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To Crystal, my wife, who is joie de vivre personified, and to my three sons, Brice, Cole, and Boone—I love watching you play.




I ought to go upright and vital,


and speak the rude truth in all ways.


—Ralph Waldo Emerson




PROLOGUE


“I love New Orleans” is how most people respond when they hear that I’m from Louisiana. The truth is that New Orleans was the only thing President Thomas Jefferson really wanted in the Louisiana Purchase, but oftentimes in life, luck and being in the right place at the right time are everything.


New Orleans certainly has a rich history as a seaport, cultural center, and entertainment destination, but there is an another entire part of the Pelican State that is much more rural and exotic, and to get out of New Orleans to the other parts of Louisiana is to get into a place that is like no other, with a people like no other.


To reach these cities and small towns, you drive west over the Atchafalaya Basin, the largest freshwater swamp in the world. The Basin, as everyone in Louisiana calls it, encompasses over 1.4 million acres from the top of the state, which borders Arkansas, to the westernmost area of the state, which borders Texas, all the way to the mouth of the Mississippi River.


The lowest part of Louisiana is arguably the wettest, wildest, and freest part of the country, with over three hundred different species of birds, fifty different species of mammals, and dozens and dozens of species of reptiles and amphibians. In the heart of this spooky maze of bottomland—filled with pine trees, live oaks draped with Spanish moss, small water passes, marshes, and bayous—is New Iberia, and that’s where I’m from.


New Iberia is in the heart of Cajun country. Its Main Street has not changed much since the 1800s. If you travel east on that street from the antebellum landmark Shadows on the Teche, which borders the bayou, you will find small shops, lawyers’ offices, and an old gambling hall, which used to post prizefights and now posts old men playing dominoes. Moving south over an old drawbridge, you’ll pass a nursing home that used to be the main hospital, and even farther south, you’ll be led to old Loreauville Road, and then the old-money homes that border the main waterway, the Teche. On one side street you might see an old abandoned bait-and-tackle shop, an elementary school, and a baseball field, followed by rows and rows of cane.


Ten minutes or so from there, crossing water many times and passing the oldest sugar mill in the parish, you’ll find Bluehaven Drive. Down that blacktop, all the way to the end, there stands a wood-and-brick home with large, slanting roofs, and a red brick chimney with brown and green treetops towering high above it, hiding more water behind them.


Back in 1973, when my family first moved into it, Bluehaven was in an area of Iberia Parish that the townspeople called “the country.” Our lot sat at the end of a quarter-mile road that ran parallel to the bayou and was lined with large oak and cypress trees. It was rumored that the farmer who owned the land would sell off a few pieces here and again to pay off old gambling debts. For a long time, the road we lived on was dirt, grass, rock, and gravel, and while driving home at night, we used to see the glaring eyes of rabbits, opossums, and raccoons staring back at us from the rain ditches. The front yard of the house had large spans of Bermuda grass and a gigantic magnolia tree that blossomed broadly every spring. The deep side yard of the home had a small citrus grove that, for many years, the patriarch of this family tended to with great pride.


Mostly when I think about that place now, I think of him, standing in our garage among his lawnmowers and hunting decoys, a Miller High Life in his hand. In those days he hadn’t hit it big yet, but if he could’ve bet on his chances, he’d have been all in.




1


[image: Images]


My father was a salesman. Throngs of high school graduates, liberal arts majors, frat boys, and C students become salesmen. Others, like Dad, become unofficially designated as such. It is the fallback position. Born of great confidence. My father’s favorite line when I was a boy was “I never had a bad day.” For most of my childhood, I believed that.


In the late fifties, an affable college dropout like Dad had several choices for work in south Louisiana. He could become a sugarcane farmer, work for the Wildlife and Fisheries Department like his father, or go into oil. Dad chose the oil business—he wanted to tie his star to growth, and growth in south Louisiana meant oil.


My father was a betting man, like his father before him. But salesmen are made, not born. No one likes rejection. So there is a considerable premium to be earned for having to listen all day long to lines like “How’d you get my number, boy? I’d like to come down to that high-rise office of yours, pull off your head, and shit down your neck.” Rejection pays. Always has. Always will. A salesman who takes rejection well can make money. My father was a great salesman.


