him over the rail, and he flattened against the bulkhead as the moss-eaten limb gouged the window next to him and then retreated like a monster’s claw. His heart bumped up in rhythm as the branch dragged a life ring off a stanchion. The boat heeled, the pilot skinning the bank with the stern and heading for midstream, following the deep water of his memory.


Later, from his hard, sour bunk, Randolph heard the sonorous whistle call its name to a landing, and for an hour he listened to the tolling of wooden barrels and the molten cursing of the mate. Then came the profound tone of that same oversized whistle and the sense that the boat was rocking away from more than just a mud bank, the paddle wheel slapping down the tarry water on a voyage beyond the things he knew. He thought again of his brother, a good swimmer who never feared the water, not even at night, and he fell asleep remembering the time he learned to float on his back, Byron’s fingertips training the bones in his spine to drift level and rise toward the air.


The next day came on hot and foggy, and the steamer picked around fallen trees lined with red-eared turtles and fought pulpy rafts of water lilies, once yawing into a mile-deep carpet of the plants, and stalling. The mill manager was again in the engine room, speaking with the engineer when the pilot rang a bell for more power. Minos forced the long lever into its last notch and yelled for the firemen to shake the boiler grates. “Fil d’putain, we won’t tie up until t’ree o’clock.”


And he was right. The steamer rounded out of a bayou into a wide bay filled with salt-smelling water. On the eastern bank was a low town of wooden store buildings and warehouses, two large sawmills anchoring the upstream and downstream points. The Newman nosed into the public dock at two minutes past three and tied up among rafting steamers and hissing propeller tugs. The air smelled of coal smoke and stinking oyster shells, and beyond the muddy dock ran a street lined with several spattered Ford trucks and two caked wagons pulled by swaybacked mules. Randolph came down the stage plank between roustabouts and shouldered through a group of merchants and clerks come out to meet the boat. He navigated across the slurry of mud and clamshells that was the main street and got up on a boardwalk, knocking his shoes clean on the edge of the planks, then walking south toward the railroad station where the agent told him the train to Poachum would leave at six o’clock in the morning.


He looked out at the track. “I thought it left at six in the evening.”


The agent spat a slow rill of tobacco juice into something behind the counter. “Sometimes it does. Tomorrow it leaves at six in the morning.”


He wanted to ask what kind of railroad allowed a twelve-hour variance, but he could sense already that he had to be careful in this town.


The agent smiled a brown smile. “You from up North, ain’t you?”


“Yes.” Randolph told him who he was.


“Laney,” the agent said, not offering to shake hands.


“Is there a place where I can hire an automobile?”


The agent’s smile expressed an amber drop from the corner of his mouth. “Yeah. But what would you do with it?”


“Pardon?”


“The highway’s got water over it. You might get to Poachum. You might not.”


Randolph pulled out his watch and wound it, matching it against the station clock. “Well, where’s the livery stable?”


The stationmaster spat again. “Mister, you’ll tear the wheels off a buggy in them ruts out that way. And if you want to ride twenty-two miles horseback through the rain and flies, that’s okay by me, but you better get a fat horse that’ll float. If you don’t break off his legs you’ll have to row him through some low spots, and when you get where you’re going they’ll be more mud on you than him.”


He looked through the bay window at a dark sky. “Is there a phone I can use?”


“Where you want to call?”


“Nimbus.”


The agent chuckled while lowering his pencil to a form. “Phone line stops at Poachum. The agent does have a local wire going down to Nimbus.” He looked up. “I’ve heard even a big owl can take ’er down.”


“I want to call the lawman down there.”


“What for?”


“I know him.”


The agent bobbed his head. “And you still want to talk to him?”


Randolph pinched the fat under his chin and took in a long breath. “When does the mill train get to Poachum so I can ride it to Nimbus?”


“It don’t run regular.”


The mill manager cocked his head and arched an eyebrow.


“Okay, I’ll raise my man down there, if you can call him that.” The agent went to a wall phone, one of three in a line, and turned its crank a set number of turns, waited, cranked again, waited, then cranked once more, sending a short burst of electricity into the eastbound wire. When no one picked up on the other end, he walked to his telegraph key and sent a call. Both men watched the sounder in its resonator box, and in a minute it began to knock letters into the air.


The mill manager shifted his weight when the message stopped. “Yes?”


“Nimbus train gets into Poachum tomorrow around eight. You’ll make the turnaround for the mill, mister.”


Randolph headed for the door, then stopped and looked back. “What do you know about that lawman down at Nimbus?”


The agent unwrapped a plug of dark tobacco and opened his clasp knife, which he’d sharpened down to a talon. “I hear he don’t like garlic.”