The oil business in the South translates into “awl bidness.” In 1972, when I was ten, before the oil embargo, oil was a good business. After price controls were instituted by Nixon in 1973, it was a great business. Oilmen are not dumb. Price controls prevented oil companies from passing on to consumers the rising cost of crude imports. Swifter than the politicians, they saw an opportunity. So when price controls were instituted, oil companies reduced imports and cut gasoline sales to independent gas stations in order to keep their own branded outlets supplied. The lines and shortages that form our collective memory of the oil crisis were the result of price controls—not, as is popular belief, the Arab oil embargo.


During the following years, Congress instituted a number of measures to “remedy” the situation, but they all had one thing in common, just as they always do. They distorted the market and created perverse incentives—in this case, incentives that made America more reliant on foreign crude. It’s like skating to where the puck was; politicians and money managers do it all the time.


However, at the time, the oil embargo meant great business for the Southern oil and gas states. Though the embargo caused misery for the rest of the country, from the mid-seventies through the early eighties, there was no business better than the awl bidness. Dad had people working for him making $100,000 a year whose wives would not allow them to manage their own checking accounts—a level of wealth as disproportionate to merit in the oil business as it is cyclically known to be on Wall Street. These realities would shape our family profoundly, but not until later.


My father dropped out of college in 1959, a few years after he met Mom, a shy churchgoing blonde from Texas named Sherion. She was in awe of him. He would go to her house after school and lie on the couch while she pored over her homework. She thought he was so smart because he never had to study.


For her part, Mom had hoped to marry Dad since the day he had first winked at her in the hallway of New Iberia Senior High School. He was thin, confident, and handsome—an all-state baseball player for the New Iberia High Yellow Jackets. His eyes were so bright, they shined electric blue from his place on the dirt diamond at second base, as he kicked his cleats gently into the dirt and chattered, “Hey, batter, batter,” waiting for the pitch to be thrown.


Mom’s father, Clyde Burley Brice, was a six-foot-tall, soft-spoken Mason who had supported his family as a manual laborer since he had been old enough to work and too young not to cry. His friends called him C.B., and years later, I would come to know and love him as my grandfather Paw.


One of my earliest memories is of Paw walking down the long driveway of his Lietmeyer Street home after a full day at the carbon black plant, his hard hat in one hand and his gray lunch pail in the other, smiling at me as I ran up to greet him. In his prime, Paw was a towering figure to a boy of six. In his monochromatic work clothes, with his jet-black hair and wide shoulders, he looked like Johnny Cash. We would greet each other with a handshake that would quickly turn into a test of strength. No matter how old he got or how strong I got, he always won. His unchanging strength, which maintained the natural order of things, was more important to me than I could know. He’d giggle as he made me submit, and he’d always say something like “I can still whoop your butt, boy.”


Paw showed me how to sharpen a pocketknife, and he taught my older brother, Bryan, how to play cards. Bryan liked playing bridge with Paw, our grandmother, Margie—whom we called Maw Brice—and Mom because, like Bryan, Paw knew how to listen.


One spring morning Paw made some over-easy eggs, crispy bacon, and biscuits, and then neatly organized the leftovers on top of the stove—to be sure to return to them later. In fact, I never saw Paw waste one morsel of food his whole life; he even went so far as to take everything home from restaurants in a doggy bag, down to the bones and the bread.


Even though Paw was not classically educated, he read and played various games of intellect and strategy, like bridge, chess, and gin. When we were alone with Paw, he always called us “son,” and when we were all with Dad, he always called us by our names. He was a gentleman to the core.


“Son,” he said to Bryan, “the key thing about bridge is, never bid too low.” Bryan would listen to whatever advice Paw gave about cards, and never need clarification, because Paw was direct, and Bryan was smart. They would play bridge and gin for hours. One day when Bryan was fourteen, he confided to Paw during a bridge game that he found his opinion differing from our father’s about what to do with his future.


“Son,” Paw said, “Mr. Emerson said that there is a time in every man’s education when he arrives at the conviction that imitation is suicide—that he must take himself, for better or for worse, as his portion.” Bryan took it in, nodding in silence.