CHAPTER THREE


A short man, his hair like cotton in an aspirin bottle, walked through the station door carrying a double-barreled shotgun, a marshal’s badge dangling from his sagging coat. Behind him was a big, balding priest, smoking a briar pipe with a bent stem. “Sid,” the marshal said, “what’d that man want?”


“Ticket to Poachum. He was asking about your friend at Nimbus.”


The lawman looked after the mill manager, who was walking north along River Street. “His clothes fit too right.”


“Sounds like he’s from up North,” the agent explained.


“What’s he want with Byron?”


Sid Laney shrugged. “At least he don’t look Italian.”


The priest slapped his forehead like an idiot, chuckled, then followed the old marshal out into the sun. They walked down River Street among the musky trappers and wormy dogs to the office, a high-ceilinged box with a rusty jail cell at its rear. “Ah,” the priest said, stepping into the shade.


On the main desk sat a pail full of murky ice holding two crockery bottles, their stoppers wired down tight. The men sat in a pair of squawking steamer chairs and slopped beer into a pair of mugs. The priest took a long draw, and the marshal came up for air with his white mustache sopping. They both blinked and for a long time said nothing. Across the street, a tugboat whistle gave a long hoot and a pilot cursed a deckhand in a rising harangue. The priest cleared his throat and Merville looked at him.


“I’m giving a good homily this Sunday. It’s about Jesus throwing the money changers out of the temple.”


“Methodists can’t go to no Catholic church.”


The priest took another drink. “You’re not a Methodist.”


“I was baptized one, me.”


The priest leaned a black elbow on the desk. “You never darkened the door of any Methodist church. Your father was Catholic.”


“Religion comes from the mamma.” The marshal waved his hand as though brushing away a fly. “You can give me the short side of your sermon right now.”


The priest folded his hands. “It’s something you can relate to. It’s about how even though anger is natural, and sometimes to a purpose, it always has to be controlled.”


The old man sucked his mustache. “Why you telling me that? You still mad I knocked down that trapper?”


The priest shook his head. “The Walton man took thirty-six stitches and was unconscious for two days. You can’t tell me you weren’t excessively angry.”


“Mais, non,” Merville said. “He was full of radiatormade and trying to kill little Nellie the whore with a beer bottle over at Buzetti’s. I wasn’t mad. I just did what I had to do, me.”


The priest looked at him with expressionless eyes, a trick he used to make his parishioners form their own notions about how things really are. “Somehow I can’t believe that.”


Merville took another drink. The beer had warmed and the mug formed no ring on the desk. “Father, if a nun had to face two drunk deckhands swinging razors on each other in a alley, she’d at least lasso one of ’em with her rosary.”


The priest stood and drew off his mug, then wiped a finger over his long upper lip. “I’ll come by tomorrow, maybe.”


“If she had a shotgun,” the marshal grumbled, “she might of used it. You can’t let people kill each other.”


“Goodbye,” the priest said.


“If you see that Yankee, let me know what he does. I don’t want him messing with Byron. Poor bastard’s got enough on his back as it is.”


The priest’s face brightened, his hand on the doorknob. “You could pray for your friend.” Merville looked down at his empty mug. “I think God done fooled with that one enough.”


Since the E. B. Newman wasn’t leaving until late the next morning, the captain allowed Randolph to keep his state-room for two dollars, and he killed time at the boiler deck rail watching roustabouts roll two hundred barrels of molasses up the stage plank before nightfall. Later, he witnessed a thunderstorm walk in from the west and at sundown saw a ripping bolt take out the few electric lights along the street. When the rain stopped, he walked out on the cabin deck and listened to fast dance music—weeping clarinets and a stuttering trumpet coming from down an alley—and remembered it was Saturday night. A street lamp came on slowly, like a candle warming up, and he could see men, their boots lacquered with mud, slopping in and out of a doorway like bees in a hole. Somewhere a transformer detonated, and the lights failed again. On the wharf below, a sooty lantern rose above a crap game, then a short burst of doggy laughter split the air and a roustabout fell down with a bottle in his hand, the ocher glass shattering in the kerosene light. Three mosquitoes stung the back of the mill manager’s neck and he hurried inside.


Hours later, awakened by a crescendo of angry hollering, he pulled on his trousers and walked barefoot through the carpeted salon back to the rail. Minos, the engineer, was standing forward, his shirt off. “It’s the rousters,” he said, when Randolph walked up. “They getting in it now with them bastards off the Edenborn.”