Paw had been transferred to Louisiana from Texas when he’d been promoted to manager of the Ashland carbon black plant. The only curse word he ever used was “sheeit,” in a thick West Texas accent, and he only used it when he was out of earshot of any woman—and especially far from the hot-tempered, redheaded Margie, whom Paw always called “Wife.” In turn she called him “Husband,” affectionate nicknames established in an era when marriage was still considered an unshakable, lifelong, till-death-do-us-part commitment.


For most of Mom’s life, Paw had not allowed her to be alone with boys, much less date them, but that all changed when they moved to New Iberia and she turned sixteen. She still had a dusk curfew, except on Friday nights, when she was allowed to stay out until eleven. She was not allowed to drive, so Margie or another church mom would pick her up and drop her off at places where other teens congregated in the late fifties, like the drive-in, the malt shop, or the American Legion baseball park—where my dad, Harvey Hopkins “Puffer” Lourd Jr., was king. My father’s nickname, Puffer, was given to him by his father when he was four because he was always retrieving cigarette butts and trying to get the last puff.


Dad, for most of his teen years, had dated a girl from the neighborhood named Miriam, whose main attraction was that she lacked the Puritan morals that most of the girls in New Iberia possessed. But that changed very quickly after he was swept off of his feet by Mom’s quiet beauty, angelic innocence, and rapt attention. They courted, at first, from afar at the baseball field. After a while, they talked at school, where he was a senior and she was a sophomore.


Dad’s personality was infectious to behold, even then. He’d walk onto the baseball field with a swagger that said he had not a care in the world, sprinkle around a generous, confident laugh, and his teammates would spark to life in ways the coach never saw in his absence. His coach loved him, but could get frustrated with his let-the-good-times-roll attitude. “Puffer Lourd, you are a leader, son, but you are the wrong kind of leader,” he’d say with concern.


There was so much glee in Dad’s eyes, in the way he threw his head back in deep amusement, that whenever he told a joke, other people kind of had to laugh, even if it wasn’t funny—they just wanted to laugh with him. Puff never applied himself in school, but he had a magic way of turning Ds into Cs and Cs into Bs, because teachers loved him. He was the kind of guy who, in some ways, you wouldn’t want your daughter to date but, in others, you’d want him to be the only guy she ever dated. Men wanted to be him, and women wanted to hold him.


His skill on the baseball team was known from Baton Rouge to Lake Charles. Dad’s teammates would run through a wall for him because they knew he could always be counted on to get a base hit at the right moment, and he never missed an opportunity to turn a double play. When Mom met Puffer, he had just accepted a baseball scholarship to Tulane University, where he planned to study dentistry without regard to whether or not it was a scalable profession.


One day, Mom noticed him at the local bowling alley while she was sitting with her friend Myrna at the dining counter. She was wearing a white skirt that fell below her knees, a blue sweater, bobby socks, and blue-and-white bucks—the picture of Church of Christ innocence as she sat there, her heart racing, hoping he felt the same way she did.


Across the smoke-filled room, Dad stood against a wall, a Miller High Life in one hand, a red bowling ball in the other, and a cigarette hanging from his mouth. His green-and-red–striped bowling shirt had “Puff” printed over the right front pocket and “Texaco” on the back. The hall was filled with the smell of burgers frying and the sounds of balls rolling, pins dropping, Chuck Berry on the jukebox, and men loudly talking in happy, carefree drunkenness.


Not far from the men were the young ladies, ladies of all types, sitting around the periphery of the bowling lanes—Southern women who believed their place was by a man, and had little ambition other than to marry their high school sweethearts and have children. Most were virgins. Some were pretending to be, even to their closest friends.


I can imagine my mother among them, waiting until he called out to her before she turned her head, how she must have smiled as she stared down at her Dr Pepper, her smooth, fresh face flushed with excitement. She had never been without her overbearing, judgmental mother breathing down her neck for long enough to enjoy the attentions of a boy like him. She watched him step up to the line to roll a strike with a perfect draw and then saunter away from the group of boys to say hello to his future bride.


“Hey, Sherion.”


“Hey, Puff. Good game you’re rolling tonight.”


“Yeah, pretty good. I’m a little upset about that eight in the six frame. I was robbed. What are you doing after the game?”


“I have to be home by eleven. My dad will be waiting up for me.”


“I got to come over there and get C.B. to understand that you’re always safe when I’m around.”


“Yeah, good luck with that.”


“You doubting my sales ability?”


“No, I’m doubting my dad. But you could always come over some night and talk to him about it.”


“I might just do that.”


I can picture Dad there, sipping his beer through crooked lips, asking Myrna politely whether they could have a minute alone, and then looking into Mom’s blue eyes.


“Did it hurt?”


“Did what hurt?”


“Did it hurt when you fell from heaven?”


That was it. She was his.


“I know we haven’t known each other long. I can’t explain what your smile does to me. You make me feel like settling down. Will you wear my class ring?”


“Stop it now. What about Miriam?”


“Miriam is just a friend, and she knows that a Coonass always goes his own way.”


Mom was too caught up in the moment to realize the long-lasting impact that this philosophy would have on their lives. She had never met a man as dashing and handsome as Puff, with those flashing blue eyes that lit up the night.


She took his class ring right there on the spot and, later, the wedding ring he had purchased for $500 at City Jewelers on Main Street. They got married in the summer of 1959 after Mom graduated from high school, and honeymooned in New Orleans on a limited budget. She was soon pregnant with my brother, Bryan William Lourd; nineteen months after Bryan’s birth came me; and fifteen months later we were joined by my little brother, Harvey Hopkins Lourd III, whom we called Tutu. I don’t really know the exact definition of Irish twins, but I think we were the Cajun version—in triplicate.


I was an energetic boy, and even as an infant, I valued my personal freedom. My mother tells me there was no crib that could hold me. At five months old I would climb out of the crib and often fall on my head. By six months I could scale the side of the crib, and by the time I was one, I would vault off the side rails of the crib and hit the ground running. Oftentimes, I would hurtle out in the middle of the night, and she’d catch me at the back door of the house trying to “escape.”


“Where are you going, Blaine . . . ?” she would ask as she picked me up in her nightgown. “Out . . .” I would mumble in baby-speak. She’d walk me back to the room, put me back in the crib, and I would scream for a while until she patted me to sleep.


Bryan, from the time he could talk, had responsibility. Mom and Dad treated him like an adult very early on because he was mature and could be trusted. He generally apprehended the rights and rules in a situation and made things work. When Mom had to go out to run errands and her mother, Maw Brice, wasn’t around, we all went with her—Bryan was second in command. Whenever we went to the grocery store on Trotter Street, Deborah, who came along five years after Tutu, would be on Mom’s right hip; Tutu would be snapped into the grocery cart, and Bryan would be holding my hand tightly so I couldn’t run away.


My older brother had his hands full with me as I had a penchant for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I had personality, because when you are the second of four, you have to find ways to be seen and heard, even if, in the end, you got your butt spanked for it. I got my butt spanked a lot.


Bryan, on the other hand, was observant and measured in his movements and actions. As the first son, the big brother, his maturation from infant to little man was quick, and over time his responsibilities grew. In fact, by the time he was thirty, he just about fully supported everyone in my family but me.


Tutu didn’t talk at all until he was three, and to this day is laconic. Harvey H. Lourd III got the nickname Tutu because he and I would sit in front of the television watching cartoons, and there was this one cartoon called “Touché Turtle,” about a turtle with brown legs, a green shell, and a bald head. Tutu was bald until he was five years old, and I thought he looked like Touché, so I’d point at the TV, then point at him and say, “Tuuuuuuuuu.” And it stuck.


In addition to being bald and blond, Tutu was smaller than me. He had a discerning palate and would eat only pasta and sugar until he was in his teens. Despite this fact, he was rangy and thin. By the time he was twelve every tooth in his mouth had a filling in it. He liked Icees and peanut M&M’s like a Viking craves grog and roasted meats, and he’d eat and drink them at will without concern for his quarterly trips to the dentist, which sometimes took two to three hours.