A crash of drunken shouts sailed up from the wharf, then a single yell and a skitter of boots. On the top deck, someone ran to the wheelhouse and a spotlight fired up, shining on the dock where a dozen black men grappled and rolled, their rotten shirts ripping, loose overalls straps whipping the air. Suddenly, two of them pulled straight razors and began a ritual circling, then another unfolded a long blade and swung into a screaming curse. The captain walked out on the roof of the Texas and hollered down to the big rousters, who were deaf with drink. The hulking mate, yawning and pulling on his galluses, walked up next to the captain, who told him, “Go down there and put an end to it.”


The mate spat over the rail. “Can’t nothing stop them now.”


The captain twisted around and called up to the pilot in the wheelhouse. “Blow shorts and see if that brings the policeman. We can’t load freight with dead niggers.”


The whistle coughed up a gallon of water and issued a series of yelping blasts. Another razor came out of a shirt, and the mill manager’s mouth fell open as the blade drew a long red line across the face of the rouster who’d ridden the mule out of the river. Three men ran over from the downstream steamer and began swinging boots and fists. A man shrieked and fell on his back, bloody fingers pinching his stomach together as the riot closed over him like a muddy surf.


Minos bumped the mill manager’s elbow. “Here come Judgment Day,” he said, pointing.


Randolph looked and could make out a little man with uncombed white hair advancing quickly from a side street. A badge winked on his coat and a double-barreled shotgun dangled at his side, but when he stepped up onto the dock and yelled at the men, his words might as well have been puffs of steam. So he pulled the forearm off the shotgun, dropped the barrel from the stock, grabbed the twin tubes on the smaller end, and swung hard against the skull of the nearest man, sending him to the dock like a stunned cow. A few dark faces went up at that, and he swung again, his white hair shocking up on impact, and then again, sending a third man screaming into the river, and the others began to scatter and run. Five men lay sprawled on the dock, and the one who’d been cut across the stomach was not moving. The marshal straightened up over him, put his shotgun back together, and dropped two shells into its barrels.


“Alors, quoi c’est son nom?” he asked.


The engineer yelled down in French that he was not on the Newman’s crew.


A rouster sat up, holding his bleeding head as if afraid it might roll off his shoulders. “Don’t shoot me, Mister Merville.”


The marshal slid the gun into the crook of his arm. “A high-brass shell costs seven cents, and the bastard of a mayor we got would charge it against my pay.” He pointed to the dead man. “You know him?”


“He on the Drew with us.”


“He got a family?” Merville checked the corpse’s pockets, found a silver dollar, and put it in his vest.


“He from way up the country.” The rouster took a hand away from his face and looked at the blood. “He ain’t got no people.”


The marshal slid his shotgun under the shining waist, lifted, and rolled the corpse over, repeating the motion until it tumbled into the river. He looked toward the wheelhouse and shaded his eyes. “You can kill that light, yeah,” he said.


The engineer spat over the side and turned to Randolph. “So much for that.”


The mill manager finally closed his mouth. “Is that how you have to operate around here?”


“It is now.” Minos looked down. “In ten years or fifteen years, maybe it’ll be different.”


“Who’s the policeman?”


Minos turned his head to where the old man herded three limping men back to their boat, the bloody shotgun sideways against their backs. “Him? That’s my daddy.”


Randolph climbed onto his thin mattress and lay awake and sweating until he heard a tap on the door at five. Speck, doubling as porter, cleared his throat and the mill manager told him fifteen minutes. He got up and washed at the basin, shaved, and put on a fresh dark wool suit. In the narrow main salon he sat at a naked table in the dark, smelling the enamel and tobacco latent in the air, imagining the carnivorous swamp he was traveling toward and wondering how all the fine books his brother had read could have prepared him to police its mill saloon. He remembered the thump of the shotgun barrels on the skulls of the roustabouts, then looked up to where first light spangled in the textured glass of the clerestories, sooty greens and golds flaring dimly like fire seen through mica. He moved through the tinted light down onto the foredeck and stood among the freight boxes and sacks to wait for his luggage. Hearing a noise he turned to see the rouster who’d been cut in the face. He was sitting back against a pile of rice sacks, moaning like a record played much too slowly, and the mill manager lifted a deck lamp off its hook and walked back among the crates, thinking that it would be a shame for such a worker to be ruined.


He raised the light. “Is someone going to get a doctor for you?”


A pair of eyes opened, boiled eggs floating in a tabasco of pain. “Ain’t one’ll come.”


Speck, the waiter, suddenly loomed at Randolph’s back. “You want me to carry these bags up to the depot on the dolly, sah?”


The mill manager stooped down. “Do you have any alcohol and bandages on board?”
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