Tutu wasn’t much into hunting and fishing, but he and Dad shared a love of baseball, and were both pretty good at it. Often after work in the mid- to late seventies, Dad would park his Lincoln behind the center field fence at American Legion, where Tutu practiced. Quietly he'd get out, hop onto the hood, and rest his back on the windshield; then he’d crack open a cold one and watch. Dad loved the ballpark—coaches hitting infield, outfielders taking fly balls, bats cracking and leather gloves popping as players kicked up dirt. After a few beers, Dad would get restless, like men do, and drive off; sometimes Tu would see him, and sometimes he wouldn’t. Baseball is said to be the “thinking man’s sport,” which is probably why Tutu was good at it—he was a thinker. He was consistently the best math student in his class, and frugal with his words. In fact, he rarely spoke at all unless he had to.


I always looked very different from my brothers. I was just bigger, despite the fact that I was allergic to corn products and, hence, could never eat sweets. From the time he was six years old and I was four, I remained the same size as Bryan, who, like Tutu, was blond and lean. Our family diet was regular: Mondays Mom would cook pinto beans, on Tuesdays we’d have all-you-can-eat Pizza Hut, on Wednesdays it was pinto beans again, and on Thursdays, Hamburger Helper. Fridays were our big night out, and usually we’d eat crawfish or shrimp po’boys, or Dad would take us to Duck’s Drive-In for cheeseburgers, malts, and fries.


And for a long time, it was as simple as that.
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Dad’s first job was as a driver and then a night dispatcher for a trucking company. He liked working nights because being off during the days allowed him to go fishing and hunting with his two best friends from high school, Fritzie and Animal. In those days, when the three of them weren’t hunting, usually because the season was closed, they played sports, starting with bowling on Wednesday nights. Dad was always one of the best bowlers in the league, and even rolled a perfect game once—but baseball was closer to his heart.


Throughout the early years of their marriage, Puffer was still the fine athlete Mom fell in love with, and his softball games on the weekends were a family affair. The rec league teams mostly consisted of blue-collar workers from the oil and chemical industries—men who considered a paycheck, weekends off, and the promise of retirement at age fifty-five good enough compensation—but there was one team of lawyers who called themselves the “ambulance chasers.” Dad played on his slim-pickings trucking company team, and Fritzie and Animal played for Dow Chemical and the Morton Salt company. Every Sunday after church, Mom and my siblings and I would rush to meet Dad at his game.


One Sunday in particular, after we kids had finished the usual two-and-a-half-hour Church of Christ marathon session with Mom and Paw and Maw Brice, we pulled up to the New Iberia City Park in our family’s only car. It was an early-model blue-on-blue Dodge VIP Dad had purchased sight unseen from a friend of a friend in New Orleans; it’d been like new when we’d got it except for the faint scent of cherry tobacco embedded in the velour seats.


As we drove into the parking lot, I leaned against the tinted window and thought I saw Dad walking up to the batter’s box, his Louisville Slugger on his shoulders. Dad was a simple man, with simple tastes, and throughout his entire life I never really did see him get attached to much, but boy, did he love that bat. He’d been using it for over a decade; it was the reliable piece of wood he’d wielded to win the Hitters Trophy in the American Legion league at the pinnacle of his baseball career. Tutu was only seven, but he was observant and had eyes like a hawk; even from the unpopular middle seat, he confirmed my sighting, screaming, “There’s Dad! He’s coming up to bat—stop the car, Mom!”


Excitement flickered across Mom’s face as she rolled the car to a semistop, grinding the gearshift into park. Bryan, Tutu, and I hopped out, banging the long, heavy doors of the VIP shut, and ran as fast as we could in our Sunday best toward the field. As he sprinted, Tutu pulled up the back of his semiloose pants, which had once been mine, and I tried not to trip in my penny loafers; Mom always bought our shoes a half size too big to make them last longer.


Mom got out of the car quickly, and followed behind us with her purse and baby bag bouncing on one hip and Deb on the other. The three of us boys clanged against the first base fence almost in unison, our arms over our heads, fingers looped into the fence holes, as Dad spotted us and threw us that big crooked smile, pulling up just shy of the batter’s box. He had on a Boston Red Sox cap, which had been purchased by his father, Hop, at the Boston train station before he took the long journey back from a weekend of horse races at Suffolk Downs. Hop, or Harvey H. Lourd Sr., was wily, a direct descendant of the earliest pioneers who developed New Iberia, and loved the ponies.


Dad always wore the number 8, in deference to his idol, the future Hall of Fame outfielder Carl “Yaz” Yastrzemski. Yastrzemski, by the time he retired in 1983, owned virtually every hitting and fielding record, not only for the Boston Red Sox but for the American League, too. Dad flipped his bat up in the air, like a juggler juggling a pin, then caught it with a surgeon’s precision. He banged the bat on the bottom of his left cleat, then his right. Putting it between his legs, he spit in his hands, rubbed them together fiercely, took a deep breath, and stepped one foot into the batter’s box, glancing toward the pitcher. His teammate Bob, waiting on second base, began cheering him on.


“Come on, Puff—take me home, brother, just like you do from the radio room. Here I am, Puff-n-Stuff—clear the roads for me.” The pitcher looked back toward Bob on second, then stepped onto the mound. “Come on, Puff, bring me on home. I’m getting thirsty out here,” drawled Bob, loud enough to make the “hot shots” in the dugout laugh.


Dad smiled, too, and stepped his other foot back toward the dugout. This was a beer league, but these guys were still young, their testosterone high and their memories of glory days not yet faded; they took winning and losing very seriously.


As Dad put the bat on his shoulder, I watched the pitcher take another quick glance at Bob on second—even though the rules clearly prohibited stealing bases. The pitcher threw a high arcing pitch, and Dad watched it go by as the weekend umpire mumbled, “Ball.”


The catcher throttled the ball back to the pitcher for emphasis, and Dad tapped the bat once on the outside corner of the plate, then hoisted it back up into the air. The pitcher quickly threw a high looping strike. I saw Dad’s leg cock, his eyes watching the ball float all the way toward the bat as he stepped into it with a crack. The third baseman jumped high, but the ball sailed about two feet over his outstretched glove.


Mom screeched, “Go, Pufffffff !” at the top of her lungs and hopped up and down with Deb.


Bryan, Tutu, and I screamed, “Go, Dad,” too, clanging at the fence.


Bob took off quickly toward third, and the ball skipped hard, right inside the foul line, then banged into the left field corner fence—where it ricocheted as Bob rounded third. As Dad took second, he didn’t even pause, just barreled on. Bob slowed, trotting the last fifteen feet to home, knowing he’d score easily, as Dad ran like a deer, finally sliding smoothly into third base. He popped up quickly and dusted off his butt and pant leg; the third baseman threw the ball to the dejected pitcher, who snapped it up curtly and walked back to the mound. Dad tipped his hat to us boys as we clapped with the crowd; then he looked directly at Mom and took a deep bow, sweeping his hat from his head down to the ground, like a matador doing a veronica after a bull has passed.


The pitcher looked at Dad, then at Mom.


“Okay, Romeo—Puff-n-Stuff—now you are starting to rub it in. Let’s play ball . . .”


The next guy up to bat was one of the drivers at Dad’s trucking company; I only knew him as Mr. Hank. A mountain of a man, Mr. Hank always sported a black-and-red Mack Truck hat, along with a belly he’d been working on for years. He took a big swing at the first pitch and hit it to the fence, deep into right field, where the fielder caught it with only about a foot to spare. Dad tagged up third base and jogged in to score a run. After he crossed the plate, he walked right by us at the fence, smiling.


“Morning, Momma, boys . . . and girl,” he said as he grabbed the fence where Mom stood with Deb, puckered his lips, and reached his face between one of the holes. Mom moved her mouth to his, and they kissed.


“Nice hit,” she offered, pulling away shyly.


“Thanks.”


After their kiss, Mom lifted Deb to the fence, and Dad kissed her on the head.


I’d never seen Mom smile more proudly, or look more beautiful.


As I watched Dad step into the dugout, high-fiving and slapping hands with the other players, Mom made her way to the bleachers, sitting down between two or three of the other wives—all of whom had big hair, were modestly well dressed, and donned baby bags and purses much like Mom’s.


“Hey, Sherion.”


“Hey, Tammy Lynn.”


“Boy, that man of yours is lighting ’em up today. I think he’s three for three, and not a ball gets by ’im.”


“That’s my guy . . . How’s Jim doing?”


“You know, the usual—struck out once, flied out twice, took a base on balls. Caught a pop-up, which is good, I guess. Oh, and he’s had at least five beers by now—but when I ask him, he’ll say three.” They all laughed.


As Deb got up to climb around, a little unstable in the bleachers, Bryan hopped up to hold her hand. They climbed to the top of the aluminum structure, weaving slightly, Bryan unfaltering in his anticipation of her path.


As the inning ended, Dad took his place at shortstop, and Tutu and I kicked off our penny loafers and socks, rolled them into balls, and gave them to Mom, who put them in her purse.


“Don’t ruin your church clothes, boys!”


Tu and I hustled over to the third base side of the park—onto a large patch of grass and dirt, where we joined in a game of handball with some of the other kids. Tu and I always played together, and took our usual positions on the makeshift field for the underhand team in an economy that was never questioned. Tu was a fine athlete, and already making a name for himself in the ballparks straddling the bayous and cane fields of New Iberia. He was quick, agile, and smart.


“Now we gotch’y’all, Tutu’s here . . .” said the pitcher of our team as he tossed the crumpled waxed paper cup to Tutu. Tu smiled humbly, took the mound, and immediately went into a long windup. He could throw sinkers, curve balls, fastballs, knuckleballs, changeups, and sliders. He was something to watch, be it wax-ball or real baseball. During the wax-ball games, I always played catcher; catchers are usually big guys. My favorite big leaguer at the time was a man named Johnny Bench—a sure-handed slugger with a big arm who played for the Cincinnati Reds, the best team in the league during the seventies.


Tu would wind up and throw strike after strike. He could throw it overhand or sidearm; it didn’t matter. We’d give the younger kids five strikes to hit, and most of them still couldn’t. Occasionally one of the other boys would whine or get boisterous about a call I’d made as catcher/umpire, but most of them knew they were outgunned and outmanned with Tu on the mound. Whenever they did manage to connect their hand with the wax-ball, they’d celebrate like it was Fat Tuesday on Bourbon Street—hootin’ and hollerin’. We’d play for hours, or until Dad’s games ended. As the adult players bagged their bats and gloves and strolled off the field to meet their families, we’d rush back to the stands and beg Mom for a few dollars for hot dogs and Cokes. Most of the time, she’d say we could have one or the other, and some of the time, we’d get nothing.


“Sorry, boys, I don’t have any money.”


And when she said it, we didn’t complain or argue. We knew what she said was simply true—for us, and all the families at the ballpark. This was a Coonass crowd, through and through. And when I say “Coonass”—which technically relates to a certain type of Cajun—I’m not talking about a class distinction; it’s richer than that. A Coonass can be wealthy or poor, wise or foolish. He can be white-collar or blue-collar. However, at heart, he’s generally unpretentious and comfortable with himself, listens to his gut, has horse sense, and, yes, tends to be indulgent. Maybe it’s the French influence, or maybe it’s just deep Southern roots, but Coonasses really like to have a good time. Laissez les bon temps rouler. Loose. Wild. Willing.


Louisianans who don’t define themselves as such might say that Coonasses are lazy, dumb, or close-minded. Those less familiar with it might construe the term “Coonass” as being a slur—or, worse, something equivalent to the “N word.” Then there are those Louisianans who would cock a smile and say that, while ornery, Coonasses are proud, resourceful, witty, and shrewd. But if you are one, you know that being a Coonass is what you make of it—and in the end, it’s an identity. Shared proudly.


And that was certainly true of this crowd of families out to have a good time with a softball or a balled-up wax cup; we didn’t sweat anything that wasn’t there. Occasionally we’d go with some of the other players’ families to get hamburgers, but most of the time we’d go home, and Mom would cook Hamburger Helper, or we’d eat pinto beans and ham, or Dad would barbecue chicken to a true crisp. And simply enjoy it.
